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1

	MARE MOSCOVIENSE
LUNAR FAR SIDE
2179 AD

	 

	 

	 

	Everything which has come down to us from heathendom is wrapped in a thick fog; it belongs to a space of time we cannot measure. We know that it is older than Christendom, but whether by a couple of years or a couple of centuries, or even by more than a millennium, we can do no more than guess.

	[Rasmus Nyerup, (Danish antiquarian), 1802 (in Trigger, 1989:71)]

	 

	 

	Simon Cordell turned his floater’s lights to maximum, opened the access door, and dropped to the cavern floor. Above his head, the large saucer-shaped drilling machine still thrummed away in neutral, sound carried by the three-metre diameter vertical sink shaft, which ran over a hundred metres to the surface.

	Breakthrough had been a birth into a strange, new world. The walls of the cave were not dull and lifeless, but sparkled with crystalline rainbow colours and shining white speckles of light. He had seen nothing like it on Earth. And this was his discovery, his stamp on lunar exploration!

	Although he now yearned to return home, he realised he had been only too anxious to flee the dysfunctional planet he hadn’t seen for over three years. The effects of the last great conflict, though decades past, still lingered.

	His spacesuit disguised his tall frame; his helmet shielded his long, determined jaw, sharp nose and deep-set blue eyes. He took an easy step forward. Laser measurer in hand, he quickly checked the cave’s dimensions. It was large enough to house the mining team, deep enough to economically maintain a constant temperature, and robust enough to protect from anything the solar system might throw at them.

	As he scanned the cave, he saw something nearby that didn’t look natural. He moved towards it cautiously.

	Even before he truly perceived the objects, he was coated in sweat. It couldn’t be true. It must be an illusion; a weird rock formation created millions of years ago. He blinked, testing his sight, not believing his eyes. He saw the impossible: a table on a slim pedestal, perhaps one metre wide, four or five long. He may have screamed. There was a sphere on the table, the size of a football, perfectly round. 

	His heart started to race. The surface of the table was like glass, harshly reflecting the light from his helmet. The sphere just sat there as if floating on a sea of luminescence. 

	How could anyone have been here before him? Was the sphere alive? He slowly stretched out his hand, touched the top of the table. Nothing happened. A small part of him was disappointed.

	He turned and walked towards the nearest cave wall, trepidation stalking every step. Shapes started to emerge from what should have been a rough, rocky surface. Fear seized his mind. His mouth became dry. There were figures in the wall, seemingly engraved within the rock itself. Scores of them, probably hundreds. They looked like an army stood to attention, all the same, motionless, and as alien as the rock that surrounded them.

	Simon felt his pulse throbbing in his ears. He thought he was going to faint, swayed uncertainly on his feet, took a step forward to avoid falling. He looked at the rock as if in a dream. The figures were arranged in neat horizontal rows, one on top of the other, five rows in all. It was like looking at an ancient Masonic work of art, but these appeared to be real beings placed upright into the cave wall, not quite touching, and undoubtedly alien. His heart was in his mouth; if one of the strange figures had moved he probably would have died on the spot.

	Their height was around a metre. They weren’t clothed but there did not appear to be any distinguishing sexual characteristics. Limbs were thin and the arms seemed to have two elbows as well as a wrist. Each hand carried three long fingers, one opposing the other two. The hue of the skin was green and sparkling. Their legs were thin but the thighs, like in humans, were thicker than the calves. There were no toes on the feet but there was a knuckled joint half-way down the instep.

	Simon found it hard to stare into the alien faces but the first thing he noticed was that they all looked the same. Certainly, their expressions in death (or sleep) were alike. The faces were, in fact, remarkably human with two large eyes, small ears and mouth. Nostrils were not immediately obvious but there was the faintest hint of a small flap beneath the eyes. Overall, the head had a triangular shape, broadening towards the top.

	“It’s like a morgue or a graveyard,” Simon breathed to himself, “or a storage centre.”

	He clambered inside his floater, ascended the shaft, radioed in and headed the vehicle swiftly back to the mining complex.

	Earth responded by shipping out palaeontologist, James Templeton, supplemented by a medico from Mare Tranquillitatis on the near side of the moon, Kendall Le Blanc. They took carbon datings from the creatures, but it didn’t help. There were no Carbon-14 atoms present in any of the minute samples Templeton had taken from the femurs of over twenty individuals.

	Templeton smiled. “There’s no organic carbon – these creatures are not carbon based. Could be silicon, not sure. Probably unlikely.”

	“We’re going to bring one up,” Le Blanc announced suddenly. “Give it the full works. Find out what makes it tick.”

	Simon paled. He could still recall his initial sighting of the creatures. “Is that really necessary? Why not let them rest in peace?”

	Le Blanc spread his soft, smooth hands. “Such an opportunity, don’t you think, to study the anatomy of an alien race?”

	Simon rose. “I only know I wouldn’t like it,” he said, and left the room. 

	Le Blanc had chosen a cadaver nearest the centre, and as they had prised it carefully from its rocky cradle the sphere pulsed with white light. Something was live in the strange orb; something was watching. They left it there, afraid to touch it.

	Back at the Moscoviense base they placed the alien in a sealed, transparent cryogenic tube and attached a vacuum pump to the adaptor. Only then did they take off their suits.

	Le Blanc wiped his brow and peered through the tube’s canopy at the face of the alien.

	“Didn’t weigh much and not bad looking when you look up close. Amazing eyes,” he said.

	“What first?” Simon asked nervously.

	Templeton gave him a patronising smile. “Probably the brain,” he said. “But in the morning I think. It’s been an exciting day.”

	Le Blanc nodded. “That’s right, the brain. Find out what makes it tick.”

	The mass exodus started at 3:13 am and was captured on the radar screen of the Moscoviense comm centre. It was also significant enough to trigger the warning siren of the mining complex, rudely awakening the twenty-three souls currently asleep there. The director, white-haired and wiry framed, afraid of losing control, was in the comm centre within thirty seconds.

	“What the hell’s happening?” he snapped at Paul Hurst, the young operator.

	Hurst shrugged and gestured at the large screen. It was filled with movement, a dense gaseous cloud ghosting across the screen. The director frowned. “Go get Templeton and Le Blanc,” he ordered. “I’ll talk to the rest.” And then as a second thought, “Are we recording this?”

	Paul nodded briefly and left to find the scientists. The director went to the adjoining corridor to intercept the growing crowd. He held up his arms. “Sorry folks – a malfunction. Pass the word along.” There were the usual mumbled questions, but eventually they dispersed to be replaced by Templeton, Le Blanc and the operator Hurst. They turned their attention to the radar screen.

	The cloud moved off the top of the monitor and vanished. Without being asked the operator replayed the action.

	“Is it gas?” the director asked. “From where we sank the shaft?”

	“Bats,” Templeton murmured. “It reminds me of an old video I saw of bats at dusk in an American town.”

	Next to him, Le Blanc had turned pale. “Is it really them?” he gasped. “And how can it be? How are they breathing? Where are they going?” He collapsed onto a chair. “They’re obviously not as dead as we thought.”

	“Told you we should have left them alone.” Simon Cordell was leaning against the door. He was staring straight past them and out through the small port into the dark sky.

	“They’re fifty kilometres up already,” Paul said, “and starting to change direction.” He glanced at the director. “If I didn’t know better, sir, I would say they’re taking the same route as our Earth-bound shuttles.”

	In the laboratory Templeton and Le Blanc stared aghast at the cryogenic tube. Incredibly, part of the alien was outside the high density plastic – what looked like an arm with a huge sleeve was slowly waving around in the air like a broken windmill vane. Inside, the head was rolling from side to side, eyes white and even larger than before. Le Blanc slowly approached and saw that the alien’s arm had somehow breached the wall of the cryogenic tube, though with no apparent damage. It was as if the arm and the tube were one and the same – each an extension of the other. The alien’s mouth was moving but there was no sound in the room, save an intermittent dull thud as its triangular head hit against the side of its prison. Movement stopped as it suddenly saw Le Blanc and Templeton. And then the head pushed against the tube and slowly began to emerge. It stopped with just the eyes free, staring at its captors. The liberated arm flapped and then dropped. The eyes glazed over and, as if the effort had been too much, the alien lay still.

	Templeton grew closer, looking at the tube where both arm and head lay outside the dense plastic.

	“Is it dead?” came Le Blanc’s voice, from behind.

	Templeton donned a pair of medical gloves, tentatively lifting the alien’s arm to reveal a taut, thin membrane stretching between the shoulder and the wrist. The membrane was so translucent he could distinguish the details of the room beyond it. He looked at the eyes. They were cloudy. Symbolising death? He looked closer at the areas where the alien had started to emerge from the tube. It was as if it had parted the molecules to force its way through.

	“Not sure,” Templeton belatedly answered Le Blanc’s question. “Probably.” He ran his finger along the joint where the arm had emerged – perfect, as if the material had fused to form a single entity. Flinching slightly, he did the same around the partial emergence of the head. He had seen it happen, but he did not believe it. The arm and head had partially passed through the heavy plastic in an attempt, presumably, to escape the cryogenic tube.

	“Silicon-based?” Le Blanc asked in an effort to remain rational.

	Templeton was sceptical. Since the discovery of silicon-based organisms at great depths in the Earth’s crust, debate raged within the scientific community on the feasibility of more advanced silicon-based life forms elsewhere in the universe. Templeton did not believe it was possible. However, this particular life form, situated half in and half out of the cryogenic tube, might be the thing to change his mind.

	“Whatever it is,” Templeton said, “it somehow permeated its own matter between the molecules of the tube walls.”

	Le Blanc approached the tube. “Can we get this open?” he asked. Templeton pressed the requisite button and the lid of the chamber hummed open dragging the featherweight body of the alien with it. It hung grotesquely, face down over the tube lid, its arm touching the floor.

	“Let’s get to it,” Templeton said. “Find out what we can.”

	The director and Simon Cordell revisited the cave at 4:47 am. The cupboard was, as expected, bare. Not one single body remained. The strange sphere and table had also vanished.

	“They’ve gone out there with no suits!” Cordell exclaimed. “No pressure vessel, no support of any kind. Not only that, they have defied gravity and flown out of the moon’s field in a non-existent atmosphere.” He looked at the director through his faceplate. “What’s happening?”

	The director had no response. “Let’s get back. I need to talk to Templeton and Le Blanc.”

	Near side radar at Mare Tranquillitatis had picked up the cloud at 4:07 am but within ten minutes of the initial signal the image had dispersed. Hurst remained in contact with them until it was pointless to continue further whereupon he signed off with a request for them to transmit their recording to Moscoviense. Leaning back in his chair, he never felt the blow to the back of his head. His skull fractured like an eggshell and he was dead before he hit the floor.

	Simon and the director brought their floaters to the ground at the same time. For a while dust obscured the view they both fervently hoped was a mirage, a spell cast by the strong luminous beams of their vehicles: shadow games among lunar rocks. However, as their screwed-up eyes pierced the gloom, they saw that the usual large smooth hemispherical shell of the station was replaced by an ugly misshapen form, wilted and lifeless against the dark sky. They cut power, disembarked and approached the entrance, helmet lights dancing and probing as if trying to make sense of the scene.

	The airlock was open but dead, devoid of power. Within seconds of entering the limp hemisphere it was obvious that normal survival was impossible. The illumination from their suits provided the only relief from the gloomy darkness within.

	All the generators had been sabotaged; cables disconnected and hanging loose, reminiscent of lifeless umbilical cords. Connections had been cut clean and were impossible to repair without the right tools. They found four bloated bodies in the perimeter corridor, more in the capsular dormitories, personnel having returned to bed following the earlier disturbance.

	“Eighteen,” Simon said grimly. “There are four more.”

	“Sit tight,” the director replied. “I’ll be back in a minute. Just need to get something.”

	“What?”

	Simon’s heartbeat assaulted his ears. Sweat soaked his palms and brow. He didn’t trust his own thoughts anymore. This was crazy – an impossible nightmare. “Where are you now?”

	“It’s okay. Nearly there. I’m outside my room; what’s left of it.”

	“Be careful. Someone might be in there.” Simon thought about the generators. Someone had obviously gone mad, or the alien creature … he shook his head. That was surely impossible.

	“It’s alright. I’m on my way back.”

	“Right.” Simon wanted to take his helmet off, tackle the sweat on his brow. He needed to find tools to fix the generator cables. The director came round the bend. He had a weapon in his hand, and it was pointing directly at Simon.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Simon blurted.

	“Sorry,” the director said. “I can’t take any chances. You might be involved in this.” He motioned with the laser pistol. “Let’s go to the comm room.”

	They walked slowly and Simon suddenly said, “There are three more around here somewhere, excluding Hurst in the comm area.”

	“Who’s counting?” the director snapped. “Just keep moving.”

	As they approached, there were two more bodies in the corridor. Their distorted features were hard to recognise under the feeble helmet lights. They had to step over one of them.

	“Two left including Hurst,” Simon said, as if to annoy the director.

	The comm centre was a mess. They immediately saw Paul Hurst slumped over the console. There was blood splattered everywhere and the console itself had been thoroughly trashed.

	“That’s that then,” Simon proclaimed. “We can’t contact Earth or the near side, even if we can get the power back up.” He heard the director start to hyperventilate and yelled into his suit mike. “Stop it! Keep calm. We’ll find a way out of this.”

	They both heard the noise behind them at the same time and turned as one to investigate. A suited figure stood there brandishing a large pair of cable cutters.

	The intruder took a step forward, wielding the cutters menacingly. The director raised his pistol, firing at point-blank range. A gaping hole suddenly appeared in the assailant’s suit, and the occupant swayed unsteadily on his feet. Somehow he found the strength to lunge at the director as the next shot was fired.

	Simon saw the tear in the director’s arm and knew he was gone. He lunged for the gun before it fell to the floor, grasping the barrel between gloved fingers. The attacker staggered backwards. The director fell forward catching the arm of their assailant. Simon swiftly transferred the pistol to his other hand.

	“Help me.” The words were faint in Simon’s ears. He didn’t know if it was the intruder or the director.

	And then he gushed bile onto his faceplate as he witnessed one of the aliens somehow emerge from the suit of the attacker. The suit and the cutters fell to the floor. For a moment the alien stood there, wide eyes staring at Simon, as if contemplating the next move. Simon, panic driven, levelled the pistol and fired. The beam nicked the creature on the arm before it sped for the door and disappeared. Simon did not follow, could not follow. He looked at the two bodies on the floor knowing both were now dead. Kneeling, with one eye on the door, he slowly removed the assailant’s helmet and saw the distorted face of Le Blanc. How the hell did this happen?

	Simon rose slowly, thoughts spinning and headed for the door. He had to pull himself together, concentrate on survival. How could he get out of here? Could he escape from the alien? Oh God! How much air is left in his suit?

	He made his way back to the main airlock, watchful for the reappearance of the strange creature that had somehow wormed its way inside Le Blanc’s suit, if not his very body.

	Simon paused at the airlock and looked out at the dark lunar landscape. The two floaters stood around ten metres away, faintly reflecting the light from his helmet. He was the only survivor of an act that was, as yet, beyond his comprehension. Mare Tranquillitatis was too far away. The small Hercules base, on the near side, was his only chance. However, that would depend on the floater’s energy charge.

	He knitted his brow – what was the range of a floater? Perhaps three thousand kilometres if the cells were fully charged. Enough, but with little to spare.

	He started towards the vehicles but suddenly froze. The alien was standing in front of the nearest one. The creature was totally dwarfed by the floater’s bulk. Even from where he stood, Simon could sense the large eyes bearing down on him.

	They stared at each other for a full minute, neither making a move. It was almost as if the creature had worked out that the floater represented Simon’s only means of escape or, perhaps, the only means of escape for both of them. Why isn’t it flying off like the others did from the lunar cave?

	As if reading his mind the alien raised its arms to spread its wings. Simon kept the being under his helmet light, gripped the pistol but did not aim it. The wings really were huge, the span running almost a metre on each side, way out of proportion to the body. And then the creature lifted four metres off the ground, scaring the hell out of Simon. He chased the motion with his light, and it ascended a few more metres. Then it partially folded the membranes and gently descended.

	Keeping the beam of his helmet trained on the alien Simon watched as it dropped in slow free fall, raising dust as its jointed feet hit the surface.

	For a while neither of them moved.

	Simon took a tentative step forward, pistol at the ready. The alien tapped the floater with its bony arm. Christ, Simon thought, it’s trying to communicate! He gritted his teeth. Somehow, he had to get inside one of the cockpits. The director’s vehicle might be a safer bet – he’d probably have taken a fully charged unit. Upon returning from the cave he recalled descending to the right of the director’s floater, which meant that the alien was standing next to the one he wanted. Coincidence? Probably.

	The laser pistol felt heavy in his hand, even though under lunar gravity it weighed next to nothing. The alien tapped the floater twice. Simon cursed under his breath as he realised that if he shot the creature he would hit the vehicle. The damn thing was standing right in front of the power unit! Maybe he should have shot it while it was off the ground. Had the alien taken that risk consciously? What was it trying to tell him? He trained the light fully on it again. Once more the wings unfolded and retracted, and Simon felt entranced by the simple alien choreography. Reinforcing its previous unknown message, the creature once more tapped twice on the floater’s hull.

	Inhaling deeply, Simon took a step forward and raised the pistol. The creature moved swiftly – to the other side of the vehicle. So fast! Now he couldn’t even see it. Decision time again. Either he could seek and destroy, risk it breeching his suit, or he could make a dash for the cockpit and move on out.

	He chose the cockpit and made it easily, feeling more secure as the hatch sealed reassuringly behind him. Slamming into the seat he took a swift look outside and then brought up the power. He glanced at the glowing screen, and his heart sank when he saw the charge bar at eighty-five per cent. Touch and go, but it was all he had.

	Swallowing his disappointment, Simon enabled the switch for floater atmosphere, but for now he kept his helmet on. The auxiliary unit clicked in and he turned on the forward beams, illuminating the familiar lunar landscape.

	And suddenly the alien was hovering with wings fully extended, bathing in the floater’s beams. The creature manoeuvred gradually towards the vehicle until it was no more than five metres away, membranes translucent under the high luminosity. Simon could see the skeletal structure beneath the skin, except it was not really a skeleton, more like an internal carapace. Instinctively, he switched off the lights and in the short afterglow he saw the creature descend slowly to the surface.

	“I’m with you,” he breathed. “You use light, radiation, solar winds maybe.” But how had the others left the cave? Suddenly he knew they must have had their own light source, probably the mysterious sphere, enough to beam them to altitude, so they could reach the currently sunlit near side, maybe even catch some high-flying peripheral solar energy. All premeditated, all calculated. He shivered inside his suit. And from the near side, anywhere, maybe even Earth. No oxygen required, no pressure suit, no water and no food. So different. So damn bloody alien.

	He knew he was looking at the creature that had somehow murdered his colleagues. Yet it was the human scientists who had taken it from its fellow beings in the first place. Now there was just the two of them, with an almost impossible journey to undertake.

	Simon gunned the floater and it slowly lifted, the alien hovering in the beams like a forward sentinel. A layer of moon dust, created by the floater’s thrusters, added to its strange spectral appearance. He took his helmet off, screwed his nose up at the smell of remnant stomach contents, and engaged forward drive. The alien moved along, keeping the same distance.

	“For now,” Simon muttered, clenching the pistol, “we survive together.”
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	WEST AUSTRALIA,
EARTH

	 

	 

	 

	Laura Sinclair sighed heavily, derailed the camper and pulled into the side of the Eyre Highway, some two hundred and fifty kilometres beyond the South Australian border. She had passed through the checkpoint two hours ago and was enjoying the splendour of a relaxed moonlit cruise, the vehicle controlled by one of the shiny ribbons of embedded nano-ceramic that snaked along the pitch-black road like silver eels. The positioning system showed that they were five kilometres from Cocklebiddy, and she was looking forward to getting to camp and settling in for the night.

	She cast a glance at Jason beside her. “Well, if you want to go, go.”

	Fourteen years of age, tall and slim, he shot her a toothy grin, opened the wing door and stepped out into the night. He disappeared around the back of the vehicle and into the bush.

	A low and large full moon shone in the sky, competing for attention with the splendour of the Milky Way, the galaxy occupying a significant expanse of Laura’s overhead vista. Fingering the gold crucifix around her neck, she marvelled at the clarity of the night panorama and then, taking advantage of her son’s absence, she took a swift look in the mirror. Her elfin features gleamed yellow in reflected moonlight and, by some trick of the light, her close-cropped hair appeared more white than blonde. She was eager to be at the Cocklebiddy campsite and annoyed at Jason’s sudden call of nature.

	Cocklebiddy had grown from the ruins of an Aboriginal mission over two hundred years ago, evolving into a thriving tourist precinct based upon the extraordinary caves nearby. The cave system was unique in that it extensively penetrated an aquifer situated ninety metres below the Nullarbor Plain. Within Cocklebiddy Cave were a number of vast limestone caverns, rock falls and saline subterranean lakes that extended for several hundred metres.

	Something flashed in the distance, interrupting Laura’s thoughts. Seaward, a pale flickering brightness dropping to earth. How far away? It was hard to tell. Perhaps not far. She flashed her headlamps and yelled through the open door. “C’mon, Jason, hurry up. Let’s go.”

	She searched for the strange light again, briefly lost it, then picked it up near the horizon, growing in size. Was it getting closer? A shiver ran up her spine. It was a weak light but definitely approaching. Could it be an aircraft?

	Jason dropped in beside her. “Let’s go then, Mum,” he said cheerfully. “What are we waiting for?” 

	She pointed through his open door. The light source was brighter now, much larger than the moon; not whole she realised, but a composite of flickering beats with pinpricks of darkness between.

	“Way out!” Jason exclaimed. He dived beneath the control panel and emerged with his camera. Zooming the lens, he took several swift exposures before his mother closed the door and shot the vehicle back onto the westward rail.

	Laura took a swift look at the dancing lights and accelerated.

	“Wait, Mum!” Jason yelled. “It’s getting nearer.”

	“No way.” Laura risked a final frantic glance. Birds on the wing? Hundreds of them. She cooled off on the acceleration and took a deep breath. Why had she panicked? The camper’s engine purred as it settled down to a healthy rhythm.

	Jason took a few final shots over his shoulder before the phenomenon disappeared from view. Normally pale, he was flushed. “What was that?” He looked through his pictures, expanded ten times, and started to make out separate bodies. He groaned as his mother ran her damp palms over her jeans. “Just bats or something. Must have been hundreds.”

	Then Laura screamed as two fluttering silver-green shapes suddenly appeared at the windscreen, darting in and out, flapping like maverick kites in the wind. And then within seconds they were gone.

	“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Jason screamed, jumping around in his seat.

	“Stop saying that word!” Laura yelled. She felt sick. What had happened? They were so far away. And then so close. Part of a satellite falling to earth? Bats? She could feel her heart racing. It was a brief encounter, but the images were burnt into her mind.

	There was nothing in the publicity for Cocklebiddy that mentioned local bat colonies. She breathed deeply to calm her nerves. A warm shower and a good night’s sleep at the campsite were what she needed now. Closing her eyes, she willed the retinal images to go away, opened them again to reveal inky dark road and shining ribbons ahead.

	A flashing light on the console indicated the turn-off to their destination was approaching. They would turn left, seawards, in two minutes. The rail would take them to the check-in point, and then she would take the camper to the pre-arranged berth. She had requested a cliff-top zone, somewhere they would be woken by the crash of waves fifty metres below.

	Laura took a furtive glance in the mirror, noticed her short fair hair damp across her brow, a trickle of sweat on her cheek mingling with the freckles she had carried from childhood. She sighed heavily. The holiday had been Jason’s idea, but she had readily agreed; for she carried a burgeoning secret in her heart, one she had not yet had the courage to raise with her son. He had the conclusion of exams to celebrate and she had a fifth anniversary to do likewise. Not that the painful divorce from Dek seemed all that long ago. Dek, with his pretentious two-hundred-year-old ideas on a ‘woman’s place in the home’, had wanted more children, and she hadn’t, and the ghost of a non-existent second child had driven an ever-growing wedge between them. How could she have loved a second child as much as the first? This one before her now. Beware! Time was such a distorter of reality.

	It was not that her job as a senior architect at Blue Sky Homes was setting her soul on fire, but she hadn’t wanted to leave it to have another child. Now, of course, it didn’t matter. The job was gone. Change had commenced. And Jason knew nothing. Nothing about giving her job away, nothing about …

	“Oh my God!” Jason exclaimed in an exaggerated tone of reverence that adequately reflected his mother’s wishes for moderation of language. Laura grimaced. She wasn’t appreciative of blasphemous expressions all that much either. The swing of the camper southwards accompanied a low whistle from her son, and she found the camera dumped in her lap.

	She took a look, handed it back. She could really do without this. A shiver ran down her spine, joining its predecessors to nestle in her tailbone.

	Jason took a sideways glance at his mother’s face and decided not to persevere with the issue, not until the light of day at least. They sped on in silence towards the campsite.

	All was quiet at the Australian Defence Force base at Eucla. Sergeant David Jameson Cooke took another swig of coffee and squinted at his timepiece. It was 21:30 on a hot summer’s night. Staring through the window he could make out a cloudless sky illuminated by an enormous moon. The radar display on the wall hummed at a low pitch, summarising data from pulses that projected over a radius of over 250 kilometres. Part of the southern coast bordering the Great Australian Bight ran across the entire screen width. Small dots showed the principal localities.

	Suddenly, near the edge of the screen, something flickered. Not rainfall as that was always depicted blue. This was more of a deep red, possibly a flock of birds. Cautionary words from the manual ran through his mind. The radar may sometimes detect echoes from aircraft, areas of smoke/ash from large fires, swarms of insects, flocks of birds or even the ground when unusual atmospheric conditions bend the radar beam back down to the surface.

	Cooke looked again. The image was right on the edge of the radar map, locating it over two hundred kilometres to the west. He confirmed that data was recording, then pressed the computation button. The image was fairly large in area, which ruled out a hostile aircraft, unless it had a sophisticated camouflage system. He ran his eye over the incoming data: ten thousand metres and descending. Not birds then, but definitely separate entities, not a whole. He looked at the screen up close. He had never seen anything quite like it. Checking the output data once more, he called the Esperance base. Nothing showed within their range he was assured. It was all his!

	He was getting nervous. After another scan of the data, he called the small choppa operations group at Cape Pasley.

	“Unidentified objects ranging two fifty kilometres west of Eucla,” he said. “Suggest airborne recce immediately.” He glanced at the figures dancing on the monitor on the desk and added, “Area of image some three thousand square metres.”

	“Read you,” came the reply. “Choppa on the rise.”

	It would take less than thirty minutes to get there, Cooke mused, studying the screen. They, whatever they were, were dancing on the radar’s peripheral vision, almost as if they were trying to avoid recognition.

	Banking his rapid machine at a sharp angle Pilot Officer James Vanelli headed northeast, flying low over Point Dempster and skimming the moonlit coast. Whilst the machine he piloted was known as a choppa, an acronym representing CHief Operational Patrol and Pursuit Aircraft, it bore only a slight resemblance to its helicopter ancestors of over a century ago. Lift was supplied by manoeuvrable nozzles located in the structure beneath the single seat and direction controlled by a rotating aerofoil disc that hummed sweetly above the transparent cockpit. The short tail boom carried an adjuster jet, which only cut in when sharp direction changes were required.

	He called Cooke at Eucla. “Got something on the screen now. Bearing north east, velocity forty-three. Intersect time four minutes twenty seven.”

	“Read you. Altitude?”

	“Low.” Vanelli squinted at his optics. “Thirty one metres.”

	“Camera running?”

	“Camera running and fine.” Vanelli shot a glance down on his starboard side. Breakers were rolling in, one after the other, illuminated by the powerful moonlight: power in motion, eternal.

	“Cannon primed?” Cooke needed to be sure, according to the book.

	“Absolutely – but they look like birds, probably a huge flock of pelicans or something.”

	Cooke didn’t mention the earlier high-altitude reading.

	Vanelli was closer now. At first glance: hundreds of birds. Ten seconds more and he saw that they were certainly not birds. The wings didn’t look avian. Bats, maybe. He slowed the choppa down and hovered two hundred metres out. The bats were coasting inland, as a group, obviously on a dedicated course. Suddenly, two of them broke away and veered towards him. Christ! They were huge; he estimated perhaps a metre in body length, maybe over two metres wingspan. Moonlight glanced off their outstretched wings, silver against the dark sky. Their arms were thin and appeared reticulated. He glanced beyond them at the flock – and abruptly the two members of the splinter group were clawing at the choppa’s canopy. He started to swing away but yelled in surprise and panic as both seemed to claw their way through the transparent plastic. And then, unbelievably, they were inside.

	He saw huge eyes, boring into his own and then one of them was invading his flight suit. It was pushing into him, through his suit and through his skin. The triangular-shaped head was half inside his chest but there was no pain. He felt nothing but fear as his heart raced out of control. He tried to grab it with his arms but there was no holding it.

	The choppa lurched sideways and then shot upwards. Vanelli wheezed into his microphone, “Help me, for Christ’s sake …” His voice sounded strange and strained. And then the vehicle fell away, plummeting to the ground. Within eight seconds it collided with hard soil and disintegrated in a cloud of dust and debris. Just before the choppa hit, two figures abandoned the machine and rapidly rejoined the flock. Dust settled and the moon bathed the scene in quietude as if wishing not to remember the violence and invasion that had so abruptly occurred and just as swiftly vanished.

	In Eucla, Cooke was still hearing Vanelli’s words as he called Cape Pasley once more. “Please confirm your choppa is down,” he said simply. “Immediate recce required.” He glanced at the screen. It was completely blank as if nothing had happened. He replayed the event, watching in disbelief as two small echoes latched themselves onto the choppa like slow-motion missiles. Something was wrong here, very wrong. He returned to real time.

	Three dots entered the screen – the recce party – taking no chances this time. Somehow Cooke knew that the birds or bats, or whatever the hell they were, would be long gone when the search party arrived. He didn’t know Vanelli, but still felt troubled at the loss of a fellow serviceman, if indeed the choppa pilot had died. He certainly didn’t rate his chances at the rate of descent he had witnessed. Cooke groaned. No doubt an enquiry would be on the cards. He rose from his seat. Another coffee was in order.
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	Was there a faint glimmer beyond the immediate glare of the floater’s beams? Simon screwed up his eyes, searched the horizon, then checked the instrument panel. He should soon be entering the sunlit zone. The alien still hovered as if it was attached to the vehicle by an invisible umbilical cord. Over the last three days it had hardly changed position, simply keeping its distance and resembling the figurehead of an ancient sailing ship pioneering the way over waves of basaltic rock.

	The floater was covered in dust but had functioned well. Battery power was at thirty per cent despite the beams being permanently on, and by occasionally detouring he had managed to avoid several areas of difficult undulating terrain that would have strained the vehicle’s systems beyond the design threshold. However, progress had been slower than he had anticipated and there were hardly any food rations remaining. Better to feel hungry than not to feel at all, Simon mused.

	With the floater’s comm unit unable to contact the satellite relay network, he would need to seek assistance as soon as he could contact the Hercules surface grid, some distance into the sunlit zone. And by the look of it, the bright side was just ahead.

	The journey had been difficult. He had not slept for fear of the alien, and had found plenty of time to think. He was, he had come to realise, in an unenviable position. There was no proof that the alien had perpetrated the massacre at Moscoviense – and he was the only survivor: the only human survivor.

	The authorities could have only one conclusion, unless he could capture or exterminate the alien and get it to Hercules in one piece. And that was best accomplished before they entered full brightness, otherwise the creature would probably light-lift to altitude.

	Jesus! Simon thought. What the hell can I do? He wanted to switch off the beams to better check the approaching horizon, but fear held him in check. The alien could move quickly, and he had witnessed how it had somehow ghosted through Le Blanc’s suit with no sign of a fabric tear or, for that matter, any bleeding whatsoever.

	On the face of it, the event was impossible: solid passing through solid! By all that Earth science knew, it was totally incredible. However, he knew there were significant interspatial zones between structural molecules. Was it possible that the aliens were so light they could pass through normal matter? Not even gaseous substances could do that, at least not as swiftly. There had to be something else involved, something well beyond human understanding.

	A thought drifted through his mind, and he decelerated the floater a little. As he did, the alien turned to face the vehicle and drifted closer, large eyes boring through the canopy as if daring him to take action outside the status quo they had shared for the last few days. Simon studied the creature, now fully illuminated by the floater’s lights.

	The eyes were immense, easily four times larger than those of a human. It possessed a triangular head, short thin neck, huge membranous wings with complex, reticulated arms, legs trailing beneath like a stork in flight. He could actually see through the wings, even making out the closest crater rims. It appeared so fragile, so frail, and yet its very survival on the moon’s surface indicated otherwise.

	He accelerated to cruising speed and was relieved when the creature reverted to its usual position, like some strange, symbiotic sentinel guarding both their souls.

	Thoughts continued to churn. If he left the beams on and stopped the floater the alien would be alerted, and there was still enough surrounding darkness for it to launch a swift and surreptitious attack. He may not even have time to disembark and release a pistol shot. However, if he made his move after entering the bright side, the creature would likely gain the power to follow its colleagues. He might be able to get a shot on target. Alternatively, and much more likely, it would get clean away.

	The stream of thoughts turned into a maelstrom until irrationality nibbled at the edges of his mind. God help him! The whole thing was insane. The horizon was bathed in sunlight now, and the creature was getting restless. It fluttered its wings at high frequency, a moth and a candle, as if trying to sense the light and judge the moment for ascension.

	The lunar North Pole was adjacent, and he had covered over seventeen hundred kilometres as the crow flies, more like eighteen hundred with the forced diversions. A short while ago he had donned his helmet and replenished suit air from the floater’s systems. Now he recorded his message to Hercules:

	Hercules base – this is Simon Cordell from Moscoviense station. We have had a catastrophic event, repeat catastrophic. I am heading towards you in a floater reconnaissance vehicle and am around a thousand kilometres from you. I have an alien being with me, repeat alien. It can survive outside the vehicle and appears to use light energy to fly. It is bat-like in appearance with large wings that capture the light. It is under a metre in height. This creature is responsible for the deaths at Moscoviense and will attack if cornered. I am travelling towards Hercules but do not have the range to reach you. I will be going outside in an attempt to subdue the alien before we hit bright side. I have no line of fire from the vehicle, even if I open the hatch and lean out.

	I request your urgent search by altitude on the bearing of this call. Repeat, urgent by altitude. My life is in your hands. This is Simon Cordell switching floater to auto and signing out.

	He played the message back, critical of its content. Was it too long, too short? Probably not, the main message was his own rescue. Satisfied, he touched continuous play. As long as the floater kept moving, Hercules should pick up his call within hours. His suit would only keep him alive for ten hours or so, which meant surface rescue was out of the question. He glanced outside. The alien was drifting from side to side, wings outstretched to the full, seemingly intent on the growing light on the horizon. He had better move quickly.

	Simon checked the floater’s speed – fifty kilometres an hour as it had been for most of the journey. He had surveyed the terrain ahead. All being well, the vehicle should progress on automatic for some time to come.

	With one eye on the alien and with a firm grip on the laser pistol, Simon shuffled sideways towards the hatch. Then he operated the release and flung himself out onto the moon’s rugged surface.
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	Jason sat cross-legged on the edge of the cliff. Dawn’s sunlight had painted the seaward sky pale yellow and in the west, the first stirrings of a heat haze shimmered across the flat Nullarbor escarpment. A few early birds were waiting for the elevator that took tourists down through the cliffs to the beach and the wide expanse of sand and rocks where breakers pounded incessantly. Other than the sound of the sea, the camp was hushed at such an hour. He had not slept much, had even taken sporadic secretive looks at his photographs beneath the shelter of his quilt.

	He ought to show the pictures to someone. There was no point in involving his mother, she would rather forget about it, but Jason knew there was something extraordinary in what they had seen, something unnatural. But what could he do? If he went to the police his mother would skin him alive, and he certainly did not want to be involved in a bureaucratic paper chase. In any case, like his father, he had a distinct aversion to authoritarian establishments.

	A rumble from his midriff signalled hunger, rudely disturbing his restless thoughts, so he headed back to the camper. Overhead a flock of seabirds drifted against the brightening sky. Breakfast smells pervaded the air. His mother suddenly appeared dressed in blue shorts and a white top, smiling and beckoning him to come and eat. He could not help but notice the dark shades under her eyes. She had not slept well either, and for the same reason.

	“What’s happening, then?” Laura asked.

	Jason shrugged. “Hot day coming in. Can we take the lift to the beach?”

	“Absolutely, but eat first, yes?”

	Jason dutifully sat at the table and glanced surreptitiously at his mother. “Last night, Mum, what we saw. The pictures.”

	Laura gave him a pained look. “I’d rather forget it, Jason. It didn’t happen, yes?”

	Jason shook his head. “Can’t do that, Mum. It was so brilliant.”

	“Terrifying. Not for us.” She plied him with cereal and toast, a warm plate of ham and eggs.

	Jason frowned and gave it one more shot as he took a spoon to his cereal. “Unreal.”

	“Just a natural phenomenon.”

	“What about the Netnews? It might be worth something.” Since the last war, Netnews was the only media source available in the country, albeit government censored.

	His mother slumped down heavily in the opposite chair, puckered her lips, and furrowed her brow. “I forbid you to send those pictures anywhere. Who knows what will happen?” She grasped his hand across the table and squeezed it tightly. “We are on holiday, remember.”

	Jason nodded, concentrated on his breakfast. “Right, Mum.”

	Three hours later, having left his mother on the sparsely populated beach, Jason stood uncertainly in front of the camp tourist centre. The building was a dark-brown hemisphere that seemed to absorb the bright sunlight and resembled the carapace of a huge flightless beetle. Jason’s camera was stowed in his hip pocket, and he still did not know what course of action he was going to take. Outside the barely discernible entry there was a scrolling video screen displaying the day’s organised tours. There had been a trip to the local caves earlier that morning and there was another mid-afternoon. He should book in, he decided, taking a step towards the automatic door.

	Inside, the centre was a fair imitation of the nearby cave system. A system of hidden projectors cast images onto the curved surrounds, giving the impression of rough-hewn walls with slender stalactites hanging needle-like from the roof. There was the faint rhythmic sound of waves lapping on a pebbly shore.

	The illusion was broken when a stocky man, dressed in a light-green open shirt, matching knee-length shorts and the cleanest white socks Jason had ever seen, emerged, as if by magic, from the virtual wall to stand imperiously before him. The stranger’s round face erupted in a broad smile, and he spoke to Jason in a voice that seemed a pitch too high for his bulky frame.

	“Yes, sir. Can I help you?”

	Jason blinked. It was, as far as he could recall, the first time anyone had called him ‘sir’. “Well, yes, I guess,” he said. “Could I log in two for this afternoon’s cave tour?”

	“No sooner said than done,” the ranger replied, withdrawing a wafer-thin palmtop from his shirt pocket and dramatically holding his little finger over the screen. “Names?”

	Jason blinked again. “Laura and Jason Sinclair.” He started to spell the surname but the ranger waved a hand in the air.

	“Laura and Jason are just fine,” the ranger said beaming. “Anything else you would like to know?” Jason frowned, but before he could reply the ranger added, “Feel free to use the workstations. They’re very friendly.”

	“Can I check out my photos?” Jason asked.

	“Feel free,” the ranger repeated. “But I might want to look.”

	Jason assumed it was a joke and smiled nervously. The ranger was beginning to make him feel uncomfortable.

	“Your wish is my command,” the ranger said, and returned to his seat beyond the virtual wall, melting to near invisibility against the ochre backdrop. Jason, feeling a little trapped, sought the nearest computer. Sitting down, he fished out his camera and linked it to the terminal. Within seconds he was reliving the strange experiences of the previous night. Frowning in concentration, he skipped his fingers across the commpad.

	Engrossed in the images on the screen, he did not hear anyone approach, nor did he feel the heavy blow that sent him spinning into a world of darkness and cold.
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	Simon rolled and found his feet. He had expected shock and pain and was right on both counts. However, with no immediate bodily or suit damage evident, he swiftly sidestepped out of disturbed dust and desperately sought the floater. There it was, tracking steadily, already over forty metres ahead. The alien hung above the vehicle, apparently unaware that he had abandoned ship. Two shots if he was lucky, before the range became excessive.

	He raised the pistol, levelled the telescopic sights and fired. The ray flashed past an outstretched wing with no damage done. The alien dipped downwards and Simon, holding his line, strafed three successive shots in its direction. Something fell to the ground. The creature wobbled in its flight and then dropped, seeking shelter behind the body of the floater.

	Simon raised his pistol again, but the vehicle was too far away, and the alien could not even be seen. He followed, long strides devouring the ground towards the light-kissed horizon. Within minutes the floater would be in full daylight, and he started to wonder about the rashness of his decision. He was, after all, alone on the moon with only his suit systems to keep him alive. Should he have stayed with the vehicle, gained more kilometres, risked having no physical evidence of the alien? Devil and deep-blue sea sprang to mind.

	“Something fell to the ground,” he said to himself. “Something fell to the ground.”

	He reached the area where the object had landed but saw nothing. Training his helmet light downward, he began systematically to comb the ground. Five minutes later he came across the severed leg of the alien creature. There was no sign of the alien itself.

	“Winged the bastard,” he muttered as he stooped to grab the limb off the ground. He glanced at the rapidly disappearing dust trail of the floater. It would not be long before the vehicle could contact Hercules. Some of his self-doubts ebbed away. He had the proof of alien identity and should be rescued well before his suit systems gave out.

	Simon looked at the severed leg. Whatever it was made of, it was evidence. His spine tingled as he realised he held part of a life form that had been spawned on a distant planet, perhaps in a distant galaxy. Turning his attention to the horizon, he switched on his suit’s emergency call sign. It was time to be rescued.

	He loped towards the distant skyline.

	Nine hours later, Simon was struggling to maintain concentration. The floater had long gone, but he was steadfastly sticking to its trail. Surely the Hercules camp had received his message. Why hadn’t they come?

	The sun was sharp and bright in the sky, and the way ahead, so well illuminated now, seemed to mock in its austere and monotonous majesty. In his hand he held the evidence of alien life – but within the hour he would be dead. For the first time since he had hatched his bizarre plan, savage despair threatened his crumbling rationale.

	Alone in an inert and airless wilderness, his thoughts meandered to Earth and what he had once possessed. Selina, so tall and slender with a generous smile, had been the love of his life, until the call of the lunar far side and its inherent riches had stolen between them. And eventually split them asunder.

	He gazed at the sky. Even within the cocoon of his suit he felt as if he was in a huge and merciless desert, which held no succour for his tortured body. Suddenly, out of nowhere, savage sciatic pain slammed down his right leg, and he fell onto his knees. His head throbbed and his lips were demanding water that had long since disappeared from the suit’s reservoir. Simon regained his feet and took a few more steps before he crashed to the ground for a second time. Rest, he needed to rest. Nine hours was too much. Where the hell was Hercules? He lay quietly, breathing as shallowly as he could, still clutching the severed leg of the alien.

	His suit was still sending the distress signal and he called out forlornly on the intercom: a whisper in an eternity. He saw he had just over half an hour of air left. He could spend that wisely in rest or ensure a swifter end by expending energy on the useless gain of a few hundred metres.

	There was no choice. Simon lay quietly and stared up at the endless lunar sky, the new Earth seeming to mock him in his despair.

	André Brylski stifled the jets and landed his moon flyer a few metres from the prone body of the Moscoviense survivor. Dismounting, he crossed over and knelt by the dust-covered spacesuit, triggered the status screen on the inside of the suit’s arm and shook his head. Blood pressure sixty over forty-five, temperature ninety, pulse forty, oxygen all but gone, breathing shallow at four per minute. The histogram would tell more back at Hercules.

	Within seconds Brylski had patched in fresh oxygen and felt able to relax, watching the data improve.

	“Good timing, my crazy friend,” he muttered, “calling us in our sleep period. Good for you I’m an early riser.” There was still the chance of brain damage, of course. He glanced at his flyer, working out the best position for the body. He gave an injection of adrenalin through the suit’s emergency panel and only then did he notice the strange object in the hand of the survivor.

	“And what have we here?” Brylski carefully slid the artefact from Simon Cordell’s fingers and held it in front of his visor. He shook his head. “Damned if I know. Why have you this on the barren moon?” The item was no more than one-third of a metre in length with a jointed foot or claw at one end. It reminded him of an old-fashioned back scratcher. Why had Cordell carried it here? He tried to remember the message: There is an alien being that can survive outside the vehicle, bat-like, responsible for the deaths. He shrugged. It would have to wait. Stooping, he gathered Simon in his arms, and walked over to the moon flyer. He would have to call Hercules. Someone would have to rein in the floater.
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	At Cocklebiddy campsite, Laura took the lift up at 1:30, concerned that Jason had not returned as promised. She carried the lunch they had taken to the beach, knowing it was unlike her son to miss a meal, and strode swiftly towards the camper. It was still locked, but she checked inside anyway. The remnants of breakfast still littered the table and, wrinkling her nose, she made a mental note to clear it away next time.

	Moving outside, Laura scanned the area. Nobody was around. People had moved on or were out and about. She walked over to the camp tourist centre, took a cursory glance at the screen outside the door, then went inside. A tall, gangly female ranger greeted her with obviously forced enthusiasm.

	“Can I help you?”

	“I’m looking for my son,” Laura said. “Fourteen years, wearing a yellow shirt and black three-quarter pants, white casual shoes. Blonde hair. Thin. He came up from the beach around eleven.”

	The ranger pursed her lips, looked at Laura through green contacts and tapped a long nail against her chin. “Bradley Robert would have been on duty at that time. He does the early tour and works up until lunch.”

	“Can he be contacted?”

	“Could he have just gone for a walk? There’s a path along the cliff.”

	“He wouldn’t have gone without me,” Laura said. “He was due to return to the beach.”

	“What about a girlfriend?”

	Laura sighed. “We only arrived here last night. Could you please contact the other ranger?”

	“Would you like me to contact the police?”

	“Not yet. It’s too early. If I can just talk to your colleague.” Laura felt strange, surrounded by a surreal world of false images that added a dreamlike quality to the meandering conversation.

	“Just a moment.” The ranger tapped into the nearest computer and beckoned Laura closer. “Look, we have video surveillance. We can check from eleven onwards. Have a look while I contact Bradley.”

	Laura stared at the screen. A clock ticked away in the bottom right-hand corner. It showed 10:55. Using the control pad, she increased the speed. Flickering through time, several visitors passed through the office, most browsed, some talked to the ranger, a stout man with a perpetual smile. There was no sign of Jason. Twenty minutes later she’d seen enough.

	The ranger returned and stood watching, a bland look upon her face. “No reply, sorry. He must be out somewhere.”

	Laura felt she should be searching elsewhere, although a sixth sense told her that the immediate environment was not the only deception in the camp. She stepped outside and took a deep breath. Glancing at the publicity screen, she caught her breath. Scrolling down the display were details of the afternoon cave tour with confirmation of the participants, and among the dancing letters were the words Laura and Jason. He had been there! He had talked to the ranger and had registered for the afternoon’s tour. Anger welled inside her; something was wrong.

	She hesitated, peering again at the screen. Following the tour details were the rangers’ names: Petra Pascuzzo and Bradley Robert, accompanied by a smiling picture of each. More deception, Laura thought sardonically. However, if she could access the computer again she might be able to find the ranger’s call number.

	She looked around the campsite in the hope of catching sight of Jason’s bright yellow shirt, but the only sign of movement was the gentle aerobatics of seabirds riding thermals along the cliff edge.

	Disappointed, she re-entered the camp centre and, without acknowledging ranger Pascuzzo, sat down at the nearest computer and quickly brought up the local communications company. Using the search facility, she found both the home number and address of Bradley Robert, and for good measure checked out Petra Pascuzzo as well. She made a note of each on the scribble pad next to the terminal and slipped the sheet into her pocket.

	“Can I help you further?” Green eyes were boring into the back of her neck. Laura shook her head and following the floor arrows, scooted for the door. The heat outside was becoming oppressive, but even so it took several minutes to disperse the chill that had invaded her spine when challenged by Pascuzzo.

	Back at the camper Laura spent some time tidying up, intermittently staring through the window in nervous anticipation of Jason’s return. Eventually, she called the ranger’s number. There was no reply. She checked her watch: 2:25. All sorts of frightening thoughts were starting to enter her head. What if Robert was some kind of pervert? What if he had taken Jason to his home? What if Jason had somehow found out about her plans and absconded in protest?

	She went outside and spent a full hour scouring the camp and its environs, even went down to the beach again. She got hotter and more anxious as the minutes ticked away, continually checking her watch.

	By four o’clock, Laura was ready to contact the police at Caiguna. She talked to a sympathetic officer who looked on Laura’s phone screen as if he took missing person calls at hourly intervals. “We’ll put out an alert,” he said, “and send someone to the campsite. Watch for the vehicle.”

	Thirty minutes later Laura was talking to a tall, Indigenous female officer who nodded in understanding at her every word. She took details of Jason and went to talk to Petra Pascuzzo and check out the publicity screen. Then she did a circuit of the other campers and was back with Laura within the hour. “Nobody’s seen him,” the officer said. “Are you sure you didn’t quarrel?”

	Laura grimaced. “No quarrel. He organised a tour for us. He’s disappeared, and I want him back.” She was near to tears now, unsure of what was going to happen next.

	“This other ranger,” the policewoman said, “he must have made the reservations for your tour?”

	Laura nodded. “He lives at Caiguna East, about thirty kilometres from here.”

	“Then let us check him out.” She talked into her wristband. “You read all that, Daniel? We need a choppa up, use IR and scan the beach fifteen kilometres each side of the campsite. Inland too, you never know.” She looked at Laura. “Just routine, that’s all,” she said, then nodded towards her police vehicle. “Let’s go.”

	Rail system engaged, they zoomed westward at 180 kilometres an hour and entered Caiguna East twenty minutes after leaving the campsite. The police officer’s name was Senior Sergeant Janice Mepunga, and she came from Aboriginal stock centuries old. She was also a speed merchant and Laura was relieved when they coasted to a halt outside Bradley Robert’s house.

	The house was one of three, located down a small side road. There was an imitation picket fence around the property and a resin impregnated driveway that led to a blue porch framing a rather gross yellow panelled door. The front garden, either side of the driveway, was mostly waist-high flowering bushes where a few wattlebirds were feeding oblivious of the bipedal arrivals. A small four-wheel drive was parked in an adjacent carport.

	“Why don’t you wait here,” Janice said, lifting the door. “Let me see him first.”

	Laura shrugged. She wanted to see him, and she was not leaving without doing so. Why else had she come? However, she agreed for now. “Sure. You go ahead.”

	Janice strolled up the drive and pushed the bell button. A choppa soared overhead, no doubt on its way to search the campsite environs.

	Robert answered the call with a smile, blinking once when he saw the uniform. “Can I help you?” he said.

	“We have a young teenager missing,” Janice said. “He was wearing a yellow shirt and black pants, white shoes. Slim build. Blonde hair.” She stared hard into Bradley’s eyes. “Ring any bells?”

	“Yes,” Robert said. “Someone matching that description talked to me earlier today. He booked a tour for this afternoon.”

	“What time was this?”

	“About 11 to 11:30.”

	“Did he see you in the centre?”

	Robert pursed his lips. “Not sure. Let me see.” Janice’s training picked out the whirring of his brain. “No. I think we talked outside. Yes, I’m sure that’s what we did.”

	“Mind if I look around?” Janice asked.

	Bradley Robert raised his hands. “Be my guest. The young man in question didn’t stay long, and he certainly isn’t here.” They walked inside the house. “Would you like a drink?”

	“No thanks.” Janice glanced around the lounge. Nondescript. No reflection of personality. Well, maybe the leftover food on the coffee table. She took her tracer from her breast pocket, ran it around the room, searching for residual traces of human presence. She ran it over the ranger, noted the shift in pheromonal signature and asked, “Someone been her recently?”

	Robert frowned, brain whirring again, weighing his response. “When? How long ago?”

	“Recently,” Janice answered. She hit him with a hard stare. “Who?”

	“My sister was here half an hour ago. Often visits. It must be that.”

	“Maybe. I’ll have to see her. Check it out. Where does she live?”

	Bradley Robert grinned. “Next door.”

	“I see.” Janice moved through to the kitchen, the ranger in her wake. Cups and plates littered the sink.

	“Visitors?” Janice asked.

	“Just lazy.” Robert looked sheepish. “Bit of a build-up.”

	“Bedrooms?”

	“Be my guest.”

	Janice held her tracer in front of her and checked all three bedrooms. They were all tidy, unusually tidy for an unmarried man, with all beds made. Re-emerging she said, “Your sister goes in your bedrooms?”

	The ranger nodded. “She’s apt to tidy up for me.”

	“Which one.”

	“Which one what?”

	“Which bedroom do you sleep in?” She smiled sweetly, fingering her pistol.

	Bradley Robert froze, looked flustered, and pointed to the larger room. “Normally that one – but sometimes one of the others.”

	“Which one last?”

	Robert frowned, unsure it seemed.

	“Let’s leave it for now.” Janice turned to face the ranger. “Most of these houses have drilled basements. Do you?”

	Robert nodded. “From the hallway.”

	As the ranger moved towards the front of the house he suddenly turned and asked, “Can you hold on a minute?” He seemed nervous and his voice seemed to catch in his throat. There was a bead of perspiration on his brow.

	Janice stopped, immediately suspicious. She saw Robert stagger slightly and then, unbelievably, a strange shape began to emerge from his body. It took a moment for Janice to realise it was a head, or at least some form of head. Something, someone, looked like it was being born out of Bradley Robert. Nausea overcame her, paralysis hit her limbs, and a small groan escaped her lips, followed by a secretion of foul-tasting bile. The rest of the creature materialised and dropped to the floor.

	Janice, tough cop, could hardly breathe, and was near to losing consciousness. She wanted to run but was frozen to the spot. There was a rising pain in her chest. Somewhere in the back of her mind she heard a faint voice, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

	The creature now stood before her, triangular head swaying from side to side, observing her with large, liquid eyes. She was drowning in those eyes, drowning as surely as if her head was submerged in a dark, warm tropical ocean. The creature darted forward and Janice, drawing on a latent primeval instinct, went for her pistol.

	Sitting in the police vehicle, Laura heard a scream come from inside the house. She flung back the door and stepped out, started to run up the driveway. Janice emerged from the yellow door and walked towards her. Laura stopped and started to speak, but the police officer walked straight past her. “Get a taxi back,” Janice said over her shoulder, “I have to get to Caiguna.”

	Laura yelled, “But where’s Bradley Robert? Has he got Jason?”

	Janice entered the vehicle and was gone in a swirl of dust. Silence descended, enveloping Laura in a veil of fear. She turned and cautiously approached the porch. The door was slightly ajar. Laura pushed it aside and entered the hallway.

	As her eyes adjusted to the dim internal light, she saw the ranger collapsed on the floor, blood seeping from a wide chest wound. She didn’t know a lot about laser wounds but she knew that a lesion bleeding beyond cauterisation signalled extreme damage. There was no room for sympathy in her heart.

	She walked over and knelt by the body, felt the faint flicker of a pulse. “Where’s Jason, you bastard? I know he’s here.”

	Robert coughed blood and gasped, “Sorry. Couldn’t help it.” He rolled his eyes to meet Laura’s and a wave of nausea engulfed her. “Basement.” He grasped Laura’s arm with amazing strength, adding in nothing more than a tortured whisper, “Alien, cop, inside … need to …” His hand abruptly dropped away, and he lay still.

	Laura stood up, horrified. What the hell did that mean? She stepped back, relieved to be distant from the dead ranger. Looking around, she searched for the basement door. Only then did she collect her thoughts and question what had happened. She wondered why Janice had shot Robert and why she had flown the coop. Laura groaned. This was turning into a nightmare, first Jason’s disappearance and now a vicious death.

	Laura took a deep breath and headed for a small door set in the wall three metres from the lounge entrance. Praying it was not locked, she pulled the door open with a trembling hand to reveal a spiral metal staircase dropping into darkness. Her voice quivered, “Jason, are you there?”

	There was a muffled sound in reply and her heart leapt. Frantically she searched for a light pad, and a white glow filled the staircase. She went down cautiously. There was a dirty old bed up against the wall and a bound, naked figure lying upon it.

	“My God, Jason!” Laura cried. “What has he done to you?” She rushed over and carefully removed a piece of white tape from Jason’s mouth, grasped him gently by the shoulders and stared wildly into his eyes. “Are you all right? What did that bastard do to you?” She untied his ropes and searched for his clothes. They were in a pile at the foot of the staircase. Retrieving them, she started to dress him as if he was a helpless young child. The dressing completed, save for the shoes, she gave him a long tight motherly hug. “Tell me. Tell me.”

	Jason blinked. There were tears in his eyes. “It wasn’t the ranger’s fault, Mum. It was the creature, like we saw last night.”

	Laura shook her head. “No. That can’t be right. Please don’t say that. Has he drugged you?” She pressed one of his eyelids up and inspected the eyeball beneath. She held her palm to his brow and sighed heavily. “Please Jason, don’t tell anybody that.” She recalled Bradley Robert’s words, Alien, cop, inside. Madness, she thought, complete madness.

	Jason recovered his composure. “Robert took my clothes off, Mum, and then the creature came out of him and started to touch me.”

	“Stop it! Stop it!” Laura screeched. “It’s nonsense.” She grabbed him by the arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

	Outside in the cooling dusk air everything appeared normal. They stood together, hand in hand, unsure what to say or do next. Jason looked tentatively towards his mother. “We left my shoes in there, Mum.”

	Laura moaned and held her hand to her head. “Yes, just wait a minute. We’ll get them.”

	“He took my camera, Mum, with the pictures.”

	Laura closed her eyes, wondering when this nightmare was going to end.
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	MARE TRANQUILLITATIS BASE,
LUNAR NEAR SIDE

	 

	 

	 

	Consciousness approached through a veil of opaque mist that sheltered all things pertinent to Simon Cordell’s immediate world. As the haze cleared, he slowly absorbed the intricate details of the light fitting suspended a metre or so above his head. He moved his fingers and then his wrists in a test of bodily control, and ran his gradually focusing eyes around the room. It was small with an open entrance about two metres away. There was a clinically clean table next to the bed. Placed upon it was some kind of timepiece. Everything he saw was pale green.

	There were patches over his shaven head, face and chest. Behind him, the wall carried a large screen depicting his vital life signs in a colourful display of flashing numbers and vibrant graphics.

	Movement at the door signalled the entrance of a white-clad figure carrying a small tube. The figure glanced at the screen.

	“I see you are awake. How are you feeling?” said a gentle, female voice.

	Simon tried to speak but found his mouth and throat too dry. She sprayed something onto his lips from the tube: mint tasting and quite sharp. He found his voice. “Where am I?”

	“Tranquillitatis. At the hospital.” She peered into his eyes, pretty face full of concern. “Do you recall what happened to you?”

	Simon’s brow furrowed. He recalled dead bodies at the base, the dim corridors. Nothing more. He shook his head slowly.

	“Never mind,” the nurse said. “Give it a day or two.” She pressed something on the screen, and he felt a tingle against his temple. He tried to speak but sleep came first.

	It took, in fact, three days for Simon to gather scattered memories into a logical sequence of events. The most prevailing image was the severed leg of the strange alien resting on the dusty moon surface. They must have searched the Moscoviense base by now, found the devastation he had desperately left behind.

	He pictured the wounded alien hovering in the beams of the floater. He wondered how far the floater had travelled and if the alien had escaped or had been found as dead as its detached limb among the wreckage of the crashed vehicle.

	Trying to sit up, he found himself restrained by a strap across his chest. Beginning to feel like a prisoner he yelled for the nurse.

	The Tranquillitatis Base director was a short man of average build with red hair and the greenest eyes Simon had ever seen. He was dressed in a smart, light blue coverall with a white contrasting collar. They sat in an office at the perimeter of the base’s shell, facing each other across a large ersatz marble table. The cream walls of the office were decorated with views of Earth from orbit, the one exception being a portrait of a rather austere woman with the same colour hair as the director.

	The director smiled briefly. “You are a very lucky man, Mr Cordell.”

	“I guess so. Who brought me in?”

	“A technician, André Brylski. He heard your signal from the floater.”

	“I’d like to thank him.”

	The director nodded. “Of course.” He leaned across the desk. “What on Earth made you leave the floater?”

	“It’s a long story.”

	The director palmed a recorder, inserted within the desk surface, and said, “Then why don’t you tell it? In your own time. No rush.”

	Simon took a deep breath and started with what the director already knew; the discovery of the alien bodies in the cave. The director watched him intently as the narrative unfolded, the only sign of animation a lifting of the eyebrows as Simon described the flight of the alien, the laser shot that took off its leg and his determination to find the severed limb as evidence.

	The director stroked his chin. “You are saying the deaths at Moscoviense were caused by the alien our scientists took back to your base.”

	“Either that or one of the inhabitants went crazy. I’d say the alien creature is prime, wouldn’t you?”

	“And you are saying that this alien actually emerged from the body of Le Blanc?”

	“Exactly that. And it used the floater’s beams to fly along with me.”

	The director shook his head. “It’s one hell of a story.”

	Simon looked grim. “I know that.”

	The director switched off the recorder and looked at Simon with his deep green eyes. “Would you like a drink?” Simon nodded and a cup of water emerged from the desk near his right elbow. He took the cup and sipped slowly, letting the cool liquid caress his tender throat. The director continued, “Let me tell you what we have.”

	Simon shrugged. “Okay.”

	Leaning forward with both elbows on the desk the director said, “Sometime after 3am on the morning in question our comm centre saw a cloud of something rising from the moon’s surface over the northern horizon. It lasted no more than a few minutes. We had been alerted by Moscoviense, and our images checked with theirs. After your rescue we restored power to the Moscoviense site.” He looked hard at Simon. “We, of course, found all the bodies. Everyone had been asphyxiated except for Le Blanc, Paul Hurst and the Moscoviense director.” He leant back, stared at the ceiling, and then reverted his gaze to Simon. “Where do we go from here?”

	Simon asked the obvious question, “What have you done with the alien limb?”

	“I’m not really sure. It should be with your things.” He was emanating disbelief from every pore. “Presumably Brylski brought it back.”

	Simon’s heart sank. He hadn’t even considered the possibility of his rescuer leaving the limb behind, but it was, of course, a distinct possibility.

	“Can I see him now?”

	The director nodded. “I’ll bring him in, wait a second.” He left the office and returned a few minutes later. “He’s on his way. I asked about the alien body part. He didn’t have a clue what I was talking about, but he found some kind of artefact and did bring it back with him.”

	Simon breathed a sigh of relief. The ball was still in play.

	“There is an alien being that can survive outside the vehicle, bat-like, responsible for the deaths.” The voice, purposely trembling with ghostly intent, came from the doorway. Simon turned to see a tall man dressed in a green coverall brandishing the severed leg of the alien. “Your souvenir, I think.”
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	WEST AUSTRALIA

	 

	 

	 

	Laura lay back on the bed, hands clasped behind her head and knees drawn up as tightly as comfort would allow. Jason, emotionally exhausted, was asleep in the other bed and for the first time in many hours she had the luxury of undisturbed time to think the day’s events through. They had called a taxi from Robert’s house and directed it back to camp. Having found Jason, she had no wish to chase into Caiguna and risk further confrontation with the police, Janice Mepunga in particular. There was just no forgiving the policewoman for leaving her stranded at Robert’s house with a laser-seared dead body on her hands.

	Some semblance of inner strength returned. They would have to see Mepunga tomorrow, of course, and learn what happened to Bradley Robert or, more accurately, how he had ended up with a hole drilled in his chest.

	Careful not to wake Jason, she made her way outside, in search of fresh air. Looking up at the darkened sky she saw a pale moon rising and what could only be Venus shining brightly. The air held a slight chill, and she shivered involuntarily.

	Laura scanned the sky, half expecting something to emerge from the star-pricked canopy and descend upon her with mischief in its heart. What was it Jason had said? Sometimes when it touched me I didn’t even feel it. She didn’t know what to believe but whatever it was, Janice Mepunga was the next step.

	They had found the camera in a kitchen drawer, but it contained no record of Jason’s pictures. Robert had obviously removed the stick. Or, of course, the alien had. Surprisingly enough, observing Jason’s face at that moment of disappointment served to remove her doubts concerning his version of events. She had totally believed, if only for a few seconds, that an alien being had emerged from Bradley Robert and examined her son.

	Tomorrow they would see Mepunga. And maybe get some answers.

	At the Eucla defence base the only source of light in the room came from a large wall screen that portrayed the death throes of choppa flight 209 from Cape Pasley to Cocklebiddy on the night of 17 January 2179. In the room were Assistant Commissioner Ray Parlane of the West Australian Police, Major General Sebastian Ord, Air Vice-Marshal Jean Pescos and Sergeant David Jameson Cooke of the Australian Defence Force. The whole flight cam episode had run for no more than three minutes, and now the group were digesting, and struggling to understand, what they had just seen.

	“At least it ties in with the radar records,” Jean Pescos stated, a frown ageing her otherwise smooth olive complexion. “Definitely two …” she struggled for the right word, “… attackers.”

	Sebastian Ord raised his brow at the use of the word. “Could it have been an accident, a collision?”

	Cooke snorted and said, “No sir. The radar shows two objects peeling away from the main group. Definitely intentional.”

	“I agree,” Jean Pescos ventured. “Definitely intentional. Analysis of the short flight path they took indicates an optimum trajectory for intersection with the choppa.”

	“You mean it shows intelligence.” Ray Parlane looked incredulous. Short with luxuriant eyebrows he had obtained his rank by being down to earth and taking no nonsense. This whole episode did not sit well on his shoulders.

	“Perhaps even more to the point, what the hell are the damn things?” Sebastian Ord asked. Tall and wiry with piercing blue eyes, he wore his neatly pressed uniform like a glove. He started the video again and they watched as bright moonlight exposed a flock of large creatures moving through the night sky. The choppa had hovered no more than two hundred metres away, and its lights had picked out two of the objects breaking away to veer towards the camera. They looked large, too large for any known species of bat. Strong white beams highlighted their outstretched wings as they homed in on their target, revealing thin reticulated arms as they grew closer. Large reflective eyes dominated the screen for a moment and then focus was lost as the creatures appeared to collide intentionally with the choppa’s canopy.

	Ord ran the video back to show the best zoomed shot of the creatures as they approached Pilot James Vanelli’s machine. He shook his head slowly. “Hands up those who have seen animals like that before?” he said sardonically. “We need to let an expert look, but I wouldn’t be confident of an identification.”

	“And don’t forget the radar showed them descending from at least ten thousand metres,” Cooke added. “Air is thin up there.”

	The group grew silent as Parlane switched on the light and turned off the wall screen. “So, what happens now?” he asked nobody in particular.

	“One. Expert opinion on identification,” Ord replied, counting off on his fingers. “Two. Find out if anyone else saw them that night.” He looked at everyone in turn before raising a third finger. “Three. Try to find them.”

	“Then what, after we find them?” Jean Pescos asked.

	Parlane was swift to answer. “We must eradicate. Can’t have them bringing down air traffic.”

	Ord couldn’t help smiling. “Let’s give the scientists a say. If they’re a rare or unheard of species it could be a different anecdote.”

	The room became quiet again and Cooke stretched uncomfortably in his chair. He wasn’t convinced. Other than Vanelli, there were no bodies at the crash site. And the aerial attackers didn’t look like anything he had seen before; alien almost. Though nobody, of course, had the balls to say so.

	The road ribbon system took them directly to the front of the Caiguna police station, seaward of the Eyre Highway along dusty, unkempt side streets. Mother and son dismounted as one and strode resolutely up the path and through darkened glass doors. They found themselves in a featureless foyer where a single three-metre plant was placed strategically in the middle of a brown synthetic marble floor. A long black desk stood at the far end but there was no sign of any other exit door or, for that matter, any other person. The walls were sky blue, the ceiling white, and the effect austere.

	Laura approached the desk and saw a white button labelled Press for immediate attention. She did as requested. A flat screen rose from the desktop and the face of Janice Mepunga stared out at them. An aura of total distrust immediately gripped Laura’s mind, reinforced by unwelcome apprehension, but the image on the screen flashed a convivial smile and said, “Oh hello you two. I’ve been expecting you. Just one moment.”

	To the right of the desk, a mechanism hummed and a well-disguised door opened within the blue wall to reveal a brightly lit office beyond.

	“Come through. Come through,” Janice Mepunga called.

	Jason seized his mother’s hand and looked at her questioningly. There was a strange fear in his ashen face, and his eyes mirrored the foreboding that Laura felt within her own heart.

	“It’ll be fine,” Laura said quietly and gently guided him through into the inner office.

	Janice instantly took the wind out of Laura’s sails by saying, “Look. I’m sorry about yesterday. An emergency came up. I had to leave. Sorry about leaving you with Robert, too – it was unavoidable. He tried to kill me. I knew Jason was around.” Her smile grew broader. “I knew you would find him.”

	Shaking her head, Laura said sharply, “Maybe you did but in what condition? It was absolutely unforgivable what you did.” She threw a challenging look at the policewoman. “And Robert wasn’t dead when I found him.”

	Janice’s face hardened and Jason noticed she slowly worked her hand down to her pistol. “It was unavoidable,” the policewoman repeated.

	“Are there any other officers here?” Laura asked.

	Janice shook her head. “My partner went to Perth this morning. It’s normally pretty quiet around here, you understand, and there’s plenty of air backup from Kalgoorlie.” She cast a meaningful glance at her visitors before adding, “Should we require it.”

	“What about a statement?” Laura asked. “Don’t you want one?”

	“I certainly do,” Janice said, pointing to a terminal in the corner of her office. “Be my guest.” She was all sweetness and roses again, in control of the situation.

	While his mother typed, Jason waited his turn. He was nervous, upset about Bradley Robert and about the loss of his photographs. His eyes hardly left Janice Mepunga, unsure in his own heart whether the alien creature was harboured inside her or whether it had moved to fresh pastures. On the drive to the station his mother had told him of Robert’s dying words, and he had felt sick. He desperately wanted to know the truth but was afraid of another confrontation. And worst of all, there was no proof of anything.

	“How did the ranger threaten you?” Jason asked, abruptly causing his mother to pause her statement mid-sentence.

	Mepunga glanced up, her face like stone. “He just did, and that’s enough these days.” She gestured to Jason to sit down on the chair across the desk. “Let’s compile your statement together while your mother finishes hers.” She initiated a recorder and leant back in her chair.

	Jason shot a fleeting look at his mother and received a warning glance in return, accompanied by a small shake of the head.

	“How did you get to Robert’s house?” Janice asked.

	“I was on the computer in the camp tourist centre,” Jason replied. “He knocked me out and I awoke in a bedroom.”

	Despite the recorder, Janice typed as she said, “And then what happened?”

	“He made me something to eat, just eggs and toast. Then he made me shower and took me into the basement.”

	“What about his sister from next door? Did you see her at all?”

	“No,” Jason said. “There was nobody else.”

	Janice raised her eyebrows. “Did you try to escape?”

	With a shake of his head, Jason said, “He was always in my face, and twice my size.”

	“Even in the shower?”

	Jason averted his eyes. “More or less.”

	“He was naked when I found him,” Laura interjected. “In the basement.”

	The policewoman looked hard at Jason. “Did he touch you? Molest you in any way?”

	Jason bit his lip. “No, he didn’t.”

	Laura stood up. “I’ve finished. It’s fairly short but to the point.”

	Janice walked over and glanced down at the screen. “Not exactly flattering behaviour on my part,” she said, pursing her lips. “My statement will give my story.”

	Laura shrugged. “I’d still like to see—”

	Jason interrupted her. “Can we go now, Mum? I need some air.”

	Laura saw he looked pale and distressed. “I’m sorry,” she said to Janice. “Is that all for now?”

	“Sure. We have your vehicle tag. Stick around the district though.” She printed both statements and laid them on the desk. “Just sign these for now.”

	After they had signed Laura turned to leave but paused at the door. “What happened to the body?”

	“It’s been taken care of,” Janice replied. “Thanks for coming in.” It was the final dismissal. Laura and Jason left without further discourse. They moved through the stark foyer and once outside paused to breathe the fresh southern air, which was rapidly warming as the sun rose higher in the sky.

	“No alien for the lady,” Laura said. “Thank God you didn’t say anything about that.”

	“Not to her,” Jason said, looking at his mother fearfully. “I think it’s still with her.”

	In her office, Janice read the statements again and put them through the shredder. She stood, swayed slightly, and pushed a floor panel with her foot to release the door into an adjacent room. Moving through, she closed the door behind her and stared at the uniformed body of her colleague. He was slumped face down on the desk, head resting in a pool of coagulated blood.

	Suddenly, the winged alien was outside her, standing two metres away, observing with its head on one side. She sensed an instantaneous chill invade her body as the creature emerged but, once free of it, Janice felt warmer and strangely fearless. No words or other communication passed but Janice felt its mind boring into hers, trying to understand her emotions. At least she thought she did. She didn’t really want to see it anymore, was not interested in it at all, and wished it was light-years away.

	“I’m sorry, Daniel,” she said to the motionless body of her partner. “I’m so sorry. I really could not help it.”

	A tangle of meaningless images ran through her mind, and she turned to face her symbiotic disciple from another world. Something passed between them, intangible and outside her scope of logical thought. She asked the question anyway.

	“What do you want from me? What do you want from us?”
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	Fiddle-dee dum and fiddle-dee dee, the old grey lady is after me, she wants my shoes and she wants my skin, there’s none so small that she can’t fit in.

	[Children’s rhyme, unknown origin]

	 

	 

	 

	Laura agreed to an afternoon Cocklebiddy Cave excursion under the kind of duress that only teenage offspring can apply to wilting parents. Following Officer Mepunga’s veiled threat about them leaving the district she had stoically decided at least the pretence of being on holiday was appropriate.

	Glancing at Jason as they waited with six other tour members at the head of the Toad Hall Chamber lift shaft, she noticed how tired and troubled he looked, despite the return of colour to his cheeks. At times like this, she compared him to Dek. The resemblance under stress was quite remarkable. Both lost colour and both tended to look at their feet as if the rest of the world was non-existent.

	Jason had discarded his yellow top, probably never to be worn again, and was now dressed in a blue shirt, with long sleeves to boot, and full-length black slacks. His flaxen hair stood out at all angles, and he wore seriously large dark glasses, which wrapped around to cover his sunburnt ears. Dek had that problem; it was always his ears that caught the sun first. It was a standing joke between them, one of the few.

	Above the assembled group, a wide blue canopy held a few high, vivid-white vaporous clouds and a relentless golden sun: peaceful, for a while, until a strident voice interrupted Laura’s budding thoughts.

	“Cocklebiddy Cave system trends northwards,” Petra Pascuzzo was saying. “The first chamber is ninety metres below the plain and contains the two hundred metre long entrance lake. After that there is a 750-metre sump, followed by large lakes that lead to Rockfall. After Rockfall is another big lake, which submerges into a second 2,500-metre-long sump. That sump ends in a small lake at Toad Hall.” She gestured toward the shaft entrance. “The shaft you see before you descends to Toad Hall – a very impressive chamber and why you are here. There is a third sump, which begins in a small lake on the far side of Toad Hall and actually runs for another two thousand metres. In the old days, divers used to swim through the sumps from the main entrance, almost four kilometres away, in order to explore the furthest reaches of the cave system.”

	“You mean they actually swam underwater under the ground?” A large thickset man with no hair posed the question. He was obviously incredulous.

	“Well I guess that’s why they put the shaft in, sir,” Petra said with a wry smile, reflecting his Trans-Pacific accent. “Save them the trouble.” She turned to the entrance. “Everybody ready to go down?”

	The small group sidled after her and entered the lift. Jason made sure his camera, complete with new memory stick, was switched on. Five seconds later they had descended into Toad Hall. As they entered the cavern, high humidity hit them in a solid relentless wave.

	“Phew,” the large man groaned when sweat sprang to his face as if at the touch of a button. “You should have warned us about the heat down here.”

	“Humidity, sir, not heat,” Petra corrected gleefully. “The temperature is not much more than twenty.” She looked ahead. “Please follow me on the short walkway up to the lake area.”

	They moved slowly, regular spaced floodlights illuminating the way. Jason hung back, looking for an atmospheric picture of the group with their intense, exaggerated shadows accompanying them across the stark limestone panorama. He zoomed the lens and froze. Up ahead and to the right he picked out a small movement. And then, as he recognised a familiar shape, his heart leapt. Abruptly, one of the alien creatures filled the viewfinder!

	“Mum!” he screamed. “Watch out!” He ran forward and grabbed Laura’s hand, pulling her back down the walkway, past their bewildered companions.

	Laura, face in fierce rebellion, dug her foot in and stopped. “Jason, what the hell are you doing?”

	Just to the right of the party several of the alien creatures appeared as if from nowhere. Screams and shouts filled the air. Jason feverishly tugged his mother toward the lift entrance. Behind them, the others were surrounded.

	Petra Pascuzzo was the only one who seemed in control as her green eyes flickered from person to person. “It’s alright,” she yelled. “They mean no harm.”

	“Bullshit!” Jason shouted. “Get back to the lift!”

	The creatures were invading bodies, moving like lightning across the stony surface, ploughing through cloth and skin. Jason, still grasping his mother’s hand, dragged her towards the sanctuary of the lift shaft. Abruptly, as if by magic, two of the aliens barred the way. They held their heads quizzically on one side; standing on the walkway five metres in front of the shaft entrance, ready to pounce, almost daring the humans to move. Fleetingly Jason thought they might have recognised him, and maybe they did, maybe they had a collective conscious.

	It was the release of Jason’s camera shutter that saved them. Purely by instinct, fearful they had only a second or two left, Jason operated the button, not aligning the lens, just pressing the continuous shutter release. The camera’s flash strobed continuously and the aliens immediately spread their arms, releasing slender membranes that spanned almost a metre on each side.

	There was no way past on the walkway so Jason pulled his mother onto the stony ground. They swept past the creatures and sped into the lift. It was his mother, though, even before she was fully inside, who pressed the control pad to the surface. Before they reached the top Jason was sobbing and clinging to his mother’s arm. Laura was no better, unable to speak, feeling a tightness in her chest that made her cold with fear. Automatically she felt for her crucifix.

	When they reached the surface, fired by his overwhelming terror, Jason grabbed a rock and frantically hammered the lift controls. Not knowing whether he had succeeded in destroying the mechanism, he ran with his mother back to the camper. Within seconds, they were speeding away.

	Laura struck the camper’s console with the heel of her hand repeatedly as she drove. “Jesus aid us!” she yelled. “What’s happening here?” She looked at Jason, saw the fear and anguish in his face, the tears on his cheeks, thought she loved him more than ever before. Her voice dropped to a whisper: “You alright?”

	Jason had stopped sobbing, and a look of steely determination had crossed his face. “I’m okay,” he said. He started to fish in the pockets of his slacks eventually withdrawing a piece of rectangular plastic.

	“What’s that?” Laura asked.

	“It’s Robert’s keypad unit,” Jason replied. “I took it when we were searching for my memory stick.”

	“Whatever for?”

	As Jason turned to look at his mother she thought he seemed to be older. But behind the still-red eyes there was strength.

	“I can get into the camp centre, get into the computers,” Jason said. “And now I can send the pictures I took down there.”

	Laura sighed. “Haven’t we done enough? And who would you send them to?”

	Jason checked his camera – not good pictures but maybe good enough. Wondering where he could send them he glanced at his mother. She was tight lipped as the vehicle sped along, wild-eyed, probably near to panic. At least now she believed him.

	“We’re going to be hunted, Mum,” Jason said at length. “If not by the police, then by them.” He emphasised the last word. “We need to change vehicles.”

	“What about the people we left back there?”

	“They may not be people anymore. If they cannot get out, the creatures will leave them down there.”

	“We need to call someone,” Laura said.

	“We need to warn someone,” Jason corrected.

	They waited until dusk before cautiously entering the camp. Earlier Laura had pulled off the approach road, and they had sat and watched passing vehicles for hours. There was no sign of Petra Pascuzzo’s transport so they assumed she was still trapped in the cave. The light was fading rapidly, a red sun floating on the horizon, a few small clouds decorating the darkening sky.

	Laura pulled up at their allotted space and Jason turned to her. “Stay here, Mum,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

	Laura nodded nervously. She had no wish to accompany her son on his larcenous mission, but she didn’t want to lose sight of him either. Keeping a constant eye on the camp office door, she just wished they were miles away. She hated the palpability that aliens could drop from the sky without being detected. God! Since the last dreadful conflict, watchful eyes were everywhere. No one trusted anybody anymore!

	She jumped as the door raised and Jason swung his long legs back into the camper. “Message sent,” he said.

	“I suppose we’re going to Caiguna,” Laura said with a grimace.

	Jason shrugged, waving the ranger’s keypad in the air. “Robert’s four-wheel drive was in his carport. Taking it will help confuse things.”

	Laura gunned the camper out of the tourist park wondering if she would ever see it again. “Where’d you send it to?” she asked.

	“South and West Australia only. Anything with defence as a keyword,” Jason replied. “They must know something.”

	“I surely hope so,” Laura remarked. “I’d hate to think we were on our own in this.”

	“I sent a delayed message, too, about the cave and what’s down there,” Jason added. “For six in the morning – with a warning attached.”

	“God knows what they’ll think of that.”

	“They’ll have the pictures by then,” Jason said. “I’m sure they’ll be cautious.”

	Laura belatedly switched on the camper’s lights. She loved the vehicle and would be devastated to leave it behind. It was a kind of post-divorce present, a means of escape from her past life, and it was a great excuse to be alone with her son. At least, that was the theory. She caught a glimpse of the rising moon and vehemently cursed the night when its light had bathed the strange creatures from the sky.

	They parked the camper four kilometres from Robert’s house, off-road among well-canopied trees and hidden from passing traffic by the dip of the terrain. Laura checked the coordinates and recorded the data on her wristband. She gave a large desperate sigh. If the authorities wanted to find the tagged vehicle, there was no doubt, in time, they would.

	Wistfully turning off the camper’s power system, she was still hopeful of returning in the not-too-distant future, and driving off pleasantly into the sunset. Back to normal, back to everyday humdrum. What had she said before? I’d hate to think we were on our own in this? God forbid, Laura thought.

	On the way there, they had debated whether to first stop at the house and drop some gear off before hiding the camper, but had decided it was too risky. The last thing they wanted was an alert neighbour reporting any strange vehicles arriving in the neighbourhood. Stealth was imperative. If they were discovered, they would be at the mercy of Officer Mepunga or worse.

	Laura glanced nervously outside. By now it was dark and the moon was hidden behind a thick blanket of expanding cloud.

	The walk to Robert’s house was full of fear. No words passed between mother and son, each wary of approaches from either the sky or the land. The slightest noise had them stopping and searching the darkness. Despite the gloom, Jason had kept his dark glasses on and now wore a peaked cap taken from the camper. The peak was pulled right down over his nose. Caught in the same web of trepidation, Laura wore a large sun hat and had donned a jacket with a high collar, which was now pulled up to its extreme position to shield the bottom half of her face.

	Both wore backpacks crammed full of food and Jason carried two deflated airbeds. They would have to find water elsewhere, but they had expandable containers for when a source was found.

	Somebody passed on the other side of the road and offered a greeting, but neither of them replied. Three kilometres to go, Laura reckoned. She was just not designed for this. Nothing in her genes could have prepared her. She tried not to think of the creatures but inevitably found their image ghosting through her mind.

	For the first time she had seen the wings close too, seen the large, unfathomable eyes, and the strange, triangular head. Anxiously, she glanced at the sky. Empty and dark, like her feelings. She had changed. The whole universe had changed.

	Janice Mepunga sat hunched in her favourite chair and stared at the flickering wall screen without appreciation or understanding. There were other things on her mind, twisted things. She was beginning to consider RNetnA as part of herself now. It was as if she had a child inside her at times, but a child who could inflict savage pain if its wishes were not followed.

	Janice felt that RNetnA was female, not for any particular reason – it was more an empathy of cells across the inter-cellular divide, a sentiment which was gradually being manoeuvred towards a deep sympathy for the alien’s mission.

	Not that they communicated much. It was really just a sharing of space, both inside and outside her body. The alien certainly emerged more recently, seeking the light of the moon and, tentatively in daytime, the rays of the sun for short periods. She did not appear to need physical sustenance of any kind, only exposure to her precious light and then not much of that.

	And certainly there was no expulsion of waste matter, which would have been most inconvenient during mutual space sharing. Janice smiled. Maybe RNetnA was house trained.

	They exchanged basic hand signals, or in RNetnA’s case, more so arm signals. Some understanding was achieved: when the alien had wanted to go outside, for instance, not that she really needed to use the door of course. And also when she wanted to share Janice’s body again, whereupon she would point with her long ‘fingers’ at her own chest.

	At times, especially when sharing, it was as if the creature could get inside Janice’s mind, but maybe that was just a vivid imagination. However, there did appear to be an emergent mental communication between the two, generally pre-empting some kind of action, which Janice was then expected to perform. And this, of course, could be quite vicious. For example, what she had done to Daniel.

	And what of the Sinclairs? Her of the elfin features and her mopish son. He was the precious one, of course. She had felt his discomfort during the interview, the nervous anticipation, the almost touchable longing to escape and be free of her presence – or RNetnA’s. Oh well, two deaths, two suspects. Maybe elf and elf’s son would suit the bill. A category one would do nicely.

	She felt a cold wave sweep over her and imagined RNetnA approved.
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	In the end, they did the only thing they could do; they headed north towards the Wide Australian Border, an impassable barrier that stretched along the Tropic of Capricorn from coast to coast. A result of the last great global conflict over eighty years ago, when common sense and reason and the dread of mutual annihilation had eventually dictated the splitting of the Australian continent into two halves, the border was these days patrolled by the forces of both south and north or, more truly, by their constantly alert electronic devices. No human could cross the border undetected nor would they wish to, for their fate on the other side was not to be envied – or so the propaganda of both camps would have it.

	To the north lay a society dominated by a dutiful devotion to the progression of the collective human mind and its latent abilities, a culture where excessive individuality was suppressed for the alleged good of the whole but where, perhaps contradictorily, maintenance of their biome appeared of secondary importance.

	Southward, however, life was a pale reflection of a century before, purposely policed to guard against money and power resting precariously in the hands of the avaricious few. Gone were the parroted dogmas of false prophets that had led to global war and death. Existence was subdued and seemingly safe, extremists and freedoms were evident but restrained. People were part of the whole but not subservient to it.

	Nevertheless, the two disparate halves were slowly coming together, and there were some wise souls on both sides, wishful thinkers some would have you believe, who were confidently forecasting a reunification within a generation. That assumed, of course, there would be no further global or, indeed, local conflict.

	Laura and Jason took Robert’s small four-wheel drive with a stealth and panache worthy of seasoned thieves, but Laura held mixed feelings as they drove on into the apparent safety of the night. Vehicle stealing was not a talent she thought Jason possessed, nor stealing of any kind for that matter, as she recalled how he had acquired Robert’s keypad. Yet how could they have done otherwise? Going to the local police was out of the question. They would have to find someone they could trust – yet here she was heading north into an area that in all likelihood held little human contact for hundreds of kilometres. They were, she realised, on the run.

	The plan was to head for Warburton Mission, some seven hundred kilometres from Caiguna and, after recharging the four-wheel drive, travel towards Uluru. The road did not carry an embedded nano-ceramic, but at least it was well sealed and Laura managed to maintain a respectable one hundred kilometres an hour as they sped through the darkness. Above them, the moon had broken through, illuminating the blacktop, and she could make out the way ahead on low power lights. To their relief, the vehicle’s console indicated that they should reach Warburton without the need to bolster the power pack at a solar-powered charge station – anything that obviated tracking their movements was a bonus. An hour ago they had crossed the Trans-Australia Railway track at Rawlinna and pushed on northwards.

	Jason had done his best to destroy the vehicle’s tag apparatus, an illegal act in itself, and Laura had to fight the instinct counselling her to go back and report to the nearest police station other than Caiguna. Whatever the reaction to Jason’s photographs, the authorities would contact Janice Mepunga anyway, and that particular web of intrigue she could well do without.

	Looking up from his study of the positioning system, Jason suddenly said, “I think we should go off-road, Mum.”

	Laura frowned heavily and gave him a look of extreme annoyance. “No way. Not on your life. People still die out here, you know.” She struck the steering wheel in frustration. “We haven’t done anything for God’s sake. We’re the bloody victims. All we’ve done is trap a few people in a cave for a few hours.”

	Sheer anguish creased Jason’s face. “There were more than just people down there,” he whispered. Something caught his eye to the left. Then he was yelling at her, “Get off the road! Right! Now!”

	Well and truly startled, Laura slammed on the brakes and swung the wheel to the right. The vehicle careered off the road and dropped heavily onto the rock-strewn, remorseless desert floor. Stones crashed against the undercarriage until the four-wheel drive slued to a shuddering halt. Jason snapped off the lights and twisted to look to the rear.

	“Look! Out there,” Jason hissed.

	To the west, a light crossed the sky. It was close, but it was hard to judge the distance.

	“It’s only an aircraft,” Laura said, hoping in her heart the words were true.

	Jason shook his head. “It’s a choppa and it’s searching.”

	Laura’s heartbeat had kicked into overdrive and, as she grasped the wheel with sweaty palms staring into the darkness ahead, she wondered how her pleasant, loveable son had suddenly become an imperious control freak. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than Jason hissed further instructions, “Get her out of here, Mum, and keep going east. There’s another light coming up the road.”

	She glanced to the right and saw a spotlight dancing along the blacktop towards them. Without even thinking about it, she gunned the engine and drove blindly into the desert.

	“Keep the lights off,” Jason hissed again, though she didn’t need telling. He was straining his eyes, peering ahead. “Find some cover, Mum,” he said. Then he grasped her arm. “Up there to the left.” There was a stand of young mulga trees and she headed straight for it, guiding the nose of the vehicle between the two tallest trunks and then killing the engine. The moon disappeared behind a cloud, an ally for the moment. The darkness became total.

	“Don’t speak,” Jason whispered. “They may have audio search.”

	Laura glanced at her watch: 2 am. The group in the cave wouldn’t have been rescued yet unless, of course, someone had been missed and the alarm had been raised. She tried to make sense of their predicament. Why were they being pursued? Just for stealing Robert’s vehicle? She looked around, made out two lights dancing beyond the bars of the mulga trunks, one moving up the highway, the other searching the area on each side of the road, tracking east and west across the blacktop.

	A spotlight grew nearer, and she heard the whine of a choppa’s power unit. Hardly daring to breathe, Laura felt her gorge rise. She really wanted to be sick. The beam danced on the ground no more than twenty metres distant, then thankfully veered away. Laura grabbed a notepad and stylus from Robert’s console and wrote maybe they’re not after us.

	Jason gave her a pained look and raised a finger to his lips. The choppa was still close. Laura prayed they had not left an obvious trail leading off the highway. The pitch of the machine’s engine suddenly changed as it swung around to head back to the road. Laura felt her shoulders relax as some of the unbearable tension was released.

	Jason tapped her on the shoulder and pointed outside. Before she could protest, he had opened the door slightly and squeezed out into the desert air. A chill invaded the cabin, and her son, crouching low in the bushes, was suddenly gone.

	Immediately alone, Laura felt vulnerable. Her mind, seeking escape and maybe solace, took her back to nights on Dek’s cruiser where, after making love, or sometimes not, they had sat and watched the stars from the edge of a river or the ocean. Always near water. Dek loved the water. She touched her crucifix, realising it was all she had kept of his presents, all she had kept of him really.

	Not for the first time she pondered upon the reasons for their parting, how their love had seemingly dissolved slowly, limb by limb, until eventually it could take no more and collapsed in a sorry heap. It had not just been the second child quandary, though Jesus knew that had been difficult enough. Dek’s dilemma at work, where he had blown the whistle on a fraudulent distribution of state government money within a major civil infrastructure project, had left him isolated and without support. She had helped to the best of her ability but had gone through her own mood swings after her mother had been dreadfully injured in a boating accident. Her beloved parent had lain comatose in hospital for three weeks before Laura had tearfully given the order to turn off the machine that kept her alive.

	There had, she knew, been burdens upon burdens.

	And she knew Jason, at nine years of age, had taken every traumatic and broken step to heart, powerless but holding his confused thoughts within. She smiled as a tear sprang to her eye, wondering what Dek would think of her present situation.

	Jason swung back into his seat. “They’ve gone. Tracking north,” he said, closing the door.

	Laura asked, “Why on earth would they be looking for us?”

	“Maybe the group escaped from the cave earlier than we thought,” Jason suggested.

	Laura shook her head. “I wouldn’t think that little episode warranted a full highway search. They must be looking on other roads as well.” Not many though, she mused. It’s just east, west or north from Caiguna.

	“No, I mean maybe the creatures were in the choppas. Not piloting the craft, but inside … you know.”

	“If they want us that bad, we must be the only ones who know.” Laura shuddered, not just from the cold desert air. If the aliens had already infiltrated the police, other than Mepunga, then things were not looking good. She grimaced. Had their lives been at risk as the choppa hovered nearby?

	Jason was studying the map and again Laura felt an overwhelming sensation of love for her son. Taking control, looking for a way out, protecting. The moon popped out but was soon extinguished by the growing clouds, as if nature was hinting there were other searchers nearby. Maybe there were.

	“Where to now?” she asked, dreading the answer.

	“Drive, Mum,” Jason replied, pointing east. “That way.”

	Laura reversed out of the trees, the scraping of wood on aluminium filling the cabin. She checked the sky. Nothing. “Which way was that?”

	“East,” Jason said. “We should have a name for them, the aliens I mean.”

	“Probably,” Laura said. “Depends on where they come from.” She couldn’t believe she had said that. She couldn’t really believe she was doing any of this; driving across the desert in the pitch black, praying that the choppas wouldn’t return, conniving to avoid the law. And if they were the true police, the human police, why were they hunting them? Her mind was reeling with questions, none of which she could answer, most of which did not make sense anyway, not in a normal world.

	“What’s east?” she asked as they moved forward, not really knowing if she wanted to know.

	Jason used the map light to check the compass, trying to quell any doubts on his proposed course of action, doubts which had subliminally surfaced even in his own mind.

	“Peace,” Jason responded as he peered ahead, trying to ensure the going was reasonable.

	“And how far is peace?” Laura demanded as they started up a slight incline.

	“Less than two hundred kilometres – the Great Victorian Desert Wildlife Sanctuary.”

	Laura eased the vehicle over the rise and started downwards but then brought it to a gentle halt. “I don’t think animals can help us Jason.”

	“There’s some kind of settlement, Mum,” Jason said, staring at the faint words on the map. Settlement of Milijun the words stated. He had never heard of it but it was any port in a storm. Aboriginal or religious, he presumed.

	Laura moved forward again. “Peace,” she repeated. But all she could see ahead was total darkness.

	Lying in her bed, eyes shut but wide-awake, Janice Mepunga could have answered Laura’s question concerning the motivation for the choppa search. She had spent several strenuous hours after Laura and Jason had left the station in transferring her partner Daniel’s body to Robert’s house. Nobody had appeared to notice and once there she had arranged the bodies close together and fired another laser shot into the wall for good luck. She felt that RNetnA had approved but the alien had not assisted in any way, preferring to watch from the corner of Robert’s hallway as Janice struggled with Daniel’s body.

	The official story, as meticulously recorded by Senior Sergeant Janice Mepunga, was a simple one. Following the call from Laura Sinclair, she and Daniel took Laura to Robert’s home. Once there, finding Jason in the basement, Laura Sinclair had lost control, seized Mepunga’s laser and shot Robert. Daniel Kowolski had tried to intervene and had also been shot. Then the Sinclairs had taken her comms, locked her in the basement and fled. Over a day later, she had broken free and sent out her category one bulletin just before midnight. The Sinclairs were on the record as murderers, and a full search was underway. Daniel’s death, of course, had come somewhat later than Robert’s but she had felt herself cornered and with no other course of action. She had no wish for an official investigation into her behaviour at Robert’s house. In any case, only RNetnA’s cause mattered now.

	Janice winced as pain from her bruised foot coursed through her body – a legacy of actually locking herself in the basement and breaking the door down. She stared at the phone, willing it to ring, willing the voice at the other end to tell her that the Sinclairs had been captured, or better yet killed. Only silence returned her thoughts.

	RNetnA was outside, doing heaven knows what. The affinity between herself and the alien had grown over the last twenty-four hours, even to the extent that Janice had begun to fret if the creature was not either within her or within immediate view.

	She got up, went to the kitchen and poured herself a drink of water. Returning to the bedroom she fell heavily onto the bed. She wondered if she would ever sleep again, and how she would handle the inevitable statement conflicts when the Sinclairs were caught. Perhaps it would be better if they were never found. She turned onto her side. She wanted RNetnA back, needed her strength, and wanted the overwhelming confidence that her presence bestowed, the creature from another world, her creature.

	As if responding to her wishes RNetnA entered the room through the sliding door and gazed at Janice with expressive, large eyes, which seemed to gather and multiply the meagre moonlight stealing through the naked window. Janice raised herself onto her elbows and said, “I can’t sleep.”

	RNetnA took three swift steps towards the end of the bed, but Janice had no idea if the creature understood. All she knew, somewhere in the shadowy recesses of her mind, was that her dependency on the alien was becoming worrisome. However, there really appeared to be no other choice. The policewoman was in awe of its power to walk ghost-like through walls, to live without food or water, to gather invisible energy within its wings, to survive in a world that must be completely different to its own.

	Janice was faintly aware that she was losing her grip on the human world and becoming oblivious to the normal everyday interactions she had taken for granted most of her life, becoming, in fact, severely dependent upon the burgeoning synergistic relationship with the alien. None of this seemed to matter. It was as if she had received a religious conversion, and like the biblical missionary Paul, was intent on obeying some higher behavioural intent.

	Their eyes met, and Janice felt the familiar cold as RNetnA somehow snuggled inside her.

	Sleep came immediately and she dreamt sweetly of her childhood.
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	The words were long faded by the sun and barely legible in the early-morning light, Community of Milijun welcomes Newcomers. There were other words underneath, smaller and too washed out to read. Briefly, Laura wondered why ‘newcomers’ was spelt with a capital, rapped the sign with her knuckles as if to test it was real, shrugged and transferred her attention to the surrounding terrain. Maybe there were other signs out there. If there were, they were hidden by the sand ridges, eucalypts, mulga and a sea of spinifex.

	Why on Earth was this message placed in the middle of nowhere? The way ahead was still littered with bush, and she saw no immediate buildings or other signs of habitation. A spasm of cold, dark fear suddenly invaded her mind. She wondered if the inhabitants of this community were long gone. They could have been here at the time of the last global war. Perhaps the sign was welcoming escapees from the cruel mental and physical ravages of that great and terrible conflict.

	She thought back to the dark hours from which they had just emerged. There had always been the lights, moving in the west, closing in and then dropping away. Hour by hour, as if tracking them. But now there was only silence and a warming sun.

	Jason, impatient as ever, thumped the windscreen. “On we go then,” he said.

	“I suppose so,” Laura responded. “Not much choice really, now we’ve come this far. Let’s hope they live up to the sign.”

	They drove no more than a few hundred metres when a dust cloud in the distance signalled the approach of another vehicle. Not wishing to feel like a trespasser, Laura stopped the small four-wheel drive and peered ahead.

	Jason, checking their position, said, “We’re spot on, Mum, this must be them.”

	A large sand-coloured cruiser slowly approached, nosed up to them, and gently stopped. Laura made out two occupants, one male and one female. The female dropped to the ground and eyed them quizzically, a faint smile on her face. She wore a long, shiny, dark-brown robe, almost reaching down to her sandal-clad feet. The robe was tied at the waist by a broad orange sash. Her complexion was tanned, and her long black hair reflected the morning sun just as intensely as her shimmering garb. She walked forward, hair flowing like a waterfall, and beckoned them outside.

	Laura took a deep breath and whispered, “Here goes.” She opened the door and feeling somewhat vulnerable, left the cocoon of the vehicle for the expanse of the outback. Jason stayed in his seat, trying to make out the other occupant of the bulky vehicle that blocked their way forward.

	“Welcome to Milijun,” the woman said in a low, intense voice. “What are you doing here?” Laura hesitated in her response, uncertain what to say. Eventually, she said, “I’m afraid we’ve got ourselves lost – can you help us with food and recharge for our transport?”

	“We have no charge points immediately accessible,” the woman said. “Our vehicles, when we need them, are powered differently.” She took a glance at her companion in the cruiser and added, “Normally, only newcomers can stay.”

	Laura frowned as uncertainty plagued her thoughts.

	The woman smiled sympathetically. She was older than suggested at first glance, perhaps mid-thirties. Behind her, a tall, thin man left the cruiser. “Is there a problem, Gem?”

	“Not a real problem,” Gem replied. “These people seem to be lost.”

	The man, dressed in similar mode to his companion, rubbed his chin reflectively, looking around to the distant horizon. “Not a good place to be lost, even with new rains due.”

	Jason, who was having difficulty following the discourse, joined his mother outside and looked the man up and down. He had hardly any hair, just jet-black tufts over his ears, and, like the female, had well-tanned but smooth, soft skin. There were thick-soled sandals on his feet.

	“We just need food and rest,” Laura said. “We can pay our way.”

	Jason looked aghast at his mother. No need to mention what he thought.

	Gem held up her right palm as if warding off a blow. “We don’t need money,” she said. “We are totally self-sufficient. We don’t need anything from you.” She smiled as she said the words, but nonetheless they held a hint of antagonism.

	Jason saw the man’s eyes appraising his mother and taking an instant dislike to him, felt his face flush with anger. “Can you help us or not?” he demanded, sensing the reluctance in their attitude. “We’re tired and hungry.”

	Laura put her hand on her son’s arm.

	“If you are not newcomers, then what are you?” the thin man asked.

	Laura felt the sun draw beads of perspiration to her brow. She was tired from lack of sleep and knew there was no differing path along which they could tread. “Just lost,” she said, seeking sympathy from the woman called Gem.

	The man climbed back into the cruiser and signalled Gem to join him. “Follow us,” he said. Gem gave them a wan smile before she joined her companion. “His name is Tham,” she whispered.

	Laura trailed the Milijun vehicle for over five kilometres, searching the bush-laden landscape for any signs of the instrumentation that must have picked up their cautious approach to the settlement. She saw nothing apart from a number of roos, ears pricked, observing their progress with passive interest.

	Finally, driving up and over a sandy knoll, they saw a large clearing where several saucer-like objects sprawled across the desert floor. Each a different colour, they were no more than a metre high, easily four metres in diameter, and were arranged in a circular pattern with a radius of around one hundred metres. At their centre stood a small metal tower, two men tall. Laura bit her lip as she counted: eight of them, perhaps eighty metres apart on the circle’s circumference. The saucers resembled missile silos.

	She could all too easily imagine them belching fire and brimstone in the last conflict, each venomous cargo roaring skywards on a mission of instant annihilation. Suddenly, she realised that she didn’t want to be there.

	The cruiser ground to a halt next to a dark-blue saucer and the two brown-robed figures dismounted. Laura and Jason joined them to stand, somewhat disorientated, in the desiccated outback morning air. Beyond them, on the near eastern horizon, a silver smudge shimmered, looking surprisingly like a lake, or perhaps a mirage of a lake.

	Tham fished some kind of control device out of his pocket and the blue saucer swivelled silently upward like a clamshell to reveal a vertical shaft descending beneath the dusty earth.

	Gem smiled. “Welcome to Milijun.”

	Jason looked incredulous. “You live underground?”

	“Under and over,” Gem replied. “As a newcomer, all will be explained.”

	Jason nearly blurted, “We’re not newcomers,” but held his tongue. He didn’t trust Tham, but he didn’t want to deny his mother much needed rest and food.

	“Shall we go down,” Tham invited. “You can safely leave your transport here. Please leave any cameras or communicators in the vehicle.”

	Laura reluctantly handed her phone to her son and said, “Just a few holiday calls and pictures.” She challenged Tham. “Why can’t we keep the phone?”

	Tham shrugged. “It won’t work down below anyway.”

	Jason, with an undisguised scowl, clambered back into Robert’s four-wheel drive. He had no wish to lose contact with his camera again but felt obliged to leave it behind under Tham’s powerful gaze.

	“You’re on holiday. Out here?” Tham’s flat tone was scathing and Laura had to curb a surge of annoyance, which suddenly threatened to erupt from her tired and aching body.

	Jason was making a show of pushing the vehicle’s safe box shut. He eventually dismounted and Laura then locked the door and slipped the keypad into her pocket. She prayed that Tham did not demand the key. Tham looked as if he might do just that, but then turned and led the way into the shaft. Gem gestured them to follow. Laura took a last glance at the horizon. There was definitely something out there, water or crops or maybe both. So why did these people appear to live underground?

	Jason, too, was hesitating. The memories of events at Cocklebiddy Cave were strong, and he could not deny the trepidation associated with descending below ground once more. He shot a glance at Gem, judging she was still open to communication. “Why do you live beneath the surface?”

	Gem smiled. She really was very beautiful. “This area was constructed by the military before the last great war. It served as safe storage for munitions, held a significant number of personnel and also contained research laboratories. Around sixty years ago, with some government help, our group took it over and converted it to our use.”

	No direct mention of missiles, Laura noted, but kept the thought to herself. “What about water? This area is so dry,” she asked.

	“We use aquifers and some bore water. When the rains fall there is plenty on the surface, too. More than you would think.”

	Tham, from inside the shaft and growing increasingly impatient, growled, “Enough questions. Let’s go below. You must be tired.”

	They walked forward and dropped onto the shaft’s platform, which could easily have accommodated twelve people. With a flick of his thumb, Tham started their descent. Lights within the shaft wall provided illumination, but Laura still felt the need to crane her neck backwards to watch the comforting circle of daylight above gradually diminish and then blink out completely as the cover automatically closed.

	As the platform came to a standstill, Laura saw a Newcomers must sign in notice attached to the wall between two of four narrow exit tunnels, and her mind clouded with disquiet. She shook her head swiftly, as if trying to rid her thoughts of foreboding.

	“Pay no attention to the sign,” Gem said with a smile. “It’s old.”

	There was an emblem on the shaft wall, a dark-blue circle, presumably representing the colour of the entrance cover.

	Tham led the way down one of the tunnels. From her position on the platform, Laura estimated it ran circumferentially and would likely meet the vents from the other surface entrances before eventually rejoining the blue access shaft. The other two exits almost certainly ran along a radius, and Laura realised the underground complex must spread outwards from the entrance shafts as well as inwards. For all she knew, there may have been other surface openings further out, invisible to them on their approach.

	They followed Tham, the tunnel immediately widening to reveal white curved walls and ceiling and a raised, tiled floor, all possessing an almost mirror-like sheen. Clinical, Laura thought, like a hospital. They walked less than forty metres before turning right into another passageway. Doors led off on both sides, again colour-coded, but without symbols and signs. Laura felt a breath of fresh air against her face, cool and welcoming. Some kind of ventilation was operating. There was no discernible sound save for the hollow thuds of their footsteps.

	Tham stopped at a red door, used his remote again, and they entered a small room. A circular ceiling light illuminated three single beds and another plain door on the far wall. A small table stood near the entrance door. Again, everything was white. There was no decor of any kind. It was only then that Laura asked, “Can we make an outside call?”

	“We are self-sufficient in all things,” Gem reiterated. “There is no requirement to communicate with the outside world.”

	“No need for links to the outside world, no way to conflict,” Tham emphasised. “We use all power for the essentials of life – and the enhancement of the human mind and spirit.”

	Before he could stop himself Jason blurted out, “Shouldn’t you be north of the Wide Australian Border?” Laura shot him a savage look and Gem hastily put a restraining hand on Tham’s arm.

	“We have our own lifestyle here,” Gem said gruffly. “We are our own people.” It was the first time she had shown signs of anger.

	“We’ll have food sent to you,” Tham said as he and Gem left the room. “In the meantime, please rest.” The door slid shut, and Laura and Jason were alone. They looked at each other, besieged by exhaustion and somewhat bewildered. Laura crossed to the nearest bed and wearily sat down. Jason went to the door, looking for a control panel. There was nothing to be found. “Looks like we’re prisoners,” he said.

	Laura shrugged. “I’m sure when we’ve eaten and rested, we can be on our way.” She managed a brief smile. “Better here than outside at the moment.” However, she was wondering what the hell they were doing underground in a complex inhabited by eccentrically garbed and strangely mannered people. It was almost as if they had been herded there. What the hell is Milijun?

	Jason glanced at his watch. It was still early, 7:20 to be precise, and he wondered what had become of his message to the defence community and whether they had even taken it seriously. Surely someone, somewhere, must know something. He walked across to the internal door, opened it to discover a cream coloured bathroom with the usual accoutrements. When he turned around, his mother was drawing with a pen on one of the bed sheets.

	“Look, Jason,” she said. “I think this is what the place is built like. The cross is where we are now. I’ve no idea where north is.”

	She had drawn a crude series of circles linked by straight lines:

	[image: 00001.jpeg]

	Jason surveyed it and nodded. “Possibly, but I’m more interested in getting out than knowing more – I don’t want to be a newcomer.”

	Laura said, “No more do I.”

	“There could be a whole series of levels further down,” Jason added. “Maybe even a central shaft. And a corridor further out. This was a military area and those guys just love secrecy and class.”

	Laura nodded. “Perhaps.” She also wondered what more she had to learn about her son.

	A gentle hiss came from the door and a roboservant suddenly appeared, completely filling the portal. It gently deposited a large tray on the table and abruptly left, the door murmuring shut in its wake.

	“Well, how about that,” Jason remarked sarcastically. “Not so cut off from the outside world that they don’t have the latest in-house aids.” Roboservants had been around for over a decade now, but certainly not for the sixty-year period Gem had suggested as the duration of the Milijun settlement.

	Laura pursed her lips. “Maybe they were trying to prove that very point. One of their members could easily have brought food.” She rolled to the floor, picked up the tray and deposited it on the spare bed. “Smells delicious,” she said, surveying the contents of the plates.

	Jason wrinkled his nose. “I’m more tired than hungry,” he said.

	Laura smiled in sympathy. “I know, but try to eat some.” She took a forkful of herbed vegetables and savoured the warmth as it tracked down to her stomach.

	Jason joined her, and they ate slowly but completely before finally choosing a bed each and falling asleep. Neither of them heard the roboservant enter the room and carefully clear away their empty dishes.
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	As Laura and Jason drifted into a deep sleep at the Milijun complex, Assistant Commissioner Ray Parlane surveyed with mounting satisfaction the Special Unit fire-power gathered around the Toad Hall entrance to Cocklebiddy Cave. He was glad for the opportunity to command the cream of his elite state squad and knew they would do as good a job, if not better, than Ord’s mind-numbed military personnel. In any case, he did not really expect any trouble. Three heavy laser cannon had been airdropped from Adelaide, and every one of the ninety-two brown-clad officers carried armour-piercing laser rifles. Following the earlier frenetic action, peace now reigned as the highly trained officers awaited the order to engage.

	Dawn had finally cleared the sky of clouds, and the rising sun washed the heavens with a pastel blend of reds and yellows. A light breeze drifted across from the west, cooling the nervous sweat that gathered on Parlane’s brow.

	The assistant commissioner stroked his chin, deep in thought. At ten o’clock last night there had been a hastily gathered meeting between himself, Sebastian Ord and Jean Pescos, following the receipt of a set of photographs at the Cape Pasley defence base. Ordinarily, the pictures would not have rated a second glance and been put down to a hoax, but the resemblance of the creatures to those that had brought down choppa flight 209 had put a whole new focus on their contents.

	The files had been traced to the campsite at Cocklebiddy, and the transmitting computer’s proximity to the downed choppa could not be ignored. Having failed to locate the site wardens, they had sent a team to interview the camp population. Blank stares or outright hostility was the outcome. Vacationers just did not appreciate being pulled from their beds after midnight.

	They had gone to their own beds after another hastily convened meeting, only to be awoken at a few minutes past six by news of another transmission. This time the message was in words and a lot more specific: I sent the previous email with alien pictures. There are six tourists trapped in Toad Hall. Beware, they carry the aliens inside them. Mum and I managed to escape. Beware, they invade bodies.

	The communication was obviously from a juvenile but the message was clear enough. Parlane, Ord and Pescos had no idea what ‘they invade bodies’ meant but had decided on an immediate containment exercise. To everyone’s credit, it took less than two hours to brief and assemble the Special Unit now gathered outside the Toad Hall entrance.

	The briefing said very little. Only that there were people being held prisoner below ground and that their captors were dangerous, probably armed.

	It was essential, Jean Pescos had said, that they capture at least one of the creatures alive. Ord and Parlane had agreed but both had harboured doubts about whether it would be feasible. After all, the beings were a total unknown but obviously capable of swift, evasive flight.

	As a precaution Parlane had stationed a handful of the ninety-two personnel with a heavy laser at the main entrance to the cave complex but taking the email as gospel, had decided to concentrate the prime assault at Toad Hall. A well-armed advance party of four now stood chattering nervously around the lift entrance, waiting for two technicians to repair the mechanism.

	Ray Parlane turned the situation over once more in his mind as the advance party received final instructions from their team leader. The pictures sent through to defence departments last night (and God knows where else they may have gone) had been thoroughly scrutinised and proven authentic. They were compared to the images captured by the choppa and proven to match perfectly. Almost too perfectly, Parlane had thought.

	Following the unproductive interrogations at the camp site, sleep had beckoned, and the assistant commissioner now wondered, a few hours later, how he came to be wide awake and in command of an extremely high-risk operation. He glanced at the small party at the shaft entrance. They were the best, but they had not seen the alien images. Was that a mistake? He looked at his communicator. The images were on there, and it still wasn’t too late.

	He started as the instrument emitted a high-pitched beep. He raised it in front of his face and snapped, “Parlane.”

	“What’s happening?” Ord’s face filled the screen, eager for progress, but nervous, edgy.

	“We’re almost ready to go in. Has anyone else been in contact about the emails?”

	“Not to my knowledge,” Ord replied. “Remember, we’re the only ones who know about the choppa. Any other recipient would put it down to a hoax, or the work of a madman. Especially defence personnel.”

	Parlane frowned. “I was wondering about showing the guys the pictures – it may just prepare them, psychologically I mean.”

	Ord shook his head vigorously. “We agreed not to. Not sure they’d believe it, even coming from you.”

	Laughter came from the shaft entrance. The two technicians were walking away. Mechanism repaired. Time to go. Parlane walked towards the advance party. They would be going in with care, expecting a hostile reception. Each officer carried gas pellets in addition to his weaponry. All were expert marksmen.

	Before Parlane could even speak to the armed group, the lift shaft suddenly whirred into action. Everyone looked at the entrance, and Parlane felt his stomach churn as the lift signalled its ascension. Images of the creatures ghosted through his mind. Was he prepared for this? Was the entire group? Suddenly, he found himself on the defensive.

	“Pull back,” he ordered via his intercom. “No action anywhere until I say so.” The advance party moved swiftly away from the shaft entrance. An uneasy silence descended as the lift stopped.

	The doors slid open and seven people emerged from the entrance. All were waving nervously and wore expressions of relief, their tired but joyful expressions reflecting the length of their confinement; four women, three men, drained and dishevelled. Weapons trained on them as one as Parlane shouted, “Stop there please! Do not come any closer!”

	The cave group stopped, and Petra Pascuzzo called out, “Thanks for the rescue. We sure are glad to see you people.”

	Parlane frowned. No mention of the guns or the laser cannon. “Just stay there, please. Do not come any further.”

	A large man in the group yelled, “What the hell is this? Have we picked up some kind of virus down there or something?”

	Abruptly, Pascuzzo seemed to notice the weapons and said, “Is something wrong? Why the arms?”

	Nobody saw the vertical pillar of light soaring into the sky around one hundred metres south of Toad Hall. Shapes rose on the light column and banked towards the assembled forces.

	Blind to the immediate threat, Parlane felt uncertainty cloud his mind. These people looked normal enough and were behaving like any rescued group. He motioned towards the advanced party, “Let’s split them. That way and that way.”

	From the south, alien forms suddenly filled the sky. Someone shouted, “What the hell’s that?” and someone else, “Jesus! What are they?” Parlane saw them and recognised them, and his entire body froze. He could neither move nor speak as he saw the creatures plunging from the sky.

	Laser fire split the morning air and the boom of cannons followed as balls of fire shot skyward. The assistant commissioner should have been angry. He hadn’t given the order to open fire, but any remnants of leadership had been drained away in a flood of fear.

	Bodies were entered swiftly. Some of the officers ran but to no avail; some fired their weapons but if a creature dropped, severed from the sky, another took its place. Two of the aliens fell to earth near Parlane and he looked into their huge eyes, twin pools of quicksilver, mesmerising, stealing his thoughts. He snarled in fear as the wings stretched open and abruptly closed. Insanity gripped his mind and he was only faintly aware of the panic and screams around him.

	One of the creatures sprang, somehow boring through his uniform, drilling into his very presence. He wanted to issue further orders but felt his mind suddenly seized in a grip of steel. He felt cold and out of control. His eyes searched around for the others and all he picked up was the trapped cave group moving towards him.

	A woman in a ranger’s uniform smiled at him. “Are you alright, sir?”

	Parlane nodded, feeling stranger than he had ever felt in his life. Perhaps this was a dream after all, a nightmare conjured by lack of sleep.

	“Thanks for rescuing us, sir. There were two other group members who did this to us, trapped us down there.”

	“Yes. Yes. They will be found,” Parlane said. He glanced around. Some of his officers were searching the area. There were several small bodies being carried to the lift shaft.

	“You all ok?” he called after them.

	“Fine,” the reply came back. “We’ll take these down.”

	“They’re just tidying up,” Pascuzzo said. Her green eyes stared at Parlane. “We should get out of here.”

	To the south, the vertical shaft of light had disappeared and as the sun climbed higher, a gentle warm breeze pushed through the air. Confrontation had been avoided, and the assistant commissioner was relieved. The story of the aliens had been false and he needed to set the official record straight.

	The party began to move out.

	They had all gone, and Petra Pascuzzo sat cross-legged outside the lift shaft entrance, staring at the sky. The Sinclairs had escaped, which was unfortunate, but no doubt they would soon be found. She could sense RVentA stirring in her mind and although not yet fully converted, felt sympathy for the being that was so far from home.

	She stretched her arms high in the air, looking westward towards a darkening sky. There was more rain coming, probably by early afternoon.

	Initially, she had harboured malicious thoughts about RVentA but such feelings had triggered intense spinal pain and that particular phase had soon passed. Now she had grown quite accustomed to her companion and was subliminally aware that it could teach her a lot. Even when the creature left her body, Petra hadn’t returned to her normal fearful self and had managed some tentative hand signal communication. Not that she had learned much yet.

	Whilst obviously alien, RVentA possessed a gentle demeanour and had studied her body with interest, head on one side, touching her face with tender strokes of her hand. Was RVentA female? Pascuzzo liked to think so.

	A relentless question lingered at the back of Petra’s mind, what happens if RVentA moved to another person? Instinctively, she felt that the alien would probably eliminate her; she would become a discarded shell. For the moment, she could live with that. She needed to encourage the liaison, despite her conflicting thoughts, which at times bordered on schizophrenic. Maybe it was more than conflicting thoughts, maybe it was a total clash for bodily control, mind and motivation – some kind of internal war. Petra sighed and stood up. Her job was to continue conversions at the cave. Funny, the rescue party didn’t ask for details on the Sinclairs. No doubt the police would be back.

	The Sinclairs. What was it about them? They seemed to look upon conversion differently, as if it was an imposition. Was it? She felt a tingle in her spine. She would continue.
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	Laura opened her eyes and slowly absorbed her surroundings. It took some seconds to realise where she was and a few more to recall how she had arrived there. The light was on in the room yet she vaguely remembered it dimming out as she had fallen asleep.

	She glanced across to check on Jason and saw the roboservant standing in the open doorway.

	“Your presence is required by Uriel,” the roboservant said in its curious male monotone. It didn’t venture further into the room but just stood there, as if infinite patience was built into its circuits. When neither Laura nor Jason replied it added, “When you are able, please.”

	Laura raised her head from the pillow and studied the roboservant with interest. Colloquially reduced to ‘serv’, as a play on the ancient word ‘serf’, the robot was modelled on the human anatomy, in particular from the waist down where it possessed both knee and ankle joints. The thigh and calf limbs were slim, around the same diameter as a human arm and, in this case, coloured yellow. Above the waist, the body was silver and carried two heavily built arms, which emerged from halfway up the torso and which were slightly longer than the human counterpart. There were elbow joints but no wrists, the hands being primarily rotary gripping devices. There was no intent to mimic the human face; the head of the serv was a black globe with one large multi-faceted sensor eye, which picked up all the contiguous signals of the local environment.

	Laura rolled to one side. “What time is it?” she asked Jason and received two inharmonious replies, neither of which she heard properly. She tried again. “Jason, if you’re awake, what time is it?”

	Jason groaned and looked at his wrist. “9:15,” adding as an afterthought, “Who’s Uriel?”

	Laura rose and crossed to Jason’s bed, one eye on the serv. She looked down and tried to smile. “How are you feeling? We’ve slept for a day.”

	Jason swung his legs over the side of the bed. “I’m fine, Mum. How about you?”

	“Thank you. Time to go,” the serv said. “Please follow me.”

	“I’m fine too,” Laura replied. “Obviously no time for a shower.” She glanced over her shoulder at the robot. “We’re coming. Please lead on.”

	The serv turned and stepped into the outer passageway, one ‘hand’ resting on the external pressure pad. Laura checked she still had the pen in her pocket and then joined Jason as he walked into the corridor. The door hissed to a close behind them.

	As the serv led them through a series of left and right turns along sparkling white corridors Laura tried to capture the route, scribbling each turn as a numbered L or R onto her palm with the pen. They passed various coloured doors before eventually emerging into a large circular chamber lit by a multitude of fibres that sprang from the ceiling like capillary roots from a substantial tree. Pen safely pocketed, Laura looked around.

	A three-metre high crystal-swathed rock stood in the centre of the chamber. Laura recognised the crystals as selenite but never before had she seen such a large deposit. As clear as glass, thick fibrous seams of gypsum swarmed over the rock creating the illusion of one huge multi-faceted and lustrous termite mound.

	The circular walls of the room were covered with extensive three-dimensional holographs of the planets and the Milky Way, some in colour, some equally dramatic in black and white. Dominating the area was a massive representation of Australia, positioned adjacent to the crystal, showing the Wide Australian Border and traversed by a series of lines, which resembled a drunken spider’s web. The floor consisted of large black polished tiles that reflected everything above ground level to produce a mirage of replicated radiant colour. The overall effect was stunning.

	In front of the map and essentially dwarfed by it, stood a small man dressed in the standard Milijun attire of brown robe and orange sash.

	“Please, come forward,” the man said. “I am Uriel, head of Milijun.”

	As Laura and Jason moved further into the chamber, the serv remained at the door. Laura saw Uriel was of frail build beneath his garment and, like Tham, possessed little hair, other than above the ears. His face was smooth and tanned, his features smiling and welcoming, his eyes alert yet neutral. It was impossible to estimate his age. Despite his size, Uriel radiated a power of presence that both Laura and Jason found disconcerting.

	When Laura and Jason were three metres away Uriel held up his hand, and they dutifully stopped. During the journey along the corridors, Laura had determined to demand their release from the Milijun leader but now all her resolve seemed to have evaporated as if soaked up by the brilliance of the nearby crystal rock.

	“Please,” Uriel said. “Be seated on the ground.” Jason looked anxiously at his mother who returned a slight nod, and they quietly acquiesced, sitting cross-legged on the floor. “Tell me,” Uriel continued, “in what do you believe?” He looked from Laura to Jason in calm expectancy.

	Laura glanced around, forcing herself to breathe slowly. She wondered if this was some kind of macabre test and how critical to their future any answers would be. Were they in the hands of fanatics or well-wishers?

	“Freedom,” Jason suddenly blurted. “We believe in freedom.”

	“Freedom,” repeated Uriel quietly. “Freedom to hurt, freedom to steal, to desecrate. Freedom to kill, freedom to persecute, to destroy.”

	“Of course not,” Laura said quickly. “Freedom to choose.”

	“Ah, to choose.” Uriel nodded his head slowly. “Then you must indeed be very wise or else your path would lead to nought of any consequence.” He smiled down at them. “And that would be a wasted life.” He lifted his arms level with his shoulders. “Look around. What do you see?”

	Both glanced around but it was Jason who spoke, as if eager to prove he was not intimidated by the surroundings. “You, a crystal rock, a map, star pictures, rock walls, black tiles, light filaments.” Then, as an afterthought he added, “When can we leave?”

	Uriel held up his right palm. “You see the components but not the whole.” He gazed at Laura. “And you, Laura. What do you see?”

	Before Laura could respond, Jason, who had looked at his wristband as a nervous reaction to Uriel’s retort, swore loudly. “Shit! Is that the right date?”

	Laura stared hard at her son. “Jason, please.”

	“It says we have been asleep for three days. We’ve been drugged, Mum.”

	Laura grabbed his wrist, read the time and date. Then she turned angrily to Uriel. “Is this right? Have we been asleep for three days? What have you done to us?” She looked down at herself as if only just awakening. For some reason her confused mind was abruptly aware of her appearance. “Jesus aid us. We’re still in the same stinking clothes!”

	Uriel shrugged. “You needed rest. We gave it to you. Three days sleep was what your bodies required.”

	Laura spoke softly but firmly, “You should have asked us. You had absolutely no right.” She tried to quell her mounting anger, knowing they were in Uriel’s domain. And then, out of nowhere, she said it, “We are not newcomers!”

	“Uriel – you are quite safe?” The serv at the entrance raised one of its arms, sensing the hostile exchange.

	“I am quite safe,” Uriel responded, smiling at Laura. “And you, Laura, what do you see?”

	“I have no wish to play your games,” Laura said, starting to rise.

	“Please, remain seated,” Uriel said. “We have much to discuss. And we may be able to help you.” He gestured at the large map next to the crystal rock as Laura settled down again. “During the last great conflict this complex was used by the military. Even then they knew it had special powers. The map depicts geomantic force lines, and this chamber is at the hub of several such powerful lines. Here Earth energies are highly concentrated.” He leaned forward, instantly grasping their attention. “It is a rare privilege to be allowed access to such a place – but you must know how to work the system for it is as subtle as it is complex.

	“We are of one substance with this planet,” Uriel continued. “There is mutual benefit for the Earth and all living creatures if such things are understood. In this complex, we have proven that we are in constant dialogue with something of immense subtlety with which we can share our very being, even our proportions and our life essence.” He looked quizzically at his guests. “Do you understand?”

	Jason shook his head. “Not really – and you still drugged us.”

	“Believe me,” Uriel countered, “you will more than recapture your lost days.”

	Laura looked at him sharply. “We would rather have our freedom. And we would like to leave.”

	“Global invisible webs of energy have long been suspected,” Uriel persisted, unperturbed. “Concentrated at points of telluric power, they can give rise to unusual phenomena. The ancients were aware of such forces, even if they did not understand their nature. The controlled manipulation of these forces could make it possible to move mass instantaneously from one point to another in space and maybe even in time. That is our quest.”

	Uriel’s words were beginning to melt logical thought within Laura’s brain. Despite her guarded reaction, she found herself intrigued by the presence of this strange complex in the middle of the desert, and even more fascinated by the people who lived and apparently worked here. A religious commune it was not: a scientific one, maybe. But why explain what their work was?

	Blatantly ignoring any mention from his guests about leaving, Uriel continued with his doctrine. “There is a global grid with direct harmonic relationships to the speed of light, gravity, magnetics and earth mass. Such we have modelled on our machines where the effects of inputs can be estimated as etheric winds. There are many outputs to be explored – all exciting, all far-reaching for the future of mankind.”

	“What’s the crystal for?” Jason asked abruptly, apparently unimpressed by Uriel’s abstract diatribe.

	There was a sound not unlike the clearing of a human throat from the serv. “Your visitor has entered the complex,” the impassive voice stated.

	Uriel shrugged. “Unfortunately, the crystal will have to wait, Jason.” He turned to the serv. “Please take the newcomers to Nomi’s apartment. She will show them around. Then they can wash and change and take some refreshment.”

	“Follow me, please,” the serv said, turning back into the corridor.

	Before she left Laura said quietly, “When can we leave? We are of no use in your research.”

	Uriel smiled. “Perhaps at sun-strike, in a few days.” He looked hard at Laura. “Do not underestimate your value, all human beings are important.”

	For a moment, his face appeared so strange that Laura was taken aback, then she hurriedly grabbed Jason’s arm and joined the serv in the corridor.

	“Follow me, please,” the robot repeated as it marched down the corridor.

	“Are we prisoners, Mum?” Jason asked laconically as they followed the serv. “And he knew our names.”

	“It seems that we are, Jason,” Laura replied. She looked at him, summoning a bright smile. “But prisoners do escape, don’t they?”

	They had stopped at a lavish lecture theatre, and Laura undertook a quick estimate of the seats as she looked around. Eighty, maybe a few more. Not large, but significant enough for a working settlement living beneath the surface. They had already seen a few nondescript laboratories, mostly full of humming supercomputers attended by a few brown-robed personnel. How, she thought, are such machines powered or, for that matter, funded? Could they have been left by the military?

	On leaving Uriel’s chamber they had turned left, opposite to the way they had come, and walked around the circular passageway eventually to turn right into Nomi’s apartment. Nomi was younger than Laura had expected, no more than twenty with short, jet-black hair, large brown eyes and a cute button nose. She was strikingly beautiful, possessing the perfect tan, which seemed to characterise the settlement’s inhabitants. Judging by the expression on Jason’s face, Nomi’s looks did not go unnoticed by her son.

	As the slim-figured girl had led them from her room, along the twists and turns of numerous corridors with different coloured doors, Laura had ceased trying to record the directions. At least she had a record of the way from their cell to the central chamber and also to the Nomi’s apartment.

	Whilst walking, Jason had asked how the complex obtained its power and Nomi’s answer had been a little ambiguous. “Some from the sun,” she had replied. “But from new sources too. The sun is not always reliable.”

	And when asked why she lived underground, she had simply placed both thumbs inside her robe’s orange sash, taken a deep breath, and said, “We belong to the earth, better to be within it.”

	They left the theatre, and Laura ventured a further question on the purpose of the complex. “Your work here,” she ventured tentatively, “what does it involve?”

	“I’m sure Uriel gave you some background; the Earth grid and the power points where the ancient races worshipped. The planet is covered in a huge grid format, and it may be possible to create portals where power can be tapped. Our purpose is to study and understand.”

	“And do you?” Jason asked. “Do you understand?”

	Nomi flashed him a smile. “We understand some; we know a little more each day.”

	They paused at a large black double door. A deep drone invaded the passageway through the heavy, metal barriers, the sound cutting through the air like a laser through flesh.

	“Our power source,” Nomi explained. “Unfortunately, I cannot gain entry to show you.”

	“Did I see solar receptors on the surface?” Laura said. “Just as we were brought down. They looked like water from a distance.”

	“Possibly,” Nomi answered, leading them away from the doors.

	“Can we go and see?” Laura queried, suddenly realising that after three days sleep she longed to feel the sun on her face.

	“I’m afraid I cannot take you outside,” Nomi replied. “At least not for a while.”

	Probably not until we’re conditioned to staying here, Laura thought, already determined that she never would be. She wondered if these strange people were descendants of battle-scarred last conflict survivors. Or perhaps dropouts from another age? Or was the purpose of the complex something more sinister? Certainly, there was a religious zeal in their words and Uriel had talked of exciting outcomes, of moving mass in space and time, even of human evolution. They denied contact to the outside world and yet Uriel was receiving a visitor; had, indeed, received themselves. Not only that, but he was obviously anxious to impress them with the possible achievements of his underground conurbation’s work.

	“What are the newcomer signs? Why are they there?” Laura suddenly asked.

	“Long ago,” Nomi responded, “sometime before the great conflict, and before they sunk the shafts, there was a community here, an escape from the totalitarianism of those days. They welcomed strays, people who were searching for Nirvana, people who had lost their way. Milijun was the name of that community.”

	“What happened to it?” Jason asked, feeling some sympathy for these people of the past.

	Nomi shrugged. “Ten years before the war they were moved on. The government, which administered the entire continent at that time, had plans for the area.”

	“But the signs of welcome remain, even after the devastation of the war.” Laura was astonished.

	Nomi smiled. “Some things survived, like the great Karri forests of the south west. Some things, many things, did not. And the military liked the signs. Hence they kept them, and the term newcomers became part of their official jargon to welcome visitors.”

	Nomi turned smartly and walked away, signalling the history lesson finished, at least for the moment.

	They wandered along more corridors, viewed more laboratories, stopped at a well-equipped gymnasium and saw three recreation areas full of game tables, playing courts and large entertainment screens. At no time did they pass the blue entrance shaft, but eventually found themselves back at their room. A serv was stationed outside and the door was already open. Someone had placed a tray full of fruit and drinks on the table. There were Milijun robes on the beds.

	“Please,” Nomi said as they entered. “Enjoy some refreshment. I will be back with you in two hours.” She left abruptly, and the door closed swiftly.

	“Right,” Laura said to Jason as cheerfully as she could. “How do we get out of here?”
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	For once you have tasted flight you will walk the earth with your eyes turned skywards, for there you have been and there you will long to return.

	[Leonardo Da Vinci]

	 

	 

	 

	Alone at her Caiguna home Janice Mepunga sat quietly in meditation. If she stilled her mind, closed her eyes and relaxed, she could clearly see the surface of the moon, the surrounding stars invading a deep, dark backdrop and great drifts of galaxies threading the sky like gargantuan tumbling tresses of light-teased, mature cotton bolls. It was a universal painting on a scale well beyond the capability of her previous imagination. This occasional symbiotic merging of her mind with RNetnA’s had come as a pleasant surprise, and she found herself able to receive the alien’s thoughts with remarkable ease.

	Those thoughts, which really consisted of a series of mental pictures, seemed to be taking her back to RNetnA’s apparent birth inside a murky cave, eventually depicting an emergence under a star-encrusted firmament.

	The view of the alien sky was like nothing she had experienced before. Thousands upon thousands of twinkling light sources signalled their message to anyone who would listen. There was no noise in her head; it was like a silent movie echoing the stillness of space.

	Relaxing further she felt the images undergo a phase shift. She could see a sphere in space, violet haze at both poles, several large green islands at the equator, a huge storm to the north, and three moons in close proximity. RNetnA’s home.

	And then she saw the buildings: spheres on slender columns, various sizes and heights, towering to a brooding sky. As she abruptly found her view weaving in and out of the spheres at a frighteningly plethoric height, she saw no obvious windows, no obvious points of entry. Sporadically, she glimpsed a downward vista that only depicted the thinning shafts of columns disappearing into the grey-violet shroud below.

	Above the spheres there was more grey, like a rain-filled threatening Earth sky, yet undoubtedly alien in its appearance. There was no sign of a sun, though there may have been one somewhere above the veil of atmospheric cover.

	Seemingly out of nowhere a flying figure approached, followed by three others. As suddenly as they appeared, they closed their wings and Janice found herself plummeting downwards in their wake. The descent stopped abruptly, and she was hovering in front of one of the columns. They weren’t far off the ground surely, but still she could not see it. A bolt of lightning, or something similar, lit up the sky, and she was all of a sudden surrounded by walls and ceiling.

	She now seemed to be leading, for there was no sign of the alien entourage. There was an arch-shaped portal ahead, but when she went through she found herself back in her room, sitting in her chair.

	Had that been a dream or was RNetnA actually trying to describe her home planet? Or was the entire episode an elaborate concoction by the alien in order to engage her mind in yet more symbiotic ritual? The concept of propaganda flew fleetingly through her mind, and yet she wasn’t sure. Her immediate destiny required compliance, for teamwork if she dare call it that. To what end purpose the alien no doubt would reveal at an appropriate moment.

	She had called in sick to work: understandable after her partner’s brutal slaying and she wondered whether she even wanted to return to the ritual of police duties. At the least, she would request extended leave – to concentrate on hunting and disposing of the Sinclairs, who would be a constant threat to her and RNetnA, as long as they remained alive. Nothing was clear and she seethed with inner doubts that even the mental links to RNetnA could not allay. Galaxies in the head were, after all, a little hard to take.

	She wondered where the elfin woman and her son were, biting back her bitter disappointment at them not being found. Still, they could not run forever. Sooner or later, with their faces splashed over the media, they would be arrested. Her own version of events would be believed, of that she was sure. She had collected additional pheromones from their fortuitous visit to the Caiguna station, now carefully and strategically placed at Robert’s house, to put them undoubtedly at her partner’s alleged murder site.

	She felt no remorse at what she had done. It all suited the prime purpose of which she was now a part, a purpose which would call for even further sacrifices in the future. As long as RNetnA’s people remained concealed, then that purpose would be achieved without mishap.

	The alien stirred within her as if in discomfort, a cold feeling, as if she had suddenly gulped a large beaker of iced water. There were others. There was a team. Tomorrow she would request her long leave.

	Underground at Milijun, Nomi returned as promised. She stood in the doorway, the serv hovering in the background. “We have a discussion group if you would like to join,” she said, flashing a radiant smile at Jason.

	Jason hid his teenage attraction to her with aggression. “When can we leave here?” he asked gruffly. “We do not belong and we do not want to stay.”

	Laura held her head, turning wearily to Jason. “Please,” she said, “can we just give these people some time? Maybe it will be interesting to stay for a while.” She turned to Nomi. “I apologise for my son. He is too young to understand.”

	“I can’t believe you said that!” Jason yelled. “What’s happening to you? We’re prisoners here, can’t you see that?”

	“Oh no,” Nomi said abruptly. “You are not prisoners. Please don’t consider yourselves that.”

	Jason spun around to her. His face was flushed and he took a half step towards Nomi. The serv swiftly came into the room and asked, “Are you alright, Nomi?”

	Nomi held up her hand. “I’m fine. Jason is just tired.”

	“Bullshit!” Jason responded. “I’ve just slept for three days. How the hell can I be tired?” He stood less than a metre from her, anger painted all over his face, looking as if he would have bolted from the room if the serv had not been blocking his way. A solitary tear crept into his eye. “I want out of here. I want to breathe some real air.”

	Nomi lifted a hand and gently touched his face. “It’s alright. I understand.”

	He looked at her scornfully. “How can you? How can you understand? You are used to this place. You do not know outside.” He looked uncertainly at her, painfully aware of her beauty, cocked his head on one side. “Do you?”

	With one eye on the serv, Laura reached out her hand to Jason in an attempt to calm him. For a second he was distracted, but then he turned and pushed his mother away. Laura staggered and fell against the bed. Nomi uttered a small cry and moved forward to help Laura. Jason stood facing the serv, hands raised as if in supplication.

	“Serv, please fetch help,” Nomi instructed the robot, which immediately backed into the corridor and uttered a series of garbled clicks as it relayed a signal back to its central control.

	Jason grabbed Nomi as Laura lifted herself off the bed.

	“Cancel the message,” Jason told Nomi but the girl shook her head. “I cannot. Help is already on the way.”

	“Ask the serv to leave us,” Jason instructed.

	Nomi looked at him with large eyes and then stiffened as Laura stepped in front of her. “Do as he says,” Laura said, her face frozen with resolve.

	Nomi shook her head slowly. “There is no need for this,” she said gently. “You will be happy here. Please let me go.”

	Jason tightened his grip on her arm. “Tell the serv to leave now,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

	Laura took the pen from her pocket and brandished it threateningly, inches from Nomi’s eyes. “Do it,” she hissed. “Now – or I’ll take out those lovely brown orbs.”

	Nomi blinked once and then turned to the open door. “Serv, you may leave us now.” They heard it stepping down the corridor.

	Jason breathed a sigh of relief. “Take us to the outside,” he instructed Nomi. He looked hard at her. “If you like you can come with us.” Then he pushed her gently towards the door, ears alert for the sound of approaching footsteps.

	Nomi led them from the cell, taking them towards the core of the complex, away from the path of the serv. As they turned right around the first corner they heard the sound of running steps from the direction of their room. Nomi twisted her head around. “See? They come to help you not to imprison you.”

	Jason pushed her ahead and as they passed another passageway, Laura suddenly said, “Stop! This is not the way.” She recalled the crude map she had drawn, its lines and circles wavering before her eyes. “We should have turned right back there.”

	Nomi shook her head. “I do not have the key to the blue shaft.”

	“Then where are you taking us?” Jason demanded, still pushing her ahead firmly with the heel of his hand.

	“To the sun shaft. It is the only way out I know.” She seemed near to tears. “It leads to the array fields, where I work sometimes.” She suddenly turned to them in desperation. “Please do not make me do this.” A tear ran down her face. “Uriel will have me punished.”

	Momentarily, Laura’s heart melted and she felt for the girl. Then she waved her pen again. “Keep going Nomi,” she said. “As Jason said, you need not return here.”

	They hurried on for a minute before the wail of a siren throbbed through the corridors.

	“They know you are escaping,” Nomi gasped. “They will lock the shafts.”

	“Then run,” Laura demanded. “Take us to the sun shaft.”

	They ran, accelerated breaths labouring through pumping, tortured lungs, oblivious to the sound of their pounding feet. Thirty seconds later, after another right turn, they emerged into what Laura’s racing mind reasoned was the circular tunnel that accessed the series of shafts to the surface. Nomi went left and Laura immediately called a halt wanting to assess any sign of pursuit. The siren had stopped and there appeared to be no echo of following footsteps. All Laura could hear was the thud of her own heart in her breast. They had passed several doors but there had been no people in the corridors.

	“It’s just a few more minutes,” Nomi panted.

	Jason gave her another push, gentler than last time, and they jogged on, tracking the curve of the passageway.

	And there, where the tunnel narrowed they saw a welcome yellow circle on the wall. And there too, stood Uriel flanked by a serv.

	Jason cursed as the group skidded to a halt. Then together they slowly approached the shaft.

	“Well, Nomi,” Uriel said. “This was the obvious escape shaft, was it not?”

	Nomi bowed her head but was silent, her face a total mask of despair.

	“And our newcomers, leaving so soon.” Totally in control, Uriel looked hard at mother and son. “Does our work not enthral you, Laura?”

	Laura bit her lip. “Whatever your work is, it does not and cannot compensate for our loss of freedom. Surely you can understand that.”

	Uriel surprisingly smiled. “I understand. I really do. And there is no rhyme or reason for this feeble attempt to escape. The council has considered your wishes and agrees it is time for you to leave.”

	“You’re – letting us go?” Jason asked warily.

	Uriel nodded. “Of course. I am sure Nomi has explained that this is not a prison. However, she is young and may not have explained fully our requirement for dedicated people here.” He gave Nomi a brief smile. “I suggest you return to your quarters, Nomi.”

	Jason interjected. “If you are so openhearted you can let her come with us.”

	Still smiling Uriel said, “She belongs here. She has duties here.” He looked at Jason with piercing eyes. “Her future is one of boundless opportunities – one which you have chosen to spurn.”

	Nomi briefly rested her hand on Laura’s arm and then turned and walked the way they had come. Before she left their sight, she turned and said, “He is right, but maybe we will meet again. There are certain things …” She left the sentence unfinished, smiled weakly and turned, walking out of view.

	For a second or two, both Laura and Jason felt her loss but then Uriel’s voice broke their thoughts. “Please, believe me, you are welcome to ascend to the surface in this shaft. We have managed to find enough charge for your vehicle to take you back.” As if to prove his words he operated a small hand held device, which was tethered to his robe, and the drone of the descending platform filled the tunnel. As the platform stilled, he gestured towards it. “Feel free.”

	Laura grimaced. The man had a certain way with words. She looked at Jason. “You alright?”

	Jason nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

	They stepped onto the platform and stood waiting for Uriel to send it upwards. Always in control, Laura thought. We are still in his domain.

	“Remember,” Uriel said, “the words I told you. Remember our quest.” His eyes were almost beseeching, perhaps even possessing some deep sadness. “And remember Nomi’s words.” Before they could respond, Uriel operated the platform and they drifted skywards. Faintly they heard his final words: “Go due east to your vehicle.”

	The afternoon sun was still high in the sky and strong on their eyes as the golden clam slammed shut behind them. They stood like explorers on some distant planet, unsure of their bearings, perhaps the only life for an interminable distance in any direction.

	Jason checked his wristband and squinted at the sun. “I reckon east is that way,” he said, pointing to his right.

	“Makes sense,” Laura said. “If I’ve got this right we should pass another entrance shaft on our left.

	Jason looked at her, admiring her stoicism. “You were brilliant back there,” he said. “Nomi really thought her days were numbered.”

	“Jason,” Laura countered, “I could no more have hurt that girl than I could you. My heart was fit to bursting. Entirely out of character for me.”

	“Deserves an award,” Jason muttered as he set off across the plain. “Brilliant.”

	Laura ran after him. “No more about it. I did not enjoy it. Anything could have happened.” She grabbed him by the arm, slithering them both to a halt. “No more about it. Okay?”

	Her son nodded, a slight smile on his lips. “Okay.”

	They passed a green entrance lid on the left and could now see Robert’s vehicle ahead, next to the blue saucer entrance.

	Laura breathed a sigh of relief, checked her pocket to ensure she still had the keypad and they both started to jog towards the vehicle.

	However, all visions of freedom were cruelly lost as the high-pitched drone of a choppa filled the sky above their heads. An ominous shadow blocked out the sun. They both looked up, faces full of dread. A large brown-bellied fuselage pressed down upon them, smothering all thoughts of escape.

	“Stay still and you won’t be harmed.” The voice rang loud and clear over the desert plain.

	Jason swore, and Laura sank to her knees on the ground. “It’s over, Jason,” she said faintly. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

	For a moment, Jason looked as if he might make a run for the four-wheel drive. But then, as the choppa settled down no more than ten metres away, he knelt by his mother, slipping his arm about her shoulders.

	“Too good to be true, eh Mum,” Jason said. “Uriel’s trap I suppose.” He looked at the military insignia on the choppa and added, “So much for no contact with the outside world.”

	“Please board the aircraft.” The voice rang out again, monotone and insistent. A laser barrel pointed in their direction. The retarded drone of the choppa’s power unit rang through the air, entering their skulls, seeming to threaten.

	They stood and approached the aircraft slowly, hand in hand. It was larger than the police choppas, big enough to hold six people at least, but when they entered they realised there were no personnel on board. Laura grasped Jason’s arm, afraid he might make a break and be gunned down.

	“They can see us,” she whispered. The door slithered shut and the engine gained pace. Chest hoops automatically snapped in place as they each chose a seat. They abruptly rose to a fate neither could have imagined in their wildest nightmares.
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	Laura and Jason were ushered into a windowless room: dark-green walls and a polished concrete floor, a small rectangular leather-topped table at which they now sat, an empty chair facing them on the other side.

	Diffused light from a white ceiling offered the only relief from the sobriety of their surroundings. The single door, also green and now closed, led to a drab corridor that in turn led to a large walled yard. There were various other nondescript buildings.

	Their arrival at the Eucla military base was low profile. After passing through electronic security they had been offered a shower and food by a uniformed adjutant, both of which they had eagerly accepted. They still wore the Milijun robes. Now, presumably, they were to be questioned.

	Laura was full of nerves, and her palms were clammy with sweat. Her throat was dry and she felt the beginnings of a headache in her left temple. The ride in the unmanned choppa had been terrifying. She didn’t understand what was happening, had no idea of their destination, and was totally frustrated at the way Uriel had treated them. Had the Milijun leader purposely let them free to walk into a lion’s den? Anger was replaced by fear, optimism by a feeling of total loss of control. Beside her, Jason seemed to have withdrawn into himself. He had not uttered a single word since the choppa had landed. He seemed to be deep in thought, his brow furrowed way beyond his years, once again reminding her of Dek.

	Thoughts of her estranged husband ghosted through her mind. She had informed Dek they were going on holiday and he would not expect any contact from them for at least two weeks. He certainly wouldn’t think anything was amiss if he didn’t hear anything from either of them for as long as a month. Disappointed if he didn’t get a call from Jason maybe, but not alarmed.

	The door suddenly hissed open to allow the entrance of a uniformed officer. He was around forty years of age, tall and slim, with a head of grey, close-cropped hair, which was a shade or two lighter than his defence attire. Service ribbons decorated his shoulders adding rainbow touches, which contrasted markedly with their surroundings. There was an air of superiority about him that made Laura even more anxious.

	“I’m Major General Sebastian Ord,” the officer said, before he had even settled into his chair. “And you are, I believe, Laura and Jason Sinclair.” Laura nodded as the officer pulled a couple of photographs from the desk drawer and slid them across the table. “Recognise these?”

	Jason nodded.

	“We believe you transmitted these pictures a few days ago from the campsite at Cocklebiddy,” Sebastian Ord said. “It had to be you because we have checked everyone else out.”

	Laura found no point in denying it. “We sent them,” she said. She bit her lip fretfully. “We didn’t know what to do. We didn’t understand what was going on.” A look of pure anguish passed over her face. “Can you tell us?”

	“Actually, it was me,” Jason said. “I sent the pictures. I broke into the campsite office.” Laura put her hand on his arm.

	“What about these?” Ord passed over more pictures of the creatures in flight.

	Jason craned forward and shook his head. “No. Those aren’t mine.”

	Tears suddenly welled in Laura’s eyes. “Does this mean someone else has been involved with these …?” She looked desperately at Jason, not knowing what word to use.

	“She means aliens,” Jason said.

	Sebastian Ord sighed. “Maybe.” He waited a moment before continuing, as if unsure of what to say next. He gave a small shrug and said, “Are you aware you are wanted for a double homicide?”

	Laura let out a small cry whilst Jason, chin on chest, shook his head slowly. “That explains the searching choppas,” he said caustically.

	“Don’t worry,” Ord said. “We are not the police. We are interested in more crucial matters.” He shifted in his chair and leaned forward. “In fact, the choppas were mine. I didn’t want you to fall into the hands of the police. Those people would hang you as easily as look at you. It wasn’t too long a bow to connect Officer Mepunga’s category one with the written email from the camp, Jason being the link, of course.”

	“You deliberately marshalled us towards Milijun?” Laura was incredulous, recalling her uncanny feelings as they approached the desert commune. “Why not just pick us up?”

	Ord held up his hand. “If I can ask you to be patient.”

	“How can this be?” Laura felt her bottom lip begin to quiver as she raised her head to look straight at the defence force officer. “We have done nothing. In fact, it was Jason’s kidnapping that took us to the police in the first place.”

	Ord raised his hand again. “You can tell me about that in due course, but you should know you are accused of the murder of Bradley Robert, Camp Ranger at Cocklebiddy, and Police Officer Daniel Kowolski. The homicides allegedly took place at Ranger Robert’s house on January 18.”

	“Absolute crap,” Jason said. “Absolutely no way.” He flung a challenging stare at Ord. “Who’s accusing us?”

	Ord eased back in his chair. “Why don’t you tell me your version of events?”

	Laura took a deep breath. “We are – were – on holiday. We were approaching Cocklebiddy campsite late in the evening – it would have been the 17th I think – when Jason saw some flickering lights in the sky. We had stopped for Jason to go to the toilet and they were coming in from the sea. Jason—”

	“Lights,” Ord interrupted, “what kind of lights? Were they flying in a straight line or changing direction? Were they accelerating rapidly?”

	“No, not really. I couldn’t be sure.” Laura looked at Jason. “It was more like a huge flock of birds. There was no sound.”

	“I took quite a few pictures,” Jason said. “They were stolen by Robert.”

	“You say you were kidnapped?” Ord leant over the desk. “Who kidnapped you?”

	“The ranger. Robert. I was in the camp office, and he hit me from behind.”

	“Why would he do that?”

	Jason shrugged, looking uncertainly at Laura. “Because he thought I was about to transmit the pictures.”

	Laura interjected: “I came up from the beach and tried to find Jason. I talked to the other ranger – Pascuzzo is it? She said she hadn’t seen Jason, told me to check the office cam. There was nothing there, but I saw we were booked in for a tour of the caves. Something didn’t quite gel. After some searching, I phoned the police.”

	Ord raised his eyebrows. “Who came, Mepunga and Kowolski?”

	Laura shook her head. “Just Officer Mepunga. I don’t know the other one.” Realisation suddenly set in, and Laura felt a savage chill spread down her spine. “Oh, he was the one who was killed.” Biting her lip she added, “I’ve never seen the man.”

	“Okay,” Ord said. “What happened then?”

	“We went to Robert’s house. By then I was thinking he must be a paedophile or something, maybe had some kind of police record. I was worried sick.” Laura paused, took a deep breath and continued, “Officer Mepunga went in the house. I heard a scream and minutes later she emerged, walked straight past me and took off in her car.”

	“She was infected,” Jason added, by way of some kind of explanation. “An alien creature was inside her.” Ord looked impassively at Jason as the teenager took over the narrative. “There was one in Robert’s house. It must have been inside him when he attacked me.” He suddenly grimaced. “It touched me, like examined me.”

	“You’re saying these flying creatures can invade the human body?” Ord remained serious and Laura silently thanked him for that. Any derision now would have tipped her over the edge. “Not only that, but appear to influence behaviour?”

	“Please,” Laura said, “if we can finish.” Ord nodded and Laura went on.

	“Robert was dead, dying, inside the house. He mentioned something before he died; something about an alien inside the cop. Jason was down in the basement. Next day, we went to see Mepunga who took our statements but was, I don’t know, flippant almost.”

	“She was still carrying,” Jason said. “I’m surprised she didn’t attack us there and then.”

	“She could have arrested us there and then, if what you say is true,” Laura said. “Why didn’t she?”

	“She probably hadn’t thought it through,” Ord said. “Taking your version of events, Kowolski may have still been in the station, dead or alive, not at Robert’s house. I don’t know.”

	“Or maybe she still had some humanity left in her before she told her lies,” Jason added sullenly. “She took our statements as witnesses, not suspects.”

	“There were no statements, we checked,” Ord said. “In fact, taking her version of events, you locked her in Robert’s cellar after killing Robert and Kowolski. That’s why the category one wasn’t released until over a day after the deaths on the 18th. The meeting at the Caiguna station never took place. There’s no record of it anywhere.”

	Jason shook his head and Laura caught her breath.

	Ord waved them to carry on.

	“We left, went back to the campsite,” Laura continued, feeling sick to the stomach. “There was no point in trying to take it any further.” She didn’t know what to make of the major general’s expression; it was completely neutral, as if sculptured by years of training. She couldn’t tell whether he believed them or not. Sooner or later, they would have to tell the same story to the police. A sudden tear leapt to her eye and her voice faltered. “Neither of us killed Robert nor the policeman. Somebody must have, but it wasn’t us.” She looked desperately at the defence officer.

	Ord pursed his lips. “By inference, it must have been Officer Mepunga. According to your account she was the only one at Robert’s house.”

	“The cop may have fired the gun, but she was not in control.” Jason wriggled in his chair and gave Ord a hard, challenging stare. “Are Mum and I the only ones who know what’s going on? What can you tell us? Why are we here?”

	Ord remained tight-lipped. “You sent words after your pictures.” He didn’t elaborate, obviously expecting them to carry on.

	Laura adjusted her position in her chair and looked at their inquisitor in desperation. “It’s why we fled into the desert. I can still hardly believe it, but I swear to you it’s true. The next day, after we’d seen Officer Mepunga, we went to the caves.” She shrugged and ran a hand through her hair. “Officer Mepunga said we were not to venture far – that our vehicle would be tracked anyway – and we had to try to get back to normality. It seemed like the normal thing to do, try and return to holiday mode. The creatures were in the cave, appeared from nowhere. There were other tourists and the ranger, Pascuzzo , I had seen previously. All of them were attacked—”

	“Infected, invaded, and I think the ranger was already carrying.” Jason interjected.

	“We escaped back up to the surface,” Laura continued. “Later, we took Robert’s vehicle and headed out.” She tilted her chin, as she looked at Ord. “The rest you presumably know.”

	There was silence for a few seconds before Ord said, “So, of all the tourists in the cave, only you escaped what you call infection by these creatures?”

	Laura nodded and Jason said, “Yes.”

	“Are you sure?” The major general looked at them both in turn. “Are you certain one or the other of you is not carrying, as Jason describes it?”

	Laura and Jason glanced at each other nervously but both nodded.

	“What about clothes?” Sebastian Ord asked. “How did the creatures get through the clothes?”

	“Easily,” Jason responded fervently. “As if they weren’t there. I saw an emergence with Robert and several bodily invasions in the cave.”

	“And what about metal, military specification transparencies?”

	Jason shrugged. “Perhaps. Probably.”

	Ord sighed. “It may interest you to know that after we received your message about the cave the police sent an armed team out there. The tourists and the ranger were rescued. There was no mention of anyone or anything else down there. Just extreme anger at your behaviour in trapping them below ground.”

	Laura swallowed hard.

	Jason looked grim. “Then we’re all in trouble. They were obviously all infected. All under control.”

	Ord said, “That’s one interpretation.”

	Laura found her head beginning to spin. This was all outside her comprehension, certainly outside her willingness to believe. “Please,” she said feebly. “Can we rest here? We’re both very tired.”

	“At Milijun,” Jason added, “we were held against our will.” Even as he said it, he realised it wasn’t really true. He shot a glance at his mother. “I mean we were drugged, put out for three days.”

	Ord raised his eyebrows and nodded. “We’ll discuss all that tomorrow.” He shot a sudden smile at Laura. “I think your mother is right. You should get some rest now. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

	Jason, as if getting a second wind, leaned forward and put into words what he’d been thinking for some time now. “Unless you know something about these aliens or whatever they are, unless those other photographs are really yours, and you know the truth, then Mum and I are the only ones who know what’s happening here.”

	Ord looked up and caught him squarely in the eye. “Then you should most certainly be relieved you are in friendly hands.”
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	“I trust you slept well?”

	This time they were in what Laura took to be the major general’s office. There was a natural wood floor with matching walls, a large wooden desk with hefty matt black metallic legs, and chairs upholstered in a purple fabric that looked like it had travelled in time from some previous century. The walls carried various photographs of military equipment, and some kind of certificate took pride of place on the wall behind the desk. A large window overlooked the compound interior, and she could glimpse the defensive wall about a hundred metres away. A clock on the wall, as historic as the upholstery, depicted just after ten in the morning.

	She and Jason had not only slept well but had taken a hearty breakfast to boot. Laura was surprised she felt so good and mentally alert. Perhaps it was because they were in friendly hands – at least she fervently hoped they were.

	Laura twisted in an attempt to seek comfort on the well-upholstered chair and replied, “Fine thanks.” Looking at Jason, she was relieved to see he was quite relaxed and seemingly as refreshed as she was.

	Ord smiled. “Good.” He leaned back in his chair and gazed at Jason. “Tell me more about the cave episode. Can you remember who was with you?”

	Jason blinked. “Not really. I know there were six other tourists. Three men, three women. One man from North America I think.” He suddenly had a thought. “Their names will be on the computer at the camp office.”

	Ord pursed his lips and changed tack. “You said yesterday that you knew Officer Mepunga was infected, carrying as you call it. How?”

	Jason took a deep breath. He could picture the policewoman vividly in his mind, her cool stance behind the desk, and her somewhat distant interest in the murdered ranger. “I don’t know how. Call it intuition. One of those things touched me. She just seemed different.” He didn’t want to go any further, didn’t even know if he believed what he was saying.

	Ord cocked his head at Laura. “What about you?”

	Laura shook her head. “I find it hard enough just to believe they exist.”

	“You have no doubt they exist?”

	The question wasn’t directed at either of them, in particular, but they both nodded and chorused, “None. They exist.” Then they looked at each other, and Laura felt an eerie tingle race up her spine.

	There was a brief pause, then Ord said, “It would be interesting for you to talk to the police officer in charge of the cave rescue. Compare notes so to speak.”

	Laura’s jaw dropped. “Talk to the police! About the cave rescue! Didn’t you say we’re wanted for homicide?”

	“But if you’re innocent, you could challenge him directly.”

	“And afterwards. What happens then? I presume they do not know we’re here.” Laura frowned and looked hard at Ord’s well-chiselled face. “They don’t, do they?” She had visions of a police presence listening beyond the walls of Ord’s office, and her feeling of wellbeing began to wilt. Another betrayal was definitely on the cards.

	The major general held up both hands. “What if I talked to him, and you could watch privately without him knowing? Would that work?”

	Laura looked at Jason uncertainly, doubtful if they really had a say in the matter. What, she asked herself, was Ord’s rationale in pursuing this course of action?

	“Are you really saying that you want me to check out whether this person is carrying?” Jason, as usual, was straight to the point.

	“He would be wouldn’t he, if you are telling the truth?” Ord responded.

	Jason shrugged. “It may have passed to someone else.”

	Ord leaned forward, his expression suddenly full of purpose. He didn’t look like a man who was used to being disobeyed. “If you are telling the truth, and these creatures are here, they will have a reason for being so. The police officer in question holds a high position. It would be logical for the creature to stay with him.”

	Laura closed her eyes as Jason said, “I guess that makes sense.”

	“Will you try it? He won’t even know you are there.”

	“Tell us about the Milijun complex,” Jason countered. “Did the military herd us there? Why were we drugged for three days?”

	Sebastian Ord smiled. “As you will have worked out, it’s more than just a commune in the middle of the desert. What they are doing is intricate and will go on for a long time.”

	“Their leader talked about earth energies and moving mass in space, even time.” Laura recalled the fervent gleam in Uriel’s eyes, the passionate expression on his face. “Such things are impossible.”

	“Such things are thousands of years old,” Ord countered. “Who are we to say what is not possible?”

	Jason looked directly at Ord. “What’s the connection between you and Milijun?”

	Ord’s smile grew broader. “Who said there is one?”

	“You picked us up, remember? Uriel obviously told you. And Uriel had a visitor when we were there. Was that you?” Jason’s voice held a hint of venom as he recalled their betrayal.

	Ord’s face suddenly darkened, and Laura felt a pang of fear course through her body. “Jason, please,” she said. “We have no right to ask such things.”

	“No you do not,” Ord said tersely. He was obviously annoyed that they knew Uriel had received a visitor from outside the complex. Abruptly, his shoulders relaxed and he took a deep breath. “Look. Uriel’s research is of great significance. It could mean a brilliant future for humankind, infinite energies and universal knowledge. Furthermore, there are benefits for the human psyche.” He hesitated suddenly, as if not wanting to go further.

	“Why did they take us in?” Jason asked.

	Ord sighed. “They knew who you were because I told them you were on the run after the events at Cocklebiddy. What the police know, we know – but they don’t know we know, if you get my drift. There was always a chance you would end up with Uriel, or perhaps further out. I covered a few bases.” He stared at Jason. “We do take an interest in what they are doing at Milijun – it is nothing to do with the police.” He shrugged. “There is always a military connection in energy research, one way or another.”

	“So why are we here?” Laura asked demurely. “Why do you have an interest in us?” She hardly dared to ask, “Why not hand us over to Janice Mepunga and her colleagues?”

	Ord tapped the fingers of one hand on his desk. The echoing sound filled the room, and then he said, “Because you are the only people outside a precious few who have seen the aliens. Because you may know more than we do. Because you may be able to help.”

	Laura breathed a huge sigh of relief and Jason uttered a small laugh.

	“We have no intention of handing you over to the police,” Ord continued. “Especially when there is some doubt about what really happened. If this country is under threat from an unknown adversary then we need all the intelligence we can muster. To date, our evidence is minimal. We need more understanding, we need …” he struggled to find the right words and made do with, “we need to know as much as possible.”

	“And our missing three days?” Laura asked. “What was all that about?” She was surprised how calm she felt, how her emotions were under control. Where there should have been fear there was a growing confidence, even her underlying anger was melting as she slowly began to realise that Sebastian Ord regarded them as allies. It felt good to have someone influential on their side. But that, of course, meant there was another side, a side that wished them untold harm.

	“I’ll tell you what I can reveal about the extended sleep you had,” Ord said, “but please understand, I only know the bare basics of the technologies used by Uriel and his colleagues.” He got up from his chair and walked over to the window, staring at the sun-bleached courtyard where the air had already commenced to shimmer along the top of the enclosing walls. “You must try and understand the barely credible advantages if the efforts at Milijun succeed. It will be a complete human evolution, infinite energy, near instantaneous travel, a total expansion of the current boundaries inflicted upon the human body and soul. There will have been nothing to parallel it in the past, maybe even nothing in the future.” He turned to face them, a wistful smile on his long, angular face. “You had a chance to be part of that.” There was a pause then he added, “You have actually begun the process.”

	Laura looked confused. “The process for what?”

	“For what Uriel would call enlightenment, expansion of the mind, extension of the senses. It’s a necessary prologue to life at Milijun. Without it, you would not have contributed productively.”

	“Productively!” Laura was livid, and she felt her cheeks flush with fury. “We were drugged to be more productive?” She felt herself losing control, as if the switch to her new-found self-belief had suddenly been turned off.

	“Believe me, it is totally necessary.” Ord made his way back to his chair, sat down, then stared calmly at Laura and Jason. “It primes the mind for broader thought. Don’t worry; it is just the first step in a long process for a fruitful life at Milijun. What happened to you will only have beneficial consequences.”

	“Consequences?” Laura shot a glance at Jason, as if looking for visible changes.

	“You have probably noticed them already. A feeling of wellbeing, higher than normal energy, enhanced mental and physical perception.” Ord looked somewhat embarrassed as he added, “You also underwent neurological augmentation, a condition which makes it harder for you to tell untruths. Not impossible, just harder.”

	“A truth drug!” Laura was dumbfounded. She realized what this morning had been about. “I suppose you believe us then.” That was the only beneficial outcome as far as she was concerned.

	“What were the next steps?” Jason asked the obvious question, and Laura looked at her son in horror.

	Major General Ord paused for a moment but refrained from answering. He checked the time. “Let me contact Assistant Commissioner Parlane,” he said eventually. “He was in command of the cave rescue. Then we’ll talk more. You know where your quarters are.”

	Laura rose and made for the door, but Jason stayed in his seat. Ord smiled. “That’s how your advanced intuition works, Jason. Yes, we’ll have a few more words alone. By the way,” he added as Laura left the room, “I think we can work together on this.”
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	It was three in the afternoon. Laura stared through a one-way window, which framed a small rectangular room with cream walls, and a long central table with two opposing green chairs set some way back. A metallic floor reflected the light from a single-source diffuser mounted on the far wall. It looked like something from the previous century, perhaps intentionally, as the interrogation techniques of those distant years were renowned for being psychologically barbaric.

	A triple-pronged apparatus, set in the ceiling, emanated a translucent vertical curtain, which dropped full width to the floor, slicing across the table, neatly bisecting the entire room. The bright blue screen looked like some kind of electronic shield.

	Sebastian Ord was in the room. He pointed a device at the screen. The curtain flickered then momentarily grew darker as it solidified before Laura’s eyes. Just as quickly, the shield disappeared as Ord apparently switched off the control.

	“Some kind of emergency protection barrier?” Laura muttered to Jason.

	“Not sure it would work,” Jason responded, obviously with the aliens in mind.

	“Do you think he has the power to do this?” Laura felt a growing sense of unease. She wasn’t sure where events were leading or what approach the military man would take. For that matter, she didn’t really know what role she and Jason were expected to play.

	“Even if he hasn’t, it’s not going to stop him,” Jason replied. He turned to his mother, a look of wistfulness on his face. “I guess he just needs to know.”

	“I thought he believed us.”

	Jason shrugged. “They have their own pictures.”

	“What if the alien has left Parlane?”

	“Mum,” Jason said. “Relax.”

	They stared at each other for a moment and when Laura looked back to the window, Ord had left the room. Laura sighed. This was so different to what she had wanted. She just wanted to be free, roaming the Australian landscape, stopping where she wanted to stop, eating when she wanted to eat. She sensed Jason did not feel the same. Something had changed. Their involvement with recent events had somehow appealed to his sense of adventure, had perhaps provided a diversion from a holiday escape that had, as yet, failed to deliver. The fact that the events may involve aliens from another world or, at the very least, strange creatures from their own, was a stimulating bonus. A movement from the window drew her attention back to the interrogation room.

	She visibly jerked as Ord’s voice rang around their listening post. “Thanks for coming at such short notice, Ray.”

	A stocky, uniformed man, Parlane, had followed the major general into the cream room and, after shaking hands, they both sat down across the table.

	“I thought we could discuss the events at Cocklebiddy further,” Ord said.

	Parlane shrugged. “Not much to discuss. It was a non-event, a hoax situation as far as the alien photos are concerned. There were people trapped down there, apparently by a mother and son called Laura and Jason Sinclair, who are also wanted for murder. Did you know that?”

	Ord raised his eyebrows. “Where do you think the hoax photographs were from and who took them?”

	It was a leading question. If the Sinclairs took them, they must be real, unless Laura and Jason had seen the choppa shots and thus knew what the aliens looked like. However, that was impossible.

	Parlane looked uncomfortable then took the plunge. “Obviously a leak from defence.”

	Ord breathed deeply and ignored the insult to his command’s security. “So who sent them back to us?”

	“Maybe one of your defence personnel wanted to make it public, so he got them outside to a colleague. Told him to send them back incognito. And God knows where else for that matter.”

	“That’s a very long bow to draw, Ray.”

	“I’ve known longer.”

	Through the one-way window, Laura and Jason saw them just staring at each other as if in a battle of wills. There was a bead of sweat on Parlane’s brow.

	“Someone receives photographs of strange creatures, a clandestine leak from our own ranks, doctors them, and sends them back unprotected to defence,” Ord said. “Then hours later we get the cave message. Presumably you believe the Sinclairs sent that?”

	“A distraction to confuse the authorities, distract personnel. Give them more time to escape,” Parlane responded.

	Ord relaxed in his chair. “It doesn’t gel, any of it. The photos and the email are connected.” Surely Parlane couldn’t deny the photos and the cave message must be from the same source.

	Two rivers of sweat ran down Parlane’s temple. “Never said it was logical. They may be completely insane. Maybe they’re just attention seekers – mad ones.”

	Ord realised he meant the Sinclairs and the defence leak instigator, succinctly tarred with the same brush. But he knew there was no connection. Definitely no gel. Not surprising, he thought, as the leak instigator did not exist. He changed tack as it was obvious Parlane wasn’t going to. “Tell me more about the murders.”

	“One of our officers, Daniel Kowolski, and a tourist guide called Bradley Robert. Both found brutally murdered at Robert’s house,” Parlane responded. “There’s a link there with the cave.”

	On the other side of the window, Laura felt the blood drain from her face.

	“He’s still carrying,” Jason whispered to her. “I can sense it. Even more than before.”

	“Oh my God!” Laura exclaimed. “What the hell’s going on here?”

	“It’s Mepunga,” Jason hissed. “She must have done this.”

	Beyond the window Ord asked, “Did you search the cave?”

	“Later,” Parlane said. “We went back after everyone had gone. We found nothing. I didn’t really expect to.”

	Ord nodded and smiled. “I guess not. Is there an official report released yet?”

	“Not yet. Two days off at least.”

	“Who filed the murder charge?”

	“Janice Mepunga – a local from Cocklebiddy. Good officer. Very reliable.”

	“And what about our own pictures, from the crashed choppa. Where does that lead us?”

	Parlane shrugged. “Not very far. It remains a mystery.”

	“What if there’s another explanation. Something more bizarre than a hoax.” Ord leaned forward and Parlane visibly winced. “What if there really are these strange creatures invading our air space?”

	Outside the room Jason whispered, “It’s moving inside him. I can see it.”

	Laura raised her hand to her mouth, still looking through the window. “Jesus aid us,” she muttered, “I think I do too.”

	Parlane shook his head. “There’s no real evidence. No hard facts – just a few pictures.”

	Jason looked at his mother. “What do you see?”

	Laura frowned. “A shadow inside him, a blurred shape, moving.” She was amazed. “How can I possibly see this?”

	Behind the window, Ord said, “A downed choppa, a radar record, several deaths.” Not much he knew but certainly hard facts. The laser pistol seemed to appear suddenly on top of the table, levelled at Parlane’s chest. “What if I told you we have the Sinclairs here?”

	Parlane glanced at the laser, then raised his head and looked around the room. “I suppose I’d say you’re sheltering fugitives.” He was uneasy, licking his lips, uncertain of Ord’s purpose in such a statement. “What the hell are you doing, Sebastian?”

	Behind the window Laura saw Parlane’s eyes pan in her direction. She saw the grey shape inside him turn as if looking directly at her. Her entire body froze. Why had Ord mentioned she and Jason were there? She was becoming very frightened. She did not understand how she could visualise the alien or why Ord had said what he had.

	“What do you think, Jason?” Ord’s stentorian voice caught her by surprise. Was Jason a part of this?

	Jason’s reply seemed to come from a faraway place. “The answer is yes.”

	Laura wasn’t sure whether Parlane had heard Jason’s response. He didn’t react as if he had but as Ord blatantly levelled the pistol, he started to rise from his chair. Sweat soaked the police officer’s brow; a sudden spasm shook his body. A bizarre alien shape emerged swiftly from his chest and dropped to the floor.

	The door behind Parlane opened, and two armed soldiers entered the room. The door closed solidly behind them.

	“Stay still,” Ord said. He was biting his lip and although prepared by Jason, was hardly able to believe what he had seen. Parlane turned pale and suddenly crumpled to the ground. All guns in the room trained on the alien. Ord saw its huge eyes and took an intake of breath as it slowly spread its wings. “Stay still,” he repeated, not really knowing whether it understood. The creature’s head dropped on one side then slowly turned, looking at the soldiers. They looked nervous and held their weapons out at arm’s length.

	“If it moves towards you, shoot,” Ord hissed. Then added, “Come this side of the barrier.”

	The guards moved swiftly down one side of the table and Ord dropped the electronic screen. Still the creature did not make a move. It just stood, wings half extended as if mulling over all the possibilities, apparently confident in its own invincibility. It appeared to study the apparatus in the ceiling, turned to gaze at the door and then, darting with amazing speed to the sidewall, started to merge with it. Ord had not expected the move, and he cursed himself for his stupidity. Had the creature somehow sensed Laura and Jason behind the panel? There was no doubt that the observation wall was the weakest structural link.

	Within their listening post, Laura and Jason saw part of the alien’s head begin to appear, then a single claw and foot.

	Ord negated the electronic barrier and yelled to the guards, “Cut it in half!” Then he screamed out to Laura and Jason, “Move back from the window!”

	Speeding around the table, the guards aimed their weapons. Lasers spat, catching the alien’s trailing leg and searing through the wall. The half-hidden shape blurred as the creature swiftly reversed and was once again inside the interrogation room. Moving with breathtaking speed, the alien sought refuge inside the nearest guard.

	The guard raised his pistol hesitantly; his face twisted with anguish, tormented by divided loyalties.

	Ord sprang to his feet. Pistol raised, he sliced the guard at the waist. “It’s okay!” he yelled at the remaining guard. “It’s got to be injured.”

	The creature started to emerge, dragging itself out of the dead guard’s severed torso.

	Behind the wall, away from the one-way screen, Laura was on her knees screaming. She hated all of this; it was not reality, at least not as she had known it. Jason retreated to a far corner of the observation area, crouching but still observing. Two laser beams had scorched the air between him and his mother.

	The alien’s body had emerged without its lower legs. One arm was also damaged. The head rolled to one side and looked up at Ord.

	The major general pointed the pistol down but did not fire. The expression in the alien’s eyes took him by total surprise. He was suddenly swimming through dark water, sensing the essence of an impossible communication, witnessing an exploration of the fringes of his awareness. For a second, he drifted back to childhood, recalling almost drowning in the Indian Ocean, remembering the overpowering love his parents had lavished upon him following the near-death event.

	He wanted to look away but found he could not. Something was hidden in those dark opulent orbs. There was a tenuous dotted line stretching towards his pupils, not threatening, not even antagonistic: undoubtedly questioning and mildly accusing. Then the moment was gone. The creature’s eyes glazed over and turned completely white. The large head rolled and lay still.

	In the other room, Laura was now quietly sobbing. Jason moved slowly towards her. “It’s over, Mum,” he said gently.

	She looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. “Oh, Jason, if only it was.”

	She stood and looked through the screen, leaning on her son’s shoulder. Ord and the guard were staring down at the prone and broken body of the alien. Parlane, no doubt lifeless, resembled the dead ranger, Robert. Laura suddenly seized Jason’s hand and squeezed tightly. “This is for real, isn’t it?” she said hoarsely.

	Jason gave a brief nod. He could see a sudden fragility within his mother, and anger grew within his chest. “Ord owes us an explanation,” he said.

	As if reading his thoughts a voice came over the intercom. “Laura, Jason,” it rang. “Let’s go back to my office.”

	They looked through the window to the interrogation room. The living had gone, leaving only the dead.
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	SPACE FLIGHT DETENTION CENTRE,
KAGOSHIMA, JAPAN

	 

	 

	 

	As Laura and Jason Sinclair watched Sebastian Ord use his laser with such devastating effect at Eucla, Simon Cordell stared resentfully at the pale green walls of his holding cell at the Kagoshima International Spaceport in Japan. The Space Flight Detention Centre was a small cluster of white buildings erected on the isolated southern perimeter of the spaceport. A guard barrier that stunned on contact surrounded the complex. Motion sensor heavy lasers were mounted on twin towers either side of the only entrance.

	The centre was rarely busy as it was unusual that felonies arose on lunar flights or on Earth’s satellite, but the fact that he appeared to be the sole detainee was of little interest to Simon. Of more significance was the news that they were to release him in two hours. So much he had been informed in English over the cell intercom. He glanced at the clock on the wall, the seconds silently ticking by. It was mid-afternoon but he still felt groggy from lack of sleep, haunted by memories of the bizarre creature that had shared his harrowing journey across the lunar terrain.

	During his recuperation at Mare Tranquillitatis and subsequent passage back to Earth, a police investigation team had travelled to the moon and undertaken a thorough examination of the Moscoviense camp and the newly discovered deep cave. It was probably the first time in space for most of them. As far as he was aware, no details had yet been released. Or maybe they are just not telling, he mused. Bastards! Simon closed his eyes and let the mundane surroundings lull him into a fitful slumber.

	Almost three hours later he found himself sitting opposite a severe looking Japanese official dressed in a light-blue uniform with white piping. There was some kind of bird insignia on his cap. The dapper official got straight to the point.

	“There were traces of Le Blanc’s gloves on all the generators at Moscoviense,” the official said. “Also on some cable cutters. You did not plant such evidence, did you?”

	It was a statement rather than a question, but Simon answered readily enough, “No. I did not. I’ve told you what happened.” He looked quizzically at the officer. “Are you military?”

	“Also,” the official continued, ignoring his question, “the cave was apparently very interesting. Three-dimensional imaging of the cave wall supported a large area of recent exposure but not particularly your story of small creatures. There were no distinct body cavities as such. Perhaps they were intentionally obliterated.” He suddenly shook his head. “Very hard to believe, very hard.” He gave Simon a long hard look. “Don’t you think?”

	Simon took a deep breath. “I nearly died up there. What I have officially stated is the truth.”

	“There are also the recordings of radar readings. These were sent to Earth and are still being analysed. Something leaving the Moscoviense cave site and moving to orbit. Some hours before you left the camp.”

	“Not something,” Simon corrected. “Many things, hundreds.” He leaned forward purposefully. “I know all this. I was there.”

	The official nodded. “Your polygraph was also impeccable.”

	“I’m free to go then?” Simon responded.

	Again, the Japanese officer smiled. “Yes, but with a tag.” He shrugged. “Just so we know where you are if further investigations reveal a need to talk to you again. Your mining company has paid your recovery expenses and suggests you take the mandatory one-month leave after such a traumatic event.”

	“I’ve not even talked to them yet,” Simon complained. “I was brought straight here from the shuttle.” He stared over the officer’s shoulder, through the window, out to the apron where the lunar transport basked under a leaden sky.

	“You may do so, of course, before you leave here. Counselling is also available.”

	Simon suddenly looked earnest. “Did anyone else see anything? Have there been any other episodes?”

	“I don’t know, but I suggest you try to forget yours. We don’t want to spread panic.” He looked forcefully at Simon. “Or have you run the risk of being declared insane.”

	Simon frowned. “But there were aliens on the moon. What are we doing about it? They can’t have just disappeared.” He had a sudden thought. “Is anyone watching the Moscoviense cave, in case they return?”

	The officer nodded. “Of course. Everything possible is being done to confirm your version of events, Mr Cordell. No stone will be left unturned.” He pushed a verbal spear into Simon’s side. “Many people died. We need to know why.”

	Simon felt deflated. He did not, of course, know why. But he needed to. He was damned if he was going to let this rest, not if he was to remain sane. He shook his head. “I cannot just let this drift by me. Something weird happened up there. I’m just a different kind of victim, but a victim nevertheless.”

	The official nodded in sympathy but said nothing. He seemed to be waiting for Simon to ask further questions. Eventually, he said, “There was an article found with you on the moon.”

	Simon blinked. “Where is it?”

	“It is under investigation. It was brought back two days before you were able to leave the moon.”

	“Can I see it?”

	The officer smiled. “We want you to see it, Mr Cordell.” He slid a bracelet across the table. “Do you want an epidermal implant or the wristlet?”

	Simon took the bracelet and toyed with it in his hand. It resembled an old timepiece, the kind he recalled his grandmother wearing when he was a child. He clicked it into place and held out his arm for inspection.

	The Japanese officer nodded curtly. “You have a seat on the 7pm hypersonic to Frankfurt. From there you will be taken to an institute in Dresden. You should be there in a few hours.”

	“Who are you? Who do you represent?”

	The official gave a slight bow and held out his hand. “Bon voyage, Mr Cordell.”
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	WEST AUSTRALIA

	 

	 

	 

	“It was coming for us,” Laura cried, “as if it knew we were there!”

	Sebastian Ord held up both hands as if Laura was pointing a weapon at his chest. She almost wished she was. The action was reminiscent of what Dek used to do when she confronted him about the long hours he worked. It was a gesture of complete surrender but one she knew carried little mental capitulation from the performer.

	“I can only apologise,” the major general said. “I did not expect such a turn of events.” He shrugged. “You should be pleased we have proof of an alien presence in our midst.”

	Jason opened his mouth to speak, but was silenced by a savage glare from his mother.

	“Sir,” Laura said with venom. “Whilst I am willing to believe in the presence of such creatures I want nothing more to do with them. I want my freedom back. I want my holiday back. I do not want to witness any more killing, and I certainly don’t want my son to observe any further brutality.”

	Ord leant back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. Silence hung in the room for a while before he eventually returned his gaze to Laura.

	“The death of my guard was unfortunate but do you really think I had a choice? The creature can penetrate through matter, including lodging in our own bodies. There are apparently many of these beings present among us, either as themselves or as Jason calls it, being carried by people who demonstrate no outward indication. We know nothing about them. Now at least, we have the remains of one for study.”

	“Then study it,” Laura said. “And let us go.”

	Ord frowned. “At this moment, we are investigating the names on the visitor records at the camp, and my people are checking the caves themselves. If the creatures are still there they will be destroyed.”

	“What about Parlane’s cave rescue force? They could all be carrying,” Jason said. “Or the aliens could have even moved on to other people by now.”

	“Robert died. Parlane died,” Ord stated. “Do you think that’s what happens? Once the creature leaves them the carrier dies?”

	Jason heard his mother take a deep breath. He stole a quick glance at her before he whispered, “Maybe. But Robert was immediately shot. We can’t be sure.”

	Ord looked at Jason with respect. “You’re right. The cave rescue party is a problem. My people are already finding the police personnel present, but getting to each and every one of them, interrogating them secretly and safely without further deaths. How the hell do we do that?”

	Laura’s face was ashen. “You’ll have to eradicate them all, won’t you?”

	Ord pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I really don’t. At least I’ll have all the names shortly.” He took a deep breath, and Laura felt a sudden pang of sorrow as a terrible look of anguish crossed his face. “That’s the names so far, of course.”

	“What if there are other alien groups?” Jason asked suddenly. “The ones we saw may have been only one group of many.”

	Ord nodded. “That thought had crossed my mind, but we can only deal with what we know.” He leaned forward across his desk. “You two have to help us check these people out. You’re the only ones who can recognise a carrier, especially you Jason.”

	Laura closed her eyes but remained silent. She had been expecting this, the inevitability of where the conversation was going.

	“What about other people at Milijun?” Jason said. “If our early treatment gave us this gift, this enhanced perception as you called it yesterday, surely people who have the full works would be even better.”

	“It is possible,” Ord said. “But they haven’t seen the creatures, been involved in any way. Furthermore, at this stage, I want to keep the alien presence as low profile as possible.”

	“There is no way we are leaving here as free spirits, is there?” Laura sounded resigned.

	“You are under suspicion of murder,” the major general stated.

	“And only you and a few of your people know the truth.”

	“We’re in this together. Perhaps this alien presence is local. Perhaps it is worldwide. It may even be benign, but I doubt that from what I have seen so far. Whatever the case may be, it is your duty to help us as best you can.”

	Jason nodded. Laura sighed. The room was full of unseen electricity. Laura pondered how many times she had heard the word ‘duty’ from Dek’s lips. Was she the miscreant, the only one out of step?

	“There is one other thing,” Ord added. “I think you should go back to the settlement and reinforce your cognitive powers.”

	“What?” Laura exclaimed, hardly believing her ears.

	Jason said, “I think there is someone there who may help us. Her name’s Nomi.”

	“Good,” Ord said. “We’ll get you back immediately. I’ll need time to discuss logistics with my people, make the necessary arrangements.”

	As Ord rose from the desk, Laura stood also and stared him straight in the eye. “How can studying a dead creature reveal its purpose for being here?” she asked acrimoniously.

	The major general shrugged. “Perhaps you can help us catch a live one.”
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	MAX PLANCK INSTITUTE,
DRESDEN, GERMANY

	 

	 

	 

	Simon was disappointed with the laboratory. Somehow he expected something more stimulating and something a little less cluttered, basically something larger and more mystical; perhaps throbbing apparatus shimmering mysteriously at the violet end of the light spectrum. Not that he understood the equipment running around the edges of the room, but its simplicity could not be denied. A plain black desk stood in the centre of the area with two moulded chairs tucked beneath its ends. Two black computer pads sat within the desk, flush with its surface, presumably linked to the sizeable split screen, which dominated one of the walls.

	At the end of the room, the alien limb was held in the air by two shiny metallic arms, protected within a transparent sleeve. Tubes around fifty millimetres in diameter ran from both arms, eventually disappearing through the wall each side of the doorway.

	Professor Karl Bauer motioned Simon to take a seat and then perched on the edge of the desk. The professor was a small, thin man, with dark hair swept back from his forehead and temples. Dressed in a pristine white shirt and matching slacks, he emanated boundless energy. Simon estimated his age in the early forties. Both his hands carried two gold rings on identical fingers.

	“You are very privileged Herr Cordell,” Karl Bauer began in perfect English. “You are only the second person to see this demonstration, excluding myself of course.”

	Simon shrugged. “The artefact was, after all, found by myself, Professor. And in quite unusual circumstances.” He found it easier to talk about the leg as an artefact rather than an alien body part. People were a lot more comfortable with that terminology.

	“Ah yes, the circumstances, they do intrigue me. We should talk more about that later. However, first I must show you. What do you know about superconductors?”

	“A compound that conducts electricity without resistance below a certain temperature. Once set in motion the current will flow forever in a closed loop of material.” Simon scratched his chin. “I guess that’s about it.”

	“For hundreds of years, scientists have been studying superconductivity,” the professor said. “It is the closest thing to perpetual motion in nature. It is a macroscopic quantum phenomenon.” He paused for effect, blue eyes boring into Simon’s. “We are always searching for superconductivity at higher temperatures. The higher the better. It seems to be a function of planar layering within the crystalline structure, and hypo-charged vacancies within the lattice.” Simon was lost already but nodded his head. “High-temperature superconductors are our holy grail,” the professor continued. “We have always looked for gradual transition to the superconducting state across a region of mixed state behaviour.” He gestured towards the alien limb. “I believe that we have the ultimate silicon-based fulleride there before us, seemingly structured as infinite networks.”

	Simon nodded again. “Show me,” he said, summoning all his patience.

	“Of course, forgive my tendency to lecture.” Bauer tapped on the computers, and a faint hum resonated around the room. “This computer screen is set up to show the current applied and the resistance measured. We are talking very low numbers, very low numbers indeed. Now watch as I increase the power.” Simon noted that the resistance hovered around the zero level as the current increased. “The voltage is still less than one volt, and the resistance of the artefact is zero as measured by our equipment. Now I increase the voltage to one and a half, or to be precise 1.571.”

	Bauer walked over to the alien object and peered at it closely. He released the transparent cover and then, to Simon’s complete astonishment, he passed his finger through the centre of the limb. He turned, grinning at Simon. “This I found out by accident. You are the only one, bar a working colleague, who has seen it. Come, you must try.”

	Simon walked over and tentatively touched the severed leg. It was very cold, and he realised that the transparent cover had kept the limb at a low temperature. He then slowly moved his finger down and through and out the other side. Light-headedness overwhelmed him and he grabbed the bench for support, as if searching for reality.

	“The artefact is threaded by fine atomic circuitry which renders the material sparse when this current is applied,” Bauer said. He walked over to the computer and stabbed the touchpad. “Now try.”

	Simon did as he was asked, and this time the leg was solid, like bare bone.

	“Only at the prescribed voltage,” Bauer stated, “and only at five below zero. Or 268 Kelvin. Superconductivity at such high temperatures is not known to us.”

	They sat down opposite each other at the black table.

	“My trials suggest we are looking at a fifth order phase transition,” the professor said. He looked hard at Simon. “Herr Cordell, you say this is from a living creature. Something you came across on the moon.”

	Simon nodded. “There were hundreds of them. This one was brought back to our base where it wreaked havoc. I’m sure they have told you the story.”

	“They have told me very little.” Bauer glanced at the artefact. “The material is certainly alien to us. But from a living, alien being – that is not possible to say.” And then, as if changing his mind, he said, “Tell me about the being.”

	Simon described it as best he could, including the way the creature had emerged from Kendall Le Blanc’s body.

	Bauer nodded. “Fascinating – and the wings, they could be threaded by an array of microscopic sensors perhaps, more than enough to provide the small amount of energy a super conductive body would need.” He smiled grimly at Simon. “It makes sense to a certain degree.” He pursed his lips then added, “But the power to intersperse their body in another’s. That is the really frightening part, don’t you think?”

	“It sure scared the hell out of me,” Simon said.

	“And where are the rest of them?”

	It was the obvious question and one that Simon, so wrapped up in trying to prove the existence of the perpetrator at Mare Moscoviense, had not given much thought. “I don’t know. There were radar recordings from the moon as they left and gained altitude. Our comm guy said they were on an Earth trajectory.”

	Professor Bauer glanced at Simon’s bracelet. “Does that thing bother you?”

	Simon grimaced. “Not anymore. It’s a necessary evil. And gives me freedom to move where I like.” Even as he said the words, Simon knew he would have done anything to rid himself of the wretched tracing device. He was not a criminal and objected to being treated like one, or at least a prime suspect. Nonetheless, he wouldn’t chew his hand off just yet.

	“But always they know, ja?”

	“Oh yes. Always they know where I am.”

	Bauer stared intently at Simon. “What we need, of course, is a complete specimen.”

	Simon blinked. It sounded like Bauer believed him. It was a beginning.

	Bauer gestured towards the alien limb. “That is not one of man’s inventions, Herr Cordell. Even having it in our possession, it would take a lifetime to reproduce.” He smiled. “And maybe then not at all.”

	There was silence for a while until Simon asked, “How much of this is being made public? How many other people are working on it?”

	The professor smiled. “So far, we have myself and a histology colleague. Better that we keep the team small, don’t you think? Both of us are based at this institute. It is the best in the world for studying the microscopic structures of animal and plant tissue. That is why it was sent here. We are both under oath.”

	Simon leaned forward, putting his face no more than twenty centimetres from the professor’s. “If it helps your studies, Professor, I can tell you now that the object you have in this room is the severed leg of an alien creature, one of hundreds which our mining party found on the moon.”

	Bauer nodded. “Ja, I think I believe you. But I do not like the idea that the rest of them have come to Earth, Herr Cordell. Such an anatomy has advantages over our own. No bars, for example, would hold it.”

	“Then we should take no prisoners, Professor,” Simon said, rising from the table. “We should take no prisoners at all.”

	Simon Cordell was in the departure lounge at Hamburg International when his phone rang. On the screen, he saw the face of Professor Bauer, who appeared as excited as a bear in a beehive. Simon pressed the receive key and sought a quieter spot amid the maddening transatlantic shuttle mayhem.

	“Hi Karl. How are you?”

	“Fine, Simon. I’m fine.” For some reason, the professor looked over his shoulder. “Are you alone? Can anyone see your screen?”

	Simon shook his head. “No one is with me. What is it?”

	The professor said, “Please, look at these pictures.”

	The professor’s face vanished, and the screen flickered for an instance. A different image displayed, followed in rapid succession by several others. Simon caught his breath and felt his heart rate quicken. He sought a seat and sat down heavily. “Christ! They’re the creatures we saw on the moon.” He looked again. There were the familiar wings, outspread. He zoomed in and saw the hypnotic liquid eyes, hastily flicked over to the other images.

	“Who took these?” Simon gasped. “What the hell’s going on?”

	Karl cleared his throat. “They were sent to me. I was asked to do a complete analysis of the animal, structure, weight estimate, aspect ratios – that kind of thing. Construct a feasibility portfolio, see if it’s real if you like.”

	“I got news for them,” Simon said. “It’s real alright.” Then he added as an afterthought, “Are you supposed to be telling me this?”

	Bauer ignored the question. “We are still working on it. It will take quite a few days, but I thought you should see the pictures, bearing in mind your position of suspicion.” The professor bit his lip. “Just between you and me, ja – no leaks?”

	Simon grimaced. “I need to get to the source of these. Where did they come from?”

	“That’s the strange thing,” the professor said. “They were from the Australian Defence Force. Out of the shuttle port at Woomera.”

	Simon was already plotting his route. “Was there a name?”

	“There was but sorry, I cannot give you that.” Karl Bauer looked embarrassed. “All this is on a fully encrypted international channel – but as you know about it anyway …” His voice trailed off, as if regretting the call. “So please, no leaks.”

	“Know about it!” Simon was faintly amused. “You could say I started it.” He was still in shock, thoughts of his planned transatlantic parental visit now fading from his mind. He couldn’t believe that the aliens had somehow made it to Earth. It just didn’t seem possible. He looked about the busy terminal. He had to change his travel plans rapidly and hoped the airline would accept a last minute transfer. Suddenly, his tracking bracelet seemed heavier, and he could not resist a wry smile. The authorities would think he was leading them a merry dance. “I have to go, Karl. Appreciate your call. And don’t worry. There will be no leaks. Please keep me in the loop if you find out anything more.”

	Simon signed off. He wasn’t even sure where Woomera was.

	Professor Bauer closed down his phone, looked across at the uniformed officer from Potsdam. The Bundespolizei man was tall, carried his height to full effect and dominated the academic’s office. In contrast to his dark-blue uniform, the BPOL officer’s face was gaunt and pale and puckered in a tight frown, reflecting the circumstances that had brought him to the institute. His eyes looked as sharp as those of the eagle portrayed on his logo.

	The officer asked in German, “Is he going?”

	Bauer nodded. “Apparently so. He asked for a name.”

	The officer nodded slowly. “That is good. Very good. He could be of great use.”

	Bauer grimaced. Of great help may have been a better way of putting it. He glanced at the object on the table. Was it really part of an alien being? It was still too early to tell. Alien, yes, he had decided. Having been alive, maybe not. There was a symmetry about it that alarmed him. But, of course, he had now seen the Australian photographs.

	“You will inform your Australian counterpart?”

	The BPOL man nodded. “Of course, I will do that. Better them than us.” He looked at the artefact. “Have you an explanation?”

	Shaking his head the professor said, “Not for that, and not for the photographs. And certainly not for Herr Cordell’s story. I just hope these creatures, should they exist, don’t turn up here.”
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	WEST AUSTRALIA

	 

	 

	 

	Man is a microcosm, or a little world, because he is an extract from all the stars and planets of the whole firmament, from the earth and the elements; and so he is their quintessence.

	[Paracelsus: alchemist, physician, botanist, and astrologer.
November 11, 1493 – September 24, 1541]

	 

	 

	At Eucla, it was eight in the morning on the day following Parlane’s death. The Sinclairs had gone, and Sebastian Ord was exhausted from a sleepless night. Yesterday, the West Australian Police had immediately been advised of the death of Parlane, and the Commissioner and his deputy given a briefing of the disastrous events, including a viewing of the severed alien body and the corpse of their colleague.

	The spectacle had left them shaken and anxious for a status of full data collaboration concerning the origins of the strange being. From his own perspective, Ord had told them as little as possible, but did include the fact that Parlane was carrying the alien, as confirmed by video, which he hoped would lend some credence to Laura and Jason’s evidence if they were ever caught. He left it to them to explain the assistant commissioner’s death to family and colleagues. There was, after all, the future to worry about.

	Parlane’s death served one purpose. Ord was now privy to police communications and a new dimension to the puzzle had opened. Soon after the police visit, true to the Commissioner’s word on cooperation, he had received comprehensive details of a catastrophic event at a lunar mining camp involving possible alien sightings. The sole survivor of the incident, Simon Cordell, had been tagged as a murder suspect and was now travelling to Australia from Germany at his own volition. The police considered Cordell a potential harbinger of truth and had encouraged his involvement further. Maybe he would be of use. Parlane, of course, had not mentioned a thing.

	Ord sighed. He had suffered pangs of regret after recently sending the alien pictures, via an ADF Woomera filter, to the Max Planck Institute. They were the foremost world experts in histology, but he now knew the police, investigating the lunar deaths, had followed the same track with their own particular evidence, an alleged alien limb no less. Bauer had been sworn to secrecy, but it had been a calculated risk, and one that was yet to bear fruit. Nevertheless, there was a need to know more. Ord permitted himself a rueful smile. At least, his evidence of alien life trumped theirs; his was from Earth and somewhat more complete.

	He made a mental note to check with Dresden about the photographs and Cordell’s visit but decided to wait until after the miner was picked up. There were more pressing concerns...

	Surveying the screen in front of him, Ord frowned. There were over a hundred names on the list, mostly from Parlane’s elite special force. All of them had to be traced and checked out. The process was under way and time was critical. Each passing hour meant an alien might have moved on. Fear was growing in his mind, like an unrelenting disease. Maybe there were hundreds more creatures undetected, maybe some of his own operatives were carrying.

	Dread feasted on the thought that this was only the tip of the iceberg.

	The list started with the names of Bradley Robert, Janice Mepunga and Petra Pascuzzo. Ray Parlane was also there, but he was now deceased and undergoing urgent scientific examination, as was the body of the alien itself. In addition to the police special unit personnel and two technicians who had taken part in the Cocklebiddy Cave rescue, the names of the six trapped tourists were also documented.

	Robert was also dead, almost a week ago now, but as far as Ord knew, everyone else was alive. Mepunga had gone on leave, and Pascuzzo had vanished after the cave mission. It could even be that some of the aliens had found other carriers, but that would have to be investigated later. Ord had also requested a postponement of Robert’s funeral as it would be of interest to hold a post mortem on the body should anything significant emerge from Parlane’s examination.

	They had searched the caves thoroughly and found no obvious signs of the creatures alive or dead. However, some of the cave walls had shown signs of disturbance, in some parts even resembling an alien body imprint, but there was nothing that could be considered hard evidence. If they had been there, and he was sure they had, they had flown the coup, one way or another.

	And now, of course, it was time to brief the hierarchy, including the President herself. With hard evidence of some kind of alien incursion on Earth, she would have to make the decisions on the next crucial steps. It would be nice to share some of the fear. Whatever happened, Ord mused, the events must not get out into the media. God only knows what the public reaction would be.

	He decided to contact Jean Pescos, bring her up to date, share more of the fear. So far, she’d escaped lightly. Much more lightly than Parlane.

	Within twelve hours of his communication with Professor Bauer, Simon was sprawled on the bed of a Hilton economy room at the Shuttle Port of Woomera, South Australia. He had downloaded the pictures from his phone, and they now stared at him from the wall screen of his accommodation. There was no doubt they were the same creatures. And, unless someone had extensively manipulated the backgrounds, there was also no doubt that the pictures were not taken on the moon. Thus, they were from Earth, presumably from Australia, as it was the Australian authorities who had sent them to Professor Bauer in Dresden.

	Simon stifled a yawn, suddenly realising how tired he was. Fitful sleep on a succession of orbital flights had worn him down. He needed a long, warm soak and a good night’s sleep. His mind, however, was dancing to another tune; consecutive bars accompanied by a series of bewildering questions. He turned off the wall screen, but it didn’t help. The alien eyes were gone, but lunar memories could not be shaken. He wondered if he’d disturbed an alien nest or some kind of storage chamber. He puzzled over how the alien could have been inside Kendall Le Blanc and how they all got to Earth. Was he witnessing a subtle invasion of the planet, an attack totally unlike the plots depicted by film directors in their fictional creations for public viewing? The thought scared him. People could better understand an all-out violent assault. He needed to share, to discuss with someone, to have a plan. And there was, of course, the uncomfortable egocentric question; why had he been the only one to survive the events on the moon?

	In an attempt to rid his mind of insane, unwelcome thoughts, he flicked the wall screen to the local channels. As he panned through the programs, he found himself staring at the faces of a rather attractive woman and a blonde youth. The underlying caption read Wanted for Murder. Intrigued, he turned up the sound.

	“… suspicious deaths of a police officer and a park warden. The suspects were last seen at a camping site on the Nullarbor Plain near the famous Cocklebiddy Cave.” Simon blinked as a shot of the camping ground filled the screen. “The woman and her son have not been seen for six days. Senior Sergeant Janice Mepunga, who found the body of her deceased colleague, states that the suspects are deceptively dangerous and should not be approached by members of the public. Anybody who has sighted the suspects should contact triple zero at once.” The faces filled the wall again accompanied by the names ‘Laura and Jason Sinclair’ and were then replaced by the newsreader who immediately handed over to a colleague.

	Simon switched off the machine and frowned. He found it incongruous that the pair of faces he had just seen could be labelled as murderers. There was a strange symbolic empathy with his own situation. Fingering his bracelet, he logged onto the Internet and started searching.
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	Dek was only a silhouette at the end of the pier, yet she could recognise the familiar profile. There was no mistaking the telltale stance, the hold of the head with the chin elevated and the high wave of hair above his forehead. As she slowly approached him, the setting sun turned the surrounding water to crimson and countless flecks of gold danced on top of the gently rolling breakers. She tried to call out but found her throat seized by an inconvenient paralysis. She couldn’t run, not even when he suddenly took a step forward and tumbled soundlessly into the ocean. He hadn’t looked back, hadn’t uttered a single word. He had dropped into the water as if endeavouring to conceal his escape.

	When she gained the end of the pier, she saw nothing but ocean. She couldn’t drag her eyes from the rolling waves. The swell was small but signalled, perhaps, a significant depth beneath. She felt at ease as she took a deep breath and dropped, like a stone, beneath the undulating surface. There had been silence above the waves but the stillness beneath them was more confident. The sea was in control, and she was an intruder.

	There were all kinds of creatures down there. However, there was nothing she recognised. All of the underwater life seemed transparent, came in various shapes and sizes, and for the most part, regarded her indifferently with large, bulbous eyes. Some possessed countless propelling flippers along the side of their translucent bodies, moving at such a speed that rendered ocular definition impossible. The water was warm and breathing did not seem a problem. Long tendrils drifted by and momentarily she was worried about being stung. The water grew darker. She craned her eyes upward. There was no sign of the surface. She searched ahead for signs of Dek.

	A monstrous figure overtook her. It must have been twice her length. There was no particular shape to it, and the eyes were at the ends of two highly flexible semi-transparent stalks. The body convulsed, and successive streams of water engulfed her as the creature shot away.

	The sea grew lighter as her feet abruptly hit viscous, clutching sand. Thrashing with both arms and legs, she felt her head rise into air. She took a deep breath, although she didn’t need to. Dripping with water she scrambled up the beach.

	Ahead, a cliff soared into the sky. Dek was standing before it, looking towards the top. She called his name but wasn’t sure whether she had emitted any sound. Above, everything was grey but it didn’t look like clouds, and for some reason there were three moons shining from the monochromatic sky. She took a step forward and then stopped. Dek was walking towards the cliff, and she knew he would walk into it, somehow walk through it, and perhaps disappear forever. She started to run, but by the time she reached the rocky face he had vanished. Reaching down to the ground she picked up a handful of sand and threw it feebly against the shear, impenetrable surface. Grains of sand dropped to earth like miniature comets falling from a fathomless sky.

	She touched the cliff face as if trying to feel for the last tangible contours of Dek’s body. Tears welled in her eyes. She turned and saw the three moons merge into one. She was home.

	Now she was in a hall of mirrors. She saw a reflection of herself as a small girl, dressed in a white shirt and pink shorts, her hair tied back and pulled tight across her forehead. In the background, she could make out a familiar red, brick building, two stories, surrounded by colourful gardens. There was a figure bending to one of the flowerbeds – her father. She called out, but he was too engrossed to hear her. Rain started to fall and her vision became blurred. Suddenly, her father was gone, and she was all alone. She became frightened and, not wanting to see more, moved on.

	In the second mirror she had grown. She wore a single blue dress reaching down to her knees, and her hair was fairer. Her mother stood next to her, smiling nervously, one hand on her arm. The house had changed to something smaller and there was hardly any garden. The sun was very bright and Laura felt the brush of her mother’s hand as it placed sunglasses onto her face. She noticed how thin her mother’s arms were. Then, just like her father, her mother vanished.

	She moved on to the next mirror. Freckles appeared on her face. She looked closer. Her hair was close-cropped and strongly blonde, her pale face emphasising large eyes. She looked like she needed to put on weight. Nonetheless, there was power in her frame. A figure suddenly appeared beside her – Dek. He smiled at her and grasped her hand. She gained strength from his grip and raised her face to his. They kissed slowly and then drifted apart, fingers pulling gently as they lost their hold.

	Jason was in the next mirror as if he were her own manifestation. He looked about ten years old and there was no sign of Dek. She could not even see herself. How she loved his blond hair. There was a moon behind him, riding in a pitch-black sky, and she felt a sudden chill course through her body.

	She looked further along. Was there another mirror? There wasn’t and she looked back to the last mirror. Jason, as a teenager, was stepping through his own reflection. He had a faint smile on his lips and was mouthing something she could not make out. He came right up to her and then, much to her horror, walked straight into her, his body merging with hers as if they were one. She couldn’t move; her limbs were frozen, her lips congealed. Everything turned red then black.

	Laura awoke slowly, initially not even recalling where she was. Then it all flooded back with a rush, in particular the gruesome end of the guard in Sebastian Ord’s interrogation room. She looked around searching for Jason but found herself alone in a large room and surrounded by several disconcerting pieces of equipment.

	Now she remembered. She was at Milijun. There was something on her head that felt uncomfortable. Her left wrist was enclosed in some kind of capsule. Her upper arm, she realised with alarm, was the same tan colour as the skin of other Milijun personnel. How, she asked herself, had she allowed this to happen?

	Lights danced along the walls. A large fan whirred overhead looking somewhat archaic among the rest of her surroundings. She made out a door across from the bed. A familiar sense of betrayal invaded her thoughts. No one had told her she would be subjected to this graceless treatment. Before her thoughts could descend further into desolation, the door slid open and a roboservant entered the room. It did not seem to register that she was awake and went straight across to check the lights on the wall and several monitors. Laura observed it through narrowed eyes. Around its head, she noticed a blue-green haze, which she hadn’t noticed on her previous visit to Milijun. Maybe this was a different type. She wished it would leave the room.

	The serv eventually uttered a short hum, walked to the door and paused to look back. Laura saw reflections of the coloured lights shimmering on its silver chest.

	“I will return in ten minutes, Laura Sinclair,” it said. “You will be ready then.”

	The machine disappeared, the door closed, and Laura felt the beginnings of a headache. She closed her eyes, made gentle fists of both hands and drifted back to sleep.

	She awoke again to the luxury of a large bed, a soft, downy pillow and sheets that felt like silk. The room had peaceful green walls bedecked by sizeable, elliptical, framed landscapes of what Laura took to be scenes of the surrounding outback. A small bedside table held a jug of water and a glass. She poured herself a drink and cautiously sipped the water. In the corner of the room, she noticed her suitcase, lid open and still fairly full.

	She recalled the choppa ride back to the settlement. They had entered by the blue shaft and descended at least one level further than before. Gem had met them with the same enigmatic smile she’d had when they first met and led them to two adjoining rooms. The room she now occupied had been one of these, so presumably Jason was next door. She wondered where all the equipment had gone, then glanced at her left wrist and saw there was no indication of any pressure marks. Had it been a dream? It must have been, she realised, as she noticed her arms showed no sign of a tan. For some reason, she surveyed the room looking for mirrors. There were none. Did she recall disrobing? Probably. It was obvious that the events with Sebastian Ord had totally drained her, and she had slept like the proverbial log.

	And then she remembered why she was there. Raising the bed covers, she swung her feet to the floor. For a while, she let her bare toes revel in the luxury of the golden coloured carpet. The door whirred open and she looked up, half expecting to see a serv framed in the entryway. Instead, she saw the friendly face of Nomi.

	Laura said, “We meet again.”

	Nomi didn’t speak but silently crossed the floor and embraced Laura. To her surprise, Laura felt tears spring to her eyes. Who is this ever so gentle girl?

	Simon didn’t spend long on the hotel room’s computer. Fatigue and lack of results combined forces to close his eyes as he sat in front of the screen. There was nothing about the woman or her son. It was as if they didn’t exist. Even more puzzling, he did not find anything on the alien creatures despite searches under various descriptions with bracketed dates. Certainly, he found the usual alien and UFO sites but nothing pertinent to his lunar nemeses.

	Now, following a few hours of sleep, he lay fully clothed on the bed. Early morning light filtered through partly open blinds that he’d forgotten to close the previous night. He deliberated over his next move and how he could trace the originator of the photographs. He knew he should have contacted somebody in the Australian military, but had no idea where to start.

	He got up, went to the window to open the blinds fully. Outside something drifted by the window. Simon felt his heart skip a beat. Through the windowpane, a partial moon hung in the lightening sky. He could not make out anything else, but then he couldn’t see outside his door. His hand hovered over the external light pad. Perhaps it would scare them off.

	Before he knew it, they were through the door and into his room. There were two of them, thankfully human, at least on the outside. For a brief moment, he realised he had entertained the possibility that the aliens had, for whatever reason, come for him. He glanced at the clock on the wall. It was just before six.

	Both of the intruders were tall, both dressed in jeans and blue shirts, but the similarity ended there. One had long fair hair and a tanned complexion. The other was as pale as the moon with a dark pointed beard. Neither appeared to be armed. Not normally a man of action, Simon made a bolt for the door. Pushing the strangers aside he got through, only to cannon into a third body, which had been skulking outside. Both of them crashed onto the pathway, and he rolled onto a grassed area, feeling the cold touch of dew upon his arm.

	“Mr Cordell. Mr Cordell,” he heard someone say. “Whatever are you doing?”

	He felt a sudden pressure against his neck, and the moon in the sky trembled as if made of jelly. Then the sky itself darkened, and he heard male voices echoing in the distance. Punching the grass once with his fist, he succumbed to oblivion.
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	Laura and Jason stood in the Milijun crystal room. As before, Laura was in total awe of their surroundings. The huge star pictures on the wall seemed to possess a power of their own and the crystal itself glowed brightly as the fibres from the ceiling now fed it with rapid pulses of light.

	Nomi led the way towards the shining rock. To Laura’s relief, there was no sign of Uriel. As they neared the stone, Laura realised it was vibrating, emitting a low resonant hum. The surrounding air appeared to be a pulsating source of invisible power. Fear rose in her throat like bile. She took a glance at Jason. He seemed mesmerised, the rays emitted by the crystal dancing on his face like scores of multi-coloured fireflies.

	Nomi stopped and turned to them with a smile. She said, “It is sun-strike. You must come and lay your hands on the crystal as I now show you.”

	Laura did not move but watched, fascinated as Nomi became enwrapped in an aura of colourful light as if she was as one with the gem, miniature rainbows seemingly emanating from every pore of the girl’s body, even darting through the weave of her robe. Jason was spellbound, entranced by the play of colours on Nomi’s features.

	“You can both do this together,” the girl said, smiling as she removed her hands and backed away from the crystal. The rainbows died with her movement, and she was just Nomi again.

	Still Laura did not move, finding herself trapped by conflicting emotions. She reminded herself that they were doing this to help locate the strange alien creatures but part of her wanted it to be somebody else. Dread stood with its sceptre poised above her head. “We trust you, Nomi,” she said eventually, “but we need to know what is happening here. What will happen to us if we do this thing?”

	Nomi stared at them both, embraced them with her eyes. “You can see the strangers being carried, can you not? Uriel told me so.”

	Jason found his voice. “Faintly,” he whispered.

	Laura was not surprised that Nomi knew about the aliens. Most likely Ord would have told Uriel on obtaining them entrance to Milijun once more. After all, that’s why they were here.

	“It enhances what you already have, what we all have,” Nomi said.

	Laura said, “When we came, the first time. What was done to us?”

	Nomi smiled. “You are carrying hybrid nanobots, perception enhancers.” Again, she said, as if trying to ease their fears, “It is what we all have.”

	“Hybrids?” Jason’s query nearly caught in his throat.

	“An integration of beneficial micro-organisms and nanomedibots,” Nomi explained. “Grown and assembled, atom by atom. They are very efficient. Everybody here has them.”

	Laura cried, “Experimentation!”

	Nomi shook her head. “Not anymore. It is understood. They will fix DNA faults, fight pathogens and develop intelligence.” She smiled reassuringly. “Do not worry. Your swarms are incapable of replication, and they are not free-foraging.”

	Once again, Laura felt herself in awe of this beautiful young woman who seemed so knowledgeable and so at peace with her life. But, of course, she had probably been at Milijun for years, maybe even as a child. “Jason seemed to have some kind of perception, even before we came here,” Laura said.

	Nomi nodded. “Jason may have some kind of innate Kirlian sensory capability. It is only for the good: some kind of capacity to sense the human aura and changes that occur within it. Most of us have it but do not use it. The crystal magnifies it as you have just witnessed.”

	“What does the crystal do?” Jason asked.

	“The crystal talks to the nanobots,” Nomi said. “It communicates throughout our brain capillaries and interacts with the biological neurons and the nanobots within.” She shrugged demurely. “It completes the process.”

	“And we will see the aliens inside their human carriers?” Jason remarked.

	“You will clearly see the aliens inside the human carriers,” Nomi corrected. “Much clearer than you can now.” She hesitated before adding, “And you will see the human aura and learn to read it.”

	Laura shook her head. “I don’t think I want to,” she said quietly.

	“The crystal,” Jason asked. “Is it natural or … or not?”

	“It’s nano-structurally enhanced,” Nomi replied. “To give it the properties we seek. It took many years.”

	Laura bit her lip. “When did you know about the aliens?”

	“We study the energy lines in solar space. There was a local disturbance, a change in the magnetic flux. Science and spirituality are inseparable; something new entered our world. But we knew not what – and still have not seen what you have seen. That’s what makes you so special.”

	Laura did not feel special, though she sensed that Jason did. And she did not think that Nomi would enjoy seeing a human sliced in half. She started as Jason took a step forward to the crystal.

	As if to slow him down she said, “And if we are special you cannot be so far behind. You carry the nanobots in your vascular system. You must have enhanced powers of perception. You, too, must be capable of seeing these creatures inside the body.” She shrugged. “Despite your years, you know so much more of these things.”

	Nomi nodded. “It is probable, and some of us will no doubt join you in the search. Maybe me, I do not yet know.”

	Jason had reached the crystal and tentatively held out his hands. Spirals of writhing colour leapt across the gap from the crystal surface to his fingertips. Laura saw his face relax and his eyes close as if he were in a standing sleep.

	“This will be so beneficial for you,” Nomi said. “And will help you to understand what is happening.” She smiled at Laura. “It is only for a few minutes. You will know when.”

	Laura sighed. She felt out of control again. It was as if her destiny was not of her own making. But then, had it ever been? She took a deep breath, stepped forward and placed her hands on the rainbow crystal.

	There was nothing at first. She could see the Kirlian fringes, of course, pulsing and flickering along the top of her hands and up her arms. However, there was nothing in her mind. No altered states. No pain. No falling into a black void. She saw Jason put his palms on the rock. Saw his colours. She could not help but look. There was no shape inside him. There couldn’t have been but it was good to be sure. And then the images on the wall began to move. The stars swirled and slowed, drifted to form different galaxies, merged and separated, rotated to another universal harmony. She thought she could hear music, drifting from far across the cosmos. What is the term? Music of the spheres? It was gentle and then it raged as if angry, and suddenly it ceased as if totally spent. Her body felt light, but her head felt heavy. She could feel her mind being explored by something she did not understand, yet it didn’t matter for she knew, one day, she would. Everything glowed red and she took her hands off the crystal, and seconds later saw Jason do the same.

	Nomi came and kissed her on the cheek. Did the same to Jason. It was true she could see something around their head and hands. Flickering colours. The true being of the spirit within perhaps.

	Nomi clapped her hands twice.

	Laura said, “I forgot to ask. Are there any side effects?”

	Nomi’s laughter was like the pealing of small bells. “Oh, you will get a perfect tan,” she said. “Something to do with the nanobots triggering melanocytes to protect the skin.”

	Laura had to join the laughter. She just had to.

	Simon awoke little by little through a grey miasmal haze, gradually becoming aware of a dull throb above his right eye. He raised his hand and tentatively probed for the source of the pain. His forehead was swollen and there was broken skin. Caked blood was apparently congealed around the wound. His first thought was that he needed a restorative skin patch. He looked around the room with progressively focusing eyes. The walls were bare, a nasty shade of dirty brown. Natural light entered through a gap in grubby, green venetians. There was no other light source. His bed was small, and the sheets felt coarse beneath his touch. As far as he could tell he was fully clothed. He found he couldn’t move his feet and staring down to the foot of the bed, saw they were anchored with some kind of wire. Trying to rise, he realised his chest was strapped to the bed frame. His throat felt dry, and he found it hard to swallow. There was a glass of water on the side table. He carefully stretched his arm over, took hold of the glass and took a sip, and held the glass to his chest.

	A ray of emergent sunlight suddenly caught his eyes and he groaned. He wondered what had happened and where he was. Voices came from beyond the single washed-out cream door, but they faded away as he listened. Surely this could not be a police cell. He recalled the sequence of events leading to his capture. It had all been so rapid. And he had no idea who his captors were. Various images drifted through his mind: alien faces, the renegade woman and her son, the lunar director in a state of panic.

	The door suddenly opened. Simon made out a tall figure silhouetted by light from the adjoining room. The door shut, but the figure did not move. Simon searched the face but it was still too dark to make out. However, he was sure it was not one of the men who had attacked him.

	“How are you Mr Cordell?” Simon frowned as he recognised the voice as female. The woman took a step forward. “You injured one of our friends, Mr Cordell.” There was a quiet threat in the words, but Simon’s main reaction was one of disbelief. He tried to remain calm, took a mouthful of water.

	Sudden sunshine fell on the woman’s face. She appeared young, Aboriginal, with a flawless skin tone. The sunlight left as swiftly as it had arrived. Something indistinctive emerged as a blur from the woman’s body and stood beside her. Simon’s heart leapt as he was suddenly taken back to the moon. He screwed up his eyes and looked again. There was no mistake. One of the alien creatures had emerged from the woman and now stood swaying beside her; eyes mesmerising even in the dull light, wings folded tightly to the body. Simon felt his hands grow clammy and fear rise in his throat. His breathing became laboured as if there was a heavy weight on his chest.

	“This is RNetnA,” the woman said as lightly as if she was introducing an old school friend. “She could enter you if she wished.”

	Simon raised his head from the bed, remembering Le Blanc. “Who are you?” he gasped. None of this made sense. The woman approached the end of the bed and perched near his wired feet.

	“To use an old parlance, Mr Cordell, we have a mission for you.”

	Simon thought he recognised a police uniform, and an irrational relief momentarily surged through his body. A police mission? Then why was he bound? He said nothing, just waited and stared at the alien. The skin seemed rougher than he had perceived on the moon, but the eyes were just as deep. He could not believe the things had names.

	“What is happening with RSenfI’s leg?” the woman asked.

	He managed a faint response, still staring at the alien. “Who? Why?”

	A sharp pain shot up his leg as the woman swiftly drew her asp and sent an electric shock into his shinbone. Police standard issue. He realised she was actually a police officer.

	“You do not have the luxury of questions,” she said. She leaned closer, and Simon saw the fanaticism in her eyes. “We know the artefact, as you call it, is with a Professor Bauer in Dresden. Tell me what is happening.”

	“It is being studied. That’s all I know. I am not a scientist.”

	“Then why were you there?” The whites of her eyes shone in the dull light.

	Simon endeavoured to raise his shoulders in a meagre shrug. “I came across your …” he sought for the right word, “friends, on the moon. There were deaths. You’re a policewoman. You know all this. You know I am tagged and why.”

	Janice Mepunga smiled. “Not any longer Mr Cordell. Your tag has been removed.”

	Simon checked his wrist. It was true. The bracelet was no longer there. He briefly felt some elation, but then he realised nobody could trace him. Nobody would know where he was.

	His captor raised the asp towards his genital area, and Simon felt a cold sweat beak out on his brow. The alien still stood with its head on one side.

	“So Mr Cordell. Why did you go to Dresden and what did you see?”

	“I was invited because I found the …” again, he stumbled for the right words then opted for the simple truth. “I found the alien limb.”

	“You found it?” A faint smile crossed the policewoman’s lips. “And why have you come to Australia?”

	Simon groaned. “You must know this, too.” His eyes glanced at the alien. “There are more here. I wanted to assist in some way.” He closed his eyes and wished himself a thousand kilometres away.

	Mepunga leaned over. “You shall assist, Mr Cordell. You shall have your wish.”
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	Sebastian Ord sat with his feet on the desk and his head held back, looking at the ceiling. There were times when he envied the tranquil way of life north of the border. He wondered how the authorities there would tackle the problem he was faced with. Would they hold out the hand of friendship despite the human deaths that ensued following the initial contacts? Or would they resort to intellectual games with the aliens, assuming they had an intellect to access? He doubted if they would just capitulate if the intentions of the creatures became hostile. However, it may be in their nature to do so.

	Over successive generations, the northerners had grown into an insular society, content to link only with the Indonesian archipelago and with little interest in the rest of the world. They were zealots, obsessed with the need to maintain a total balance with nature, vehemently opposed to anything with the potential to upset that equilibrium. There were historical precedents to support their philosophy, of course. The planet had taken what seemed an eternity to recover from the ravages of the last global conflict and the ensuing ecological chaos. Next time it may not recover at all.

	How easily we drift into complacency, he thought.

	He shook his head and yawned. For all he knew the aliens may already be north of the border. He could not resist a smile. He wondered how the pious devotions of the northerners would react to the existence of an alien species from God knows where. His smile broadened. Maybe they would do better than he was doing.

	He planted his legs back on the floor and rubbed his eyes. It had been three days since he’d been home. Ever since Jenni had left him three years ago his whole life had been devoted to the Defence Force. There were no children, and he didn’t even know where his wife was. Perhaps she had somehow crossed the border. Life there would certainly better suit her philosophies.

	They were not divorced. She had just left. He didn’t even think there was another man. She had complained he was invisible. He was married to his work. He did not need a wife. He needed hotel staff, she had said; a cook, a cleaner, a washerwoman. He had laughed at her words, but she had gone within the week. He recalled her tear-streaked cheeks beneath her vivid red hair. He tried not to remember her perfect body. It was the past. It was done.

	The computer screen in front of him flickered. He looked once more at the sequence of numbers and shook his head. His field agents had fed back the initial data on the personnel present at the Cocklebiddy Cave incident and what he saw made him extremely nervous. First of all, there had been ten deaths, all of them male, even though the party had been equally balanced in terms of male and female officers. His intuition told him there must be a reason, even though the numbers may not be statistically significant.

	The causes of death were currently under investigation, but he had no doubt they would all be identical. Almost certainly the same as Parlane’s, congealed blood in the heart cavities producing instant heart failure. Human blood froze at –2 to –3 degrees Celsius and even half an hour after the event, Parlane’s blood around his heart was around –10 degrees.

	Ord sighed heavily. Ten deceased police officers meant there were ten more unknown human carriers in circulation. He idly wondered why the aliens had left those unfortunate people. Maybe they would turn out to be the fortunate ones.

	Even his own field agents were now under serv guard in isolation, held until the Sinclairs could clear them – or until they had to be annihilated. What an almighty bloody mess!

	There were now ninety-two named personnel on his suspect carrier list. Mepunga, Pascuzzo, the ranger, and another six were not located. The rest, with police cooperation, had been rounded up and were currently held within the Eucla centre under tight security and continuous covert observation. They had been told they were to be part of a new mission. He didn’t know if they believed the cover story, and he didn’t really care. The next task was to confirm they were carriers, or not. Of course, more of the aliens could have abandoned their human carriers during the search and gather operation, presumably leaving more deaths behind them, but the fact remained that they had apparently not. Nothing from the police report of the muster suggested any resistance whatsoever, human or alien. The cattle were alive and kicking less than thirty metres away.

	Either they had not realised that they were effectively being taken prisoner, or they were supremely confident of any ensuing outcome. Either way it was better they were in the compound and under surveillance. To have numerous aliens within his control was terrifying but to have them free among the general populace would be the stuff of nightmares.

	There may, of course, be hundreds of others loose out there. Individuals who were not involved in the cave incident, who may not have been located in the Cocklebiddy Cave system at all. He really wanted to talk to Simon Cordell; only he could give an idea of the true numbers in the lunar cave. However, that particular wish now seemed more like a dream as the signal from Cordell’s tag had ceased at exactly 6:23 am yesterday, and the man had vanished into thin air. Investigations at the miner’s Woomera hotel suggested some kind of disturbance, and officers were currently busy probing what satellite data of the region was available. Ord didn’t hold out much hope. Woomera was a busy place with a multitude of comings and goings.

	Analysis at Cordell’s cave on the moon revealed little – only a serrated rock surface with ill-defined markings. Almost as if the rock had been deliberately defaced or somehow altered as the aliens released themselves from their underground refuge. No stone had been left unturned but not a pebble of evidence had been found. They were so desperately short of hard facts concerning the aliens that Ord felt like he was swimming against a tsunami of unstoppable, overpowering events, a tidal rip of unprecedented proportions.

	The phone rang shrill and fierce in his darkened office. The Sinclairs were ten minutes away.

	It rang again. This time it was Air Vice-Marshal Jean Pescos. Choppas and fighters were stationed above Eucla, ready for any kind of breakout.

	“How are you feeling?” Pescos asked, sounding genuinely concerned.

	“Nervous and scared to death,” Ord openly admitted. Pescos didn’t know about the Sinclairs or about Milijun. As far as she was concerned this was a mass interrogation, an attempt to corral something neither of them yet understood.

	“Any news on Parlane?” Pescos asked.

	“Heart attack apparently,” Ord replied without going into detail.

	“Can we expect more?” Pescos obviously didn’t believe him, and he didn’t attempt to convince her otherwise.

	“I don’t know,” Ord said. “Probably, if they are carrying and the creatures emerge.”

	“How do you know they are still with the people you have?”

	He couldn’t be sure. Not as yet. However, he said, “We’re pretty sure. Otherwise, they may very well have been found dead.”

	“Like the ten?”

	“Like the ten,” Ord repeated.

	“You have eight missing.”

	“Eight missing, eighty-four to …” He hesitated unsure what word to use.

	“To interview,” Pescos finished for him.

	There was silence for a while and then Pescos said, “I’ll talk to you afterwards.”

	Ord nodded. “Sure.” The line went dead and he checked the time. They’d call him when the Sinclairs arrived.

	The discussions with the President had been inconclusive, although she had given full support for the release of as many personnel as it took to get on top of the current crisis. Not surprisingly she wanted further information on a daily basis. She would contact the leaders of allied countries after viewing the alien body. Within Australia, there must be ultimate secrecy. She had wanted to know if any scientific bodies were involved.

	Ord had his reservations. He did not think she would communicate events to her international peers without a very strong reason to do so and, at the moment, one dismembered alien body may not be enough proof of a mass planetary invasion. He recalled the secrecy and alleged cover-ups within the North American continent and other countries in previous centuries concerning unidentified flying objects. There was an entrenched mistrust of the general populace when it came to evidence of species not of this Earth.

	The main priorities now were finding the missing carriers and checking out the eighty-four suspected carriers as secretly as possible. The Sinclairs, who were about to arrive, would help with that.

	He was growing fond of Laura and hated involving her and her son in what could only be described as perilous events. Effectively, of course, they had involved themselves. Although he believed it was Jason’s testosterone-driven audacious approach that had fuelled their participation thus far.

	He wasn’t totally confident he could enlist the help of the Sinclairs to trace the missing carriers. Laura, in particular, was near breaking point. But, of course, the Milijun treatment would change that. He wondered how they were going to check those in high office. He could hardly ask the President to subject herself to scrutiny by the enhanced humans from Milijun. Ord grimaced. It may very well have to be done. In fact, he determined, it needed to be done, for the security of the country.

	He was a military man. As far as he could see, the only way forward was to trace the carriers and annihilate the carried. The use of the Sinclairs and others from the Milijun complex would hopefully ensure nobody was killed in error, within acceptable limits.

	And how long before the carriers and their alien allies started to fight back? That was what worried him most. For the enemy would be an unknown. There was no knowing how the aliens would retaliate, other than invading further bodies, of course. Something told him they had only seen the tip of the iceberg, and a familiar cold fear raised an easy sweat on his brow.

	His mind ticked over, formulating and rejecting plan after plan.
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	The world itself is but a large prison out of which some are daily led to execution. 

	[Sir Walter Raleigh]

	 

	 

	The assembly hall at Eucla was originally constructed as a nuclear blast shelter. As such it was buried beneath fifteen metres of steel and concrete and designed for extreme nuclear hardness. From outside it now looked like a series of serrated grass covered mounds running north to south. Four tunnels gave access, with gradually descending ramps leading to the main areas. There were solid steel doors at each end of the tunnels controlled from an inner console.

	At the assembly hall level, there were also four lifts, installed fifteen years ago, each capable of accommodating seventy people at a time. The size of the hall was sufficient to house two thousand personnel comfortably in a severe emergency. Modest fall-out radiation from the last global conflict had, for the most part, long since dissipated but warning signs were still evident on the walls, serving as an aide memoire against any such further foolishness. Otherwise, the walls were beige and emitted a homogeneous mellow light from several stainless steel diffusers. The floor was dark green and coated with a soft, sound-deadening layer, which, in patches, bore the scuff marks of numerous military boots.

	Behind a now familiar one-way screen, strategically integrated at the bottom of one of the ramps, Laura and Jason had confirmed that all eighty-four individuals in the hall were carriers. This had surprised them as they had reasoned that the aliens would have recognised that something unusual was afoot, and fled their hosts as a cautionary measure, if not from pure fear. It also worried them.

	They had witnessed a multitude of ethereal auras as the detainees, most wearing police uniform, had entered the hall. Unlike the bodily emanations they had seen at the Milijun complex, those of the carriers had been singularly alike, flickering between a Prussian blue and verdant green.

	And now, as far as Laura was concerned, her role was finished. She had no idea what Ord’s plan was, but presumed his intent was to capture or even destroy the aliens without harming their human carriers. They still had the intercom link to Ord and watched in fascination as he appeared at the far end of the hall, ascending on a dais in front of his captive audience. There didn’t appear to be any defence screen between him and the carriers. Two guards, armed with lasers, rose to flank the major general. Even from where she was, Laura could see they were nervous.

	“I have asked you to come here today,” Ord said, “to show you some pictures. I wanted to give you the chance to respond, to check your versions of the events at Cocklebiddy.” There was no response in his audience, indeed nobody seemed to move at all. They appeared frozen in time. Laura studied Ord’s aura, which was in dark contrast to those of his audience. Whereas the soldier’s was multi-coloured and brighter about the head, those of the carriers were more subdued and stronger around the midriff.

	“Here are the pictures,” Ord said.

	Images of the alien forms appeared on a huge screen behind Ord and Laura recognised some of those taken by Jason. There was no discernible reaction in the hall, but Laura felt as if a coiled spring was about to be released.

	“Any comments from anyone? Anybody recognise anything?” Ord searched the audience with narrowed eyes as if he was looking into strong sunlight. Behind the screen, Laura was astounded that the major general was actually showing the pictures directly to the carriers. She wondered what the aliens inside them felt. Fear? Surprise? Or maybe they felt nothing at all.

	There was a rustle as a large man dressed in a white shirt and black pants rose uncertainly from his chair. He cleared his throat apprehensively and was about to speak when someone shouted from the back of the assembly, “Sit down if you cannot say the truth.”

	The man opened his mouth. “I think there was … something.” He looked uncertainly at Ord as if pleading for help.

	The major general gestured, trying to encourage him, but the man’s throat was suddenly seized by convulsions as he tried to form more words. Desperate for some kind of response Ord signalled him forward.

	“Please,” Ord said. “Come to the front.”

	In the quiet of his darkened place, Jason cried out, “No! Don’t get near him! Don’t let him near!”

	All eyes were on the large man as he moved forward.

	And then a dark grey shape came from him and darted towards Ord. The man stopped as soon as the figure emerged: not collapsing, just standing, swaying, starting death. The guards next to Ord, specially picked for minimal reflex time, did not hesitate, releasing high-energy beams into the alien as it approached. The rays ripped through its body and continued into the assembled multitude and shrieks of pain filled the air. Two metres from Ord, the alien hit the floor. Its legs were no more and there was a huge hole in its chest. Dark eyes rolled and looked at the three humans: like before, sad, not understanding. Momentarily, Ord’s lip quivered.

	And then, from the middle of the group, a beam soared to the ceiling, and where it met the concrete, it created a circle of light that seemed to turn the solid matter translucent and give further passage upwards. And from each of the carriers, an alien emerged. As one, they moved swiftly towards and then up the bright vertical shaft of light.

	The guards recommenced shooting, scything human and extraterrestrial bodies alike, but only a few of the swiftly moving aliens did not make the beam. Once they were inside its light, they ascended rapidly out of view.

	“Stop shooting!” Ord screamed, his voice resonating like a bell in the old shelter. “For Christ’s sake stop shooting!”

	Moans filled the building and Laura looked for the intercom switch. She couldn’t find it. The people left in the shelter were either lifeless, in the throes of death or frozen like statues. Even among the chaos she noticed that most, maybe all, of those still standing were female.

	Ord bent his lips towards his wrist. “They’re out,” he said to the pilots above. But of course they would know that by now. Then he turned to the guards. “Get some help and get this area cleaned up. Survivors in the mess in thirty minutes. Six guards.”

	Above the shelter, in the afternoon sun, the choppa pilots saw the emergence of the aliens as the beam came through the earth and climbed the sky. The creatures rode the beam in ascending spirals. Gunning their machines forward the pilots used strafing lasers in a deadly attack. The attack, however, lasted no more than ten seconds. Some of the creatures peeled away from the beam and slammed straight through the choppa canopies. Seconds later, the machines were firing at the ground below and then at each other. Two choppas rose to tackle the fighters circling a thousand metres above and were brought down with missiles before they could even range their weapons.

	One minute after the emergence of the creatures, the vertical beam blinked out and there was no sign of anything in the air: four choppas lay wrecked on the ground and various broken alien bodies littered the scarred grassy slopes.

	Two fighters swooped in a final pass and then headed vertically into the sky. However, their prey had long since reached a stratospheric altitude that the fighters could not hope to attain. With nothing meaningful registering on their forward-looking instruments, the pilots negated their remaining missiles and headed back to base.

	Beneath the ground, Laura and Jason were sitting in Ord’s office.

	“That was awful,” Laura said scathingly. “I cannot see it served any purpose at all.”

	“We took them from the carriers,” Ord said defensively. “They’ll have to find others now, those that escaped at least.”

	“And that was most of them,” Jason pointed out.

	Ord shrugged. “We also have the beam source. They left it behind. And we have a few more bodies.”

	“Parts of bodies,” Laura corrected. “And no live ones. Don’t we have to communicate properly if any of this is going to make sense?” She regretted the words instantly, realising they encouraged further involvement with the aliens.

	Ord looked at Laura. She certainly looked different, glowing and determined. Her hair was now ash blonde, framing her tanned face perfectly. She wore a white knee-length skirt and a black top over a cream shirt. The anxiety she had on her earlier visit was gone, no doubt the result of the Milijun treatment. He wondered how she’d take going back to normal life now. Or maybe there would be no more normal life for anyone.

	“I think we should go,” Laura said. “I don’t think we can help you further. And you always have the other people at the desert complex.” In her mind Laura could still feel the thuds as intense energy had earlier displaced earth above their heads. She hated the brute force of it all.

	“The police will still be looking for you,” Ord said.

	Jason looked at his mother. “We’ll take our chances. Anyway, we do look a little different.”

	Ord smiled, looking at Laura. “An improvement I would say.” He let the compliment sink in and then leaned forward over his desk. “I would like you to do one last thing while you are here.”

	Laura frowned. She noticed Ord’s aura change colour around his temple; small changes, flecks of red and orange. She wasn’t sure what it meant, if indeed it meant anything at all.

	“I’ve assembled the human survivors in the mess,” Ord continued. “We need to talk to them, see what they are feeling. Will you help? Tell us what you see?”

	“And then we can go?” Laura asked. She suspected that the outside world may be just as bad, but at least they would be free of concentrated carnage and military firepower; free to go where they wished to go.

	“Tomorrow,” Ord replied. “You should rest and go tomorrow. We’ll get you some transport.”

	There were forty-one survivors in the mess hall. All except one were female. As a result of the recent carnage, several carried medical dressings, and all appeared agitated. There was no conversation, even though they were sitting across from each other on two long tables. Their faces wore puzzled looks as if they were not really sure of what had happened only an hour ago.

	Laura and Jason entered with Ord, and they sat at a separate table facing the two groups. They swiftly checked for carriers and were relieved to find, as expected, all personnel were free from their alien burden.

	Laura bit her lip. This was unnatural. The survivors should be fearful, angry, aggressive even. They had seen their colleagues slaughtered. Instead, she just saw passivity, an acceptance tinted with nervousness.

	Ord glanced at Laura and Jason, and then addressed the survivors. “Thanks for assembling again. Can you all remember why you came here?”

	They looked at each other uncertainly until one of the group replied, “You asked us here for a briefing, sir.” The intonation carried a question.

	Ord frowned. “I did,” he said. “Something happened in the assembly zone. Does anyone recall?”

	The query was met with blank faces. Had it been too traumatic for them to retain? The major general had to be careful, or he could cause them untold psychological damage. Although this was a more informal setting than the assembly hall, Laura sensed the group felt uncomfortable in his presence. “Surely,” Ord added, “someone must remember something.”

	Laura suddenly stood up. “Do you mind if I try?” she asked, not trying to mask her frustration. She walked forward, turned and smiled at the self-appointed spokeswoman of the group.

	“Hello. My name is Laura.” She gestured towards Jason. “This is my son, Jason.”

	“You’re not dressed as military,” the officer responded.

	“That’s because we’re not,” Laura said. “Do you mind if I ask a few questions?” She took in the entire group with her eyes. “All of you. Not just …?” She looked enquiringly at the young female officer.

	“Helena,” the girl said.

	Laura nodded. “Helena. How long in the police special forces, Helena?”

	“Three years, almost.”

	Laura smiled. “You must like it.”

	Helena shrugged. “I guess so.”

	“Whom do you report to?”

	“Sergeant Hughes.” She looked behind her and then gestured towards a dark haired well-built woman on the adjacent table.

	“Good.” Laura watched the girl’s body aura flare as she mentioned the sergeant’s name. Admiration or trepidation? She wasn’t sure.

	“Have you seen anything unusual over the last few days?”

	There was a pause and then the girl shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so.”

	Laura cast the question further afield. “Any of you? Anything unusual?” All of them shook their heads in concert.

	“Anyone believe in the supernatural? Ghosts? That kind of thing.”

	Again, there was no response. A deep frown appeared on Ord’s face.

	“What about aliens? UFOs? Life elsewhere in the universe?”

	Heads were shaking like a field of poppies. Then the girl spoke. “I believe in the afterlife,” she said quietly.

	“What about the rest of you?” Laura asked. “Who believes in life after death?”

	This time the poppies nodded in unison.

	Laura smiled. “Come on. You can’t all believe in life after death. That’s statistically impossible.”

	There was silence, a sea of blank faces, then Helena said, “I think we all do, Laura.”

	Laura smiled. “Okay, I’ll take that on board. And none of you have encountered anything outside the ordinary over the last day or so?” She was narrowing it down now. “Over the last few hours?”

	The poppy heads shook. Laura looked hard at Helena. “Nothing at all?”

	Helena shrugged and glanced at Sergeant Hughes.

	“Look,” the sergeant said, “you brought us here for a briefing. Is this it? Some kind of supernatural inquisition?”

	Laura wanted to ask them about their belief in God, but she saw that Sebastian Ord was getting restless. And she didn’t know if it served any purpose. With a wistful look at Ord, she sat down. Her mind was full of dark storm clouds. The aliens had left these people in a state of mental paralysis. Or was it the brutal events in the assembly hall? Either way, she suspected their lives as part of the protective forces were over.

	“I’d like you to look at the wall over there,” the major general said. And they relived the mayhem in the assembly area once more as the pictures of violence danced in front of their eyes. Laura looked away and watched their faces. They were staring at the pictures but there was no emotional reaction.

	“Did you recognise yourselves?” Ord asked. “Did you recognise your colleagues?”

	Nobody answered. Their minds were gathered in a collective cone of silence. Laura saw their auras turn grey and almost non-existent in some cases. She noticed Helena’s eyes close slowly and then reopen as if her eyelids were wiping her mind clean.

	Ord sighed. “We’ll finish for now,” he said. “Please remain seated and my personnel will come to collect you.” His phone suddenly rang, and his face turned ashen as he looked at Laura through tired eyes. “The beam source has disappeared,” he said. “Not stolen, just vanished into thin air.”
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	Laura stopped the camper in Caiguna and stared petulantly at the house of the late Bradley Robert. Sebastian Ord, whose influence appeared limitless, had located the vehicle and had it transported to Eucla. At least, the interior resembled her vehicle but externally there was a different registration and a brand-new colour scheme. And where it counted most: a brand new electronic tag.

	There it had been, waiting for her in the morning sunshine, the day after the session with the survivors, fully charged and boasting a neat pile of both new and freshly laundered clothes on each of the bunks. Ord had wished them luck and waved them away as if they had been boarders at his very own elite school for alien investigators.

	Last night, she and Jason had discussed what they should do next. Her first instinct was to drive as far as possible and forget the entire episode. But, of course, she couldn’t do that. She was a different person now, stronger, with a bestowed gift that could help change the world.

	They had debated returning to the Milijun complex; at least there they had felt relatively safe. Eventually, thoughts had turned to Janice Mepunga and the fact that a criminal charge hung like a sword of Damocles over their heads.

	As Laura had said to Sebastian Ord before they left, “I have unfinished business with Officer Mepunga. Maybe I should attend to that.”

	He had handed her a phone and a pistol and said with a wry grin, “I have no doubt our paths will cross again.” She had refused the weapon but Jason had taken it, whereupon she had immediately asked him to hand it over. Now it sat hidden in the camper’s central compartment and would probably remain there until it gathered moss.

	Noon approached, and the sun sat high above them highlighting the neatness of the deceased ranger’s garden and forcing the camper’s climate control into whispering overdrive. The house next door, Laura noticed, was identical to Bradley Robert’s, a copycat in almost every way.

	And so, dressed in holiday gear, they were back at square one. Almost nine days had elapsed since she was last here, and if there had ever been any electronic police security surrounding Robert’s house it seemed to have been removed. Alternatively, she concluded nervously, it was extremely well hidden.

	Originally, they had intended to search Robert’s house where, according to Parlane, Mepunga’s colleague was murdered, and also question neighbours in case they witnessed any suspicious activity on the day in question. However, Laura had then recalled the policewoman revealing Bradley Robert’s sister lived next door to the ranger, and had thereupon decided to check her out first.

	Laura sighed. “Stay here,” she said to Jason and left the vehicle. She walked up a copycat path to a copycat door and palmed the intercom.

	When the door opened, Laura introduced herself as an old working colleague of Bradley. The ranger’s sister gave her a probing look but tendered no questions. Laura was led into a tastefully decorated lounge furnished by deep leather seats and an antique cocktail cabinet. The walls held ruddy prints of the Northern Australian outback, which seemed somewhat incongruous in the current political divide.

	“Pena Robert,” the sister said, as she invited Laura to take a seat.

	The sister was not like the brother. She was thin with a long nose and small piercing eyes. Younger than Bradley by at least ten years, Laura imagined her being continuously chaperoned by her older sibling. She wore a green trouser suit and too much lip-gloss. Her blonde hair hung in ringlets just short of the top of her ears. She possessed a nervous mannerism, and her speech was hurried. As far as Laura could tell, she was not carrying.

	Midday light filtered through a translucent orange screen placed near the window. There was a dreamy surrealistic appearance to the room. A large wall clock ticked with the electronically reproduced sound of an ancient grandfather.

	Laura smiled at Pena as she sat, taking the measure of her aura as it competed with the soft natural light.

	“So you worked with Bradley,” Pena Robert said.

	“Yes, I did,” Laura replied. “Just platonic, you know. Nothing too close.” Pena nodded. “Of course. I don’t think he had too many female friends. Seemed more interested in his work.”

	“I was sorry to hear about your loss,” Laura said. “It must have been awful for you.”

	“It was. We were very close. Not just physically but emotionally too.” Pena smiled weakly at her own placid joke.

	“When did you find out about it?” Laura asked.

	Pena sighed and her eyes watered. “Not until the following morning. I blame myself for that. I normally go around in the evening if he’s home, but I was too tired that night.” She looked tearfully at the wall behind Laura. “I didn’t bother.”

	“So you saw him when the police involved you?”

	Shaking her head, Pena said, “No. I discovered the bodies. In the morning when I went around, before he normally went to work.”

	“Bodies?” Laura said, feigning surprise. “There was more than one?”

	“Bradley and a police officer. It was awful.”

	“And you called in the police?”

	“Of course, immediately. She was here very quickly. It was her partner, dead with Bradley.” Pena turned pale with the recollection. “She seemed to know who had done it. She definitely had an idea.”

	“How do you know that?”

	Pena shrugged. “Just that she said she had an idea who did it. She was quite calm about it all.” She glanced towards the window. “She didn’t tell me, of course.”

	“Have you had Bradley’s memorial service yet?”

	“Oh no. There’s a post mortem. He’s still with forensics. It could be another day or so yet.”

	“Of course, forgive me.”

	The ticking of the clock hit the ensuing silence like a sledgehammer. Laura’s mind took her back to the comments she had heard about the deaths of the carriers at Eucla. If the Bradley Robert autopsy revealed the same coronary arterial symptoms, then she and Jason should be in the clear. She must contact Sebastian Ord.

	Changing tack, Laura asked, “Did you see any activity at Bradley’s house before you found the bodies?”

	Pena pursed her lips, shook her head but didn’t say anything. Then she said, “His car was taken later though. The police I suppose.”

	From outside they heard the camper’s horn blare once, and Laura smiled. “That’s my son getting impatient.”

	Pena offered another limp smile. “Would you like some tea?” She started to rise before Laura could answer, wanting to move about, relieve her nervousness. The aura around her head assumed a greenish tinge.

	Laura shook her head. “No thanks. I should be going.” She stood, leaving Pena hovering in front of her chair. Laura held out her hand and Pena took it. Pena’s grip was cold and clammy, and the look in her eyes was fearful. Alarm bells suddenly rang in Laura’s head, and she hurried towards the door and out into the warm afternoon air.

	She scrambled down the path, reached the camper and looked inside. There was no sign of Jason. She briefly wondered if he had gone somewhere to relieve himself, but then reasoned that he would surely have followed her to the house. Normally, she wouldn’t have been worried, but there was something about the demeanour of Pena Robert that made Laura ill at ease. She felt her temperature rise, her heart rate increase. Desperately, she looked around and called out Jason’s name. Becoming increasingly distraught, she realised he might have gone to look around next door. Racing to Bradley Robert’s house, she called again. The house was locked up and deserted. She ran back to the camper, looked up and down the street. Nothing. Just silence. How could Jason vanish like this? She screamed his name repeatedly. Her head was really buzzing now. Looking back at Pena’s house, she noticed that the woman had not even emerged to check out the noise. Something was wrong, very wrong.

	Laura jumped into the camper and checked the storage compartment. The pistol was still there. With her mind racing, she grabbed it. Then she ran up the path to Pena Robert’s house.

	Ord’s men had not located Simon Cordell and after two days, the trail was growing cold. Investigations at the hotel site using DNA and other sensory tests had revealed the names of three abductors, but they were nowhere to be found.

	All the necessary transit alerts were in place. The only fact they knew for certain was that the miner had been taken by three of the missing eight Cocklebiddy special force personnel, which meant he was now under the influence of the alien carriers.

	Ord took a deep breath and cursed the Japanese for allowing Cordell the privilege of an external tag bracelet. The damned things were too easily removed, especially if you had the police equipment to do it.

	He turned on the map of Australia, illuminating the opposite wall of his office, and stared morosely at the vastness of the outback surrounding Woomera. They were out there somewhere, he was sure of it. He was also sure the aliens had a herd or pack mentality, meaning they and their carriers would most likely congregate at a central base. Finding it, should it exist, was imperative.

	He had requested the launch of additional geostationary satellites to cover the air space over the southern continent but, even with the President’s blessing, cogs moved slowly. There were also political implications with the Northerners which required addressing. And he didn’t think he had the time.

	There was a polite knock on his door, and a serv entered the office carrying a small tray.

	“Refreshments, sir,” the serv said.

	“On the table,” Ord replied. The robot duly obeyed and then Ord pointed to the map. “Where would you hide in all that space?”

	“There is not enough space for me to hide,” the serv replied. “Unless I went into the adjoining room.”

	Ord nodded. The serv, of course, could only react to his immediate surroundings. “The adjoining room, eh?” Ord said.

	“Yes sir. Will that be all, sir?”

	Ord nodded. “Thanks.”

	The serv left, and Sebastian Ord switched the screen off. He didn’t like needles in haystacks. A thought suddenly struck. He wondered if the aliens would ensure the carriers ate, or would they simply transfer when their host grew too weak to function. Eating in the outback required organisation and proximity to food sources or, of course, a large stockpile of their own. He didn’t particularly like the trend of the thought. It smacked too much of human dependencies, and they were, after all, dealing with an alien life form.

	His phone suddenly chirped, and he transferred the call to his computer screen. A face and name appeared on the screen. One of his men, nobody he recognised.

	“You asked us to report if there were any significant changes to the Sinclairs’ status, sir.”

	Ord leaned forward. His heartbeat quickened, and he was suddenly alert. “I did, yes. What is it?”

	“They have just separated, sir,” the operative said. “They’re at Caiguna and Jason has left the road, left his mother.”

	“What are they doing? What d’you mean, separated?”

	The operative appeared to gaze at an adjacent screen. “The tags show Jason has moved some two hundred metres away from his mother.”

	Ord was glued to the screen, wondering if this seemingly minor event was important.

	“Three hundred metres now, sir. Oh, the mother’s following now. Running, sir.”

	“Okay. Don’t lose them whatever happens. Keep tabs on them. Get a choppa airborne and over there immediately, but backed off at least five kilometres. They must not know they are being tracked. Understand? It may be nothing, but it may be something.”

	“Yes sir. Understand. Out.”

	Ord waved his hand at the screen and closed his eyes. Tagging the Sinclairs with epidermal implants whilst they were under treatment at Milijun had been his idea, but Uriel had only agreed following some aggressive persuasion, including a threat to withdraw funding. He smiled. God only knows what Laura would say if she knew.

	He began to regret giving her the pistol. However, if carriers had approached them, it would all be worth it. He could not deny the feeling of guilt, which reared like a prehistoric monster to smother his thoughts. He repeated his mantra: he was a military man. Anything and everything goes, including using the Sinclairs as bait.

	Laura stopped running, looked northwards across the paddock, towards the horizon where green and yellow grass met vivid blue sky. She made out Jason, striding resolutely away from her. It looked as though he was on automatic, out of control. Her forehead was covered with sweat, which had tracked across her eyebrows and into her eyes. She called out his name. There was no response. She wasn’t sure he had even heard.

	She had used the pistol on Pena Robert’s door, forced it open and ran desperately into the lounge. There she had found Pena sitting in the same chair as before. This time she was as rigid as stone. Only her lips moved in some kind of prayer.

	“Where’s Jason, you bitch?” Laura had cried. She had placed the pistol against Pena’s temple, brushing aside the cascading ringlets. “So help me, tell me where he is.”

	Pena had not responded. She had seemed in some kind of trance. Laura jabbed her hard as the clock patiently ticked away the seconds. “Speak. Where is he?”

	She wasn’t carrying, Laura was sure she wasn’t.

	Pena had winced as the pistol thrust hit home and the look in her eyes had changed as if some veiled memory had, at least momentarily, found a footing in her present thoughts. She had looked once at Laura and whispered, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it.” Then the look was gone, and she was moving her lips again in silent prayer.

	Her face a centimetre away from Pena’s, Laura had yelled, “Tell me where he is!”

	In some feeble attempt at closing communication, an arm had raised and pointed towards the back of the house. The look on Pena’s face had been one of sheer dread, as if the very act had condemned her to everlasting torment.

	Laura had rushed into the kitchen and seen Jason through the window. He was moving purposely across the paddock, away from the house. She had found the door and screamed after him. He must have heard but there was not even a backward glance.

	And now she was running scared, fearful, convinced the alien, having left its legacy with Pena Robert, now somehow controlled Jason, despite his nanobotic implants. Laura called again and ran once more. She was gaining she was sure.

	Suddenly, she saw the birds. Only, of course, they weren’t birds. The aliens were hovering in the sky above Jason, maybe nine or ten of them. She had been so intent on reaching her son, she had not even seen the creatures approaching. Laura briefly thought about shooting, but she was still too far away.

	The aliens dropped from the sky, reflecting the sun on their wings, forming a loop as they descended. They drifted ten metres above Jason and started to turn, slowly at first and then faster, merging to make a perfect circle. Laura heard a thrumming of the air as the creatures increased their rotational speed. She couldn’t make them out as individuals anymore. They were just a whirring band of matter. Like the rings of Saturn, she thought.

	And then the circle dropped, surrounding her son.

	Laura cried out. “No! Leave him alone you bastards!” She ran towards them, levelling the pistol. But, of course, she couldn’t fire.

	“Jason!” she screamed in anguish as the circle rose, taking her son with it. “Oh my God, Jason!”

	The aliens rose higher, and the noise was like the keening of a blade on a grindstone. Laura looked up and saw her son in the sky, moving further and further away. Air and a few water droplets buffeted her face. Tears joined the false rain. “Stop it!” she sobbed. “You’ll kill him!” They were her last words to the whirring circle as it tilted and moved northwards.

	Faintly, she thought she heard Jason’s voice. “It’s okay, Mum. I need to talk.” It was probably her mind playing tricks amid the rushing air.

	As tranquillity returned, Laura sank to her knees and, despite her newfound strength, wept like she had never wept before.
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	Laura, eyes full of tears, returned to Pena Robert’s house and found her anchored in the chair. No matter what Pena’s role had been in Jason’s abduction, all thoughts of malice and revenge were far from Laura’s mind. She just wanted to know where Jason was being taken.

	She put the pistol in her pocket, knelt down in front of Pena, and looked her fully in the eye. Some strength of mind was returning; her eyes were drying, and she could actually feel the nanobotic blood easing her grief.

	“Pena,” Laura said gently. “Are you okay?” There was no response. Pena kept looking at the orange translucent screen. Her lips had stopped moving, but it was as if she was still possessed.

	Laura reached out and touched her green-clad knee, squeezed it, tenderly at first and then harder. “Pena, you must help me.”

	There was silence for a moment and then Pena said, “He’s in heaven. He’s with the afterlife.”

	Laura shook her head. “No. They took him into the sky. Your creature – and others. They took him away.”

	“To the afterlife,” Pena said, suddenly smiling, inducing a cold, agonising fear into Laura. The woman was fixated. Males died when they stopped carrying. Women, apparently, had a total obsession with the afterlife. There must be a reason, a purpose, but that would have to wait.

	“So where is the afterlife?” Laura asked.

	Pena shrugged.

	“Enough of this nonsense,” Laura said, her voice raised a pitch. “Those things have nothing to do with any afterlife. They’re from another world. They are evil.”

	Pena shook her head vigorously. “No. You cannot know. They’re here to help us.”

	“Help us!” Laura gasped in amazement. “They have taken my son. They have murdered people. They have indoctrinated you. Taken over your body.” She looked Pena squarely in the eyes and added, “And they have taken over your soul.”

	A tick played in Pena’s left eye. “They were firstly wronged.”

	Laura blinked, stood up and stepped back from Pena. “Where have they taken Jason?” she asked once more. “Just tell me that.”

	Pena said, “I cannot. I do not know.”

	Laura turned and ran from the house. Her entire body swam with pitiless pangs of unspeakable dread. She paused in the front garden and turned to the only person she could rely on. She phoned Sebastian Ord.

	The line was engaged, and she left a message.

	Looking upward, a sudden fierce hope led her to expect Jason dropping gently from the sky but, of course, there was nothing.

	Out of nowhere came the sound of a vehicle and a car pulled in behind her own. Laura froze and desperately took out the pistol. A figure emerged from the car. It was Petra Pascuzzo, Bradley Robert’s ranger colleague. If she saw the pistol in Laura’s hand, she gave no indication of doing so. The ranger walked slowly towards Laura, a smile playing on her lips.

	“Laura,” Petra said. “Pena told me you were here.”

	Laura began to sweat. She could see the shadow of the alien within Pascuzzo, biding its time, just waiting. The pistol was now pointing straight at Petra’s chest.

	“Where have they taken Jason?” Laura asked, her arm finding strength as she tightened her grip on the trigger.

	“You are not a murderer, Laura,” Petra said, her green eyes mocking. “You will not shoot. And RVentA will not harm you.”

	“I thought you people thought I was,” Laura retorted. She gestured with the pistol. “Where’s Jason?” she yelled. “Or I’ll cut you both in two!”

	“If you cut me in two, then I cannot tell you,” Petra said. “And neither can RVentA.”

	How can she remain so calm? Laura thought. Surely the alien was controlling her mind, subduing her fear.

	“Step back,” Laura said. “Let me through.” A shadow suddenly fell across the path to the side of her. It was Pena, emerged from the house. Laura sprang sideways and waved the pistol at both in turn. She was gripping the gun so tightly she could feel the pulse in her thumb quickening with fear.

	“It’s alright, Laura,” Pena said quietly. “We wish you no harm.”

	“And what about that thing inside her,” Laura said, waving the weapon at Petra.

	And then the world suddenly changed again.

	The whine of a choppa came out of nowhere. Within seconds, it was upon them, holding a position no more than seven metres from the ground.

	“Move through the gate, Laura,” a voice called down. “Get away from them.”

	As Laura ran through the garden gate into the road, Petra and Pena moved towards the safety of the house. The house door slammed shut.

	An ascension ladder dropped from the aircraft.

	“Get on,” the voice commanded. “Quickly.”

	Laura put her foot on the lower step and was abruptly hauled upwards. She clambered inside and scrambled into the rear seat. The pilot shot the vehicle skywards, spun swiftly, and dropped an incendiary onto the house. Rich orange flames leapt into the air, and dark, ominous smoke spiralled tortuously upwards. The smell of burning invaded the choppa’s cabin.

	Laura was shocked. “No!” she screamed frantically. “They know where Jason is!”

	The pilot tapped a screen on his console. “Don’t worry. We still got them.” He dropped the choppa for a passing view of the house remains. “The beauty of zonal weapons,” he said. “Not a scratch on your vehicle. Look.”

	Sick to the stomach, Laura looked down. It was true. The camper was apparently unharmed.

	The aircraft banked and screamed north; the sun a fierce ball dancing off its port canard.

	Ten minutes after incinerating Pena Robert’s house, the choppa was back to its five kilometre tracking position, trailing the alien formation. They were moving at around a hundred kilometres an hour in the direction of Rawlinna.

	Laura was talking to Sebastian Ord on the intercom. She was puzzled about how the choppa came to be so close. “It’s okay,” Ord was saying as they sped northwards, “we were watching you. Please. It was for your own good.” Laura was briefly grateful for his honesty, realising he could have fobbed her off with a story of a passing patrol. However, she was as mad as hell that he had apparently organised for her and Jason to be tagged like common criminals.

	Despite her relief at being rescued, Laura felt fury rise in her throat. “For my own good! Tracking me! Am I chipped? Am I some kind of bait? Jason too. Jesus, Ord, this is disgusting. I told you I wanted out.” Even as she said it, she recalled her words concerning Janice Mepunga.

	“Look,” Ord said. “We’re tracking this group with Jason. Stay with it and we’ll talk when you get back here.”

	Laura’s mind shot into overdrive. One thing was certain. There was no way she was going back to Ord, or any other military establishment for that matter.

	“Okay,” she replied. “See you when we get back.” She broke the connection and stared at the passing plain below. It was mostly scrub, red and brown and dusty, numerous green desert bushes relieving the tedium, as if placed by some divine hand to challenge the monopoly of the dry and featureless land. The Nullarbor Plain once lay under a broad shallow sea, and the limestone deposits were still evident. Beneath the Nullarbor were underground rivers and extensive cave systems created over innumerable centuries by rainwater percolating through the porous rock. It was, she realised, an ideal habitat for the aliens.

	She asked the pilot, who was young enough to be straight out of the academy, what his orders were but received scant information. He was tracking only. There was to be no engagement, for which Laura was extremely thankful. Laura lapsed into silence, watching the red circle on the pilot’s screen, a representation of her only son being abducted by airborne aliens.

	Two hours, and just a few words later, they were still flying, passing over Rawlinna and the high-speed maglev Trans-Australia rail line. There was no movement on the transport strip and only a few people on the streets as they passed low over the service town.

	They moved away and continued northwards for half an hour, the pilot occasionally checking back with his base and once with Sebastian Ord. Then Laura saw the screen image begin to flash and she craned forward for a better look.

	“What’s happening?” she asked.

	“Looks like they’re descending,” the pilot said.

	Laura watched the display, feeling the choppa cease its forward motion and hover. Anticipation welled as the ring on the screen glowed green.

	“They’ve landed?”

	“They sure have. Position locked at 1252041, 302422.” And anticipating Laura’s next question he said, “We still have Jason’s signal.”

	“Can’t we go closer?” Laura asked.

	“Sorry, Laura. I have my orders. I’m sure the Major-General will interrogate the site in the optimum manner.”

	Laura blew silently through her lips. The time had come. Really, she had no choice. She took the pistol from her pocket and placed the barrel against the back of the pilot’s neck. “You can let me off here,” she said calmly.

	“This is not a good move, ma’am,” the pilot retorted, glancing back briefly. “There are five kilometres of desert between here and where they touched down.”

	“Five or fifty, it wouldn’t matter,” Laura replied. She pressed the pistol against the pilot’s head. “Drop the choppa. I mean it.”

	“What if I don’t?”

	“I will shoot you and take it down myself.”

	“Since when can you fly?”

	“Since I received the nanobotics,” Laura said. “Again at the behest of your Major General Ord.” She hoped her voice held the ring of truth. “And don’t think I won’t shoot. That’s my son down there.”

	The pilot hesitated, and Laura drilled a perfect hole in the starboard canopy. “Jesus, Laura!” the pilot cried. “Okay. Okay. We’re going down.”

	The craft descended and settled on the stony expanse of the Nullarbor Plain. Laura kept the gun at the pilot’s head. The sound of the engine dwindled to a low hum. “You wouldn’t attack me from the air before leaving, would you?”

	“That’s not in my orders, ma’am,” the pilot replied.

	“Because I’d have to disable you now if that was the case.”

	The pilot held up his arms. “You are free to go, Laura.” He turned around slowly in his seat and added, “You’re crazy to do this. You know that?”

	Laura shrugged. “What choice do I have? I don’t trust Sebastian Ord.”

	“That’s where we differ, ma’am,” the pilot said. “I have to.”

	Laura turned to open the canopy.

	“Wait,” the pilot said. “Give me your communicator.”

	Laura brought the pistol back to him. “Why?”

	“I’ll download the local terrain map and the co-ordinates,” the pilot said. “It should help you.”

	Laura sought out the truth in his eyes and handed him the phone. He connected it to his console and flicked a couple of switches.

	“What’s your name?” Laura asked.

	“Sam Matthew Dennison, at your service,” he replied with a grin.

	“Thank you, Sam,” Laura said as he handed the phone back.

	“One more thing,” Sam said. “Take this survival pack. I guess I’ll make it back to base without it.” He handed her a small backpack. “You can put the gun away now.”

	Laura smiled but kept the weapon trained as she disembarked and stepped out onto the ground. The desert heat hit like she was standing in front of an open furnace. She turned and closed the canopy, signalled her thanks, stepped back and watched the choppa rise into the sky.

	Sam’s voice came down to her, a metallic resonance in the desert silence. “I’m going to hold station at altitude for half an hour, just in case they take off again.”

	She waved again and turned her back on the aircraft. If Sam was going to attack her, he would do it now. She gritted her teeth and started walking. “Okay,” she said to herself, “northwards.” Then she added, “Keep track of me Ord, you bastard.”
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	It was almost 6:30 pm when Laura came across what would later be called the Rawlinna nest. The sun was dropping in the western sky as she staggered wearily to the top of a modest incline and surveyed the collection of old aluminium shacks spread out before her.

	She dropped to the ground, partly to avoid detection but also from sheer fatigue. Her face was covered with sweat and there were several dirt marks down both cheeks where she had attempted to clear bothersome flies from her face. Closing her eyes briefly, she sat in silence, not wanting to act in haste but acutely aware that time was crucial. Earlier, she had made a brief stop to drink water from the choppa’s emergency rations but now felt the need for more. She quenched her thirst then nibbled at a foul tasting energy bar as she thought through her next move.

	There were six buildings in all, one of which, she reasoned, must now contain Jason. They were arranged like the three sides of an equilateral triangle, pointing north like an arrowhead. Perhaps one shack held Janice Mepunga, but that was by no means certain.

	There would probably be other carriers down there. On the other hand, maybe the huts were full of aliens.

	All that meant little to her. All she wanted was Jason. She pictured that first sighting and felt that there had been hundreds of the creatures in the moonlit sky, certainly more than had been at Cocklebiddy Cave. A shiver shook her body and she once more focused on the shacks.

	The buildings were all of a similar size, perhaps capable of sleeping eight people in each. She had no idea what the small settlement could be; maybe a deserted army training ground, the aluminium suggested portability, but it could just as easily have been some kind of commune. Over the last hundred years there had been many fringe groups seeking an alternative lifestyle. Bush-tucker communities, escapists. God knows what they could have found attractive in the middle of the Nullarbor. Peace, she thought immediately. Maybe they would have found peace.

	There was a small pair of binoculars in the choppa pack, and she searched for doors and windows, trying to find an optimum approach into the settlement. She noted a few waist-high bushes, limited cover in this wide, vast terrain. An approach from the southeast appeared to give her the best chance of remaining unseen.

	Laura backed away, hugged the dirt like she was born of it, and shimmied around to the right. She settled once more, pausing, observing, her shadow nestling behind her as she grasped the laser pistol in her right hand. No sign of life, alien or human.

	She approached the nearest hut in a low swooping run, darting from bush to bush. Concealed behind foliage within fifteen metres of the target building, she saw two figures emerge from the shack to her left. Laura froze, eyes wide.

	The figures, male and female, moved further away. It looked like they were both carrying. The pair entered the far southwestern hut and, within seconds, Laura heard the whine of an engine.

	Large end doors opened, and an all-terrain vehicle emerged. It headed south, away from the camp.

	Taking a deep breath, Laura was about to move when the woman reappeared. Laura cursed and crouched as low as she could. She had assumed both people were in the vehicle. The woman was directly facing her, no more than thirty-five metres away. Mepunga! The sun was making recognition difficult, but she was sure it was Janice Mepunga.

	The woman moved northwards between the two central shacks. Laura observed carefully, then moved out from the bush and stealthily made her way to the nearest hut. She sidled around the aluminium walls and saw Mepunga enter the northernmost building. Maybe, just maybe, Jason was in that shack.

	She moved back around the rear of the hut, crept forward slowly until she came to the northern corner of the building’s right-hand side. Preparing to progress to the next building, she noticed a door just to her left. It was open, and if anyone was inside, she would be in their line of sight. Decision time. Move forward or retreat.

	Heart beating madly, perspiring again, pistol poised, she moved towards the door, crouched, and risked a glance inside.

	It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. There were no humans but there were plenty of aliens. They were huddled together, not moving, all facing west, and not seeing her as yet. She thought she could take them all with one sweep of the laser.

	Laura withdrew her head, took a deep breath, offered a silent prayer and peered around the door again. They hadn’t moved. She kept watching, looking for the slightest flicker of motion. Nothing. It was as if they were asleep. She studied their positions, noting that they were in three ranks of eight deep, making twenty-four in all. Not really knowing why she did it, she moved silently into the hut. They were resting, she was sure of it. They did not know she was there.

	Laura crept towards the nearest creature and paused just behind it. If she put out her hand, she could touch it. She wanted to, but she didn’t. The wings were hardly visible, secreted between the arms and the body. As best she could see in the half-light, the skin was faintly mottled with a slight green tinge. The back of the head was flat.

	Hardly daring to breathe she moved forward to her right, turning to view the face. Mesmerised, she sought the eyes. They seemed shut, lifeless, not as she knew them. The top of the creature’s head came up to her lower ribs. They were small really, so small. The face looked passive, not actually evil. But, of course, they were asleep, or what passed for asleep in their world.

	She backed towards the door, pistol levelled at them, eyes never wavering.

	And then her phone chimed. Laura gasped involuntarily, muted the receiver, crouched and froze. Two of the nearest creatures raised their arms slowly, revealing their wing membranes. She didn’t move, didn’t even breathe. Their heads turned towards her. The eyes changed colour, gradually turning to dark grey in the gloom of the cabin. Laura gripped the pistol and partially closed her own eyes. She wore dark clothes; her face was blackened with dirt. Maybe they wouldn’t pick her out.

	They didn’t.

	After some seconds, the arms dropped and the heads turned westwards once more. Laura held her position for a moment before backing out of the shack’s door. Her legs were shaking, her heart galloping. She checked out the area. No sign of any movement, human or alien. On unsteady legs, ever alert, she moved northwards to the next hut. Only when she was safe in its shadow did she check her phone.

	There was a message. One that chilled her to the bone. It read, Move out. Missile attack at 1900. There was no name.

	She silently and vehemently cursed Sebastian Ord and mentally cast his soul into the depths of hellfire.

	No point in calling back, they knew exactly where she was. She glanced at her watch: 6.41pm. She had less than twenty minutes to rescue Jason and escape the compound. And she dare not abandon stealth.

	Laura moved forward once more, along the eastern wall of the second shack until there was a view of the northernmost cabin, the one Mepunga had recently entered. She prayed it contained her son. Putting her ear against the second shack’s wall she made out mumbling voices, male human voices.

	She crept around the wall. The voices grew louder. This door, too, was open. Laura knew immediately she would have to take life. Blood surged in her veins as she moved silently towards the entrance.

	Before she got there, she knew she couldn’t do it. If she was going to shoot anyone, it was going to be Janice Mepunga.

	Her mind shifted a gear. Her eyes swiftly scanned the terrain to her right; some bushes for cover, better than nothing. If she went far enough east, away from the camp, and then tracked north beyond her target, it was unlikely the men in the shack would detect her. Then she could track west and finally head south to the top shack, using it as cover from the other cabins.

	She thanked providence that access to her final objective was in the south wall, making her invisible to anyone in the shack as she re-entered the settlement. Unless, of course, it had another door. Laura shook that particular thought from her head.

	As she entered the target hut, of course, she would be visible from the central shacks and probably others. She cursed. Nothing is perfect in life. At least, she would decrease the sight line to a few seconds.

	Resolve set, she checked the time: 6:43 pm. Two hundred metres east should do it. Laura blinked, wiped the sweat from her eyes, moved slowly away from the second shack, bent double and scurried rapidly through the bush. She counted her steps as best she could, stopped at three hundred, glanced at her watch again: 6:45 pm. Already her back muscles ached with the effort.

	Grimacing, Laura kept low and moved northwards. She stopped behind a large bush to rest for a moment, trying to regain her breath. Glancing backwards she could see the target hut to the southwest.

	The watch again: 6:48 pm. Laura went west, slower this time, fighting the pain in hackneyed muscles. She stopped, inhaled deeply, checked out the hut. To the south now, around three hundred metres. Jesus aid her. Had she overdone it? No check of the watch this time. It was what it was. She moved south immediately, target in sight, moving as swiftly and unobtrusively as she could.

	She reached the hut and collapsed untidily on the ground in the welcome shelter of the wall. No door this side, she confirmed thankfully.

	She checked the time again: 6:55 pm. She had five minutes. Her index finger pressed the phone’s return button. She waited for the tone to cease and whispered fiercely into the mike, “I need another fifteen minutes. Hold off, damn it.” Turning off the phone she tucked it into her pocket and rose. This was no time for debate.

	Gripping the pistol firmly, Laura crept around the west side of the shack. She could now see the open door of the cabin containing the men she had heard talking. To her right the door of the other central cabin appeared closed. She was thankful for small mercies.

	In one breathless movement, Laura scurried around the shack, opened the door and crossed the threshold. No challenging shouts pursued her. She moved swiftly inside, edging to one side of the entrance.

	There was a small outer room, empty save for two old desks piled on top of each other against the right hand wall. The floor was metallic, hard and smooth, scratched in places. Two doors were in the far wall, one open and one shut. Through the open door she could see the woman, back to her, talking to someone. The light was on, and she could see she was a carrier.

	She took four swift paces forward and levelled the laser.

	“Hold it there or I’ll shoot.”

	Jason was sitting on a bed, and Laura nearly wept with joy. He was free. He wasn’t carrying. The woman turned around slowly. It was Janice Mepunga.

	“Laura,” Janice said. “How clever of you.”

	“Back off,” Laura said, “or I will shoot.”

	Janice held up her hands. “No problem. We’ve finished with Jason anyway.”

	Laura’s heart leapt. What did Janice mean, finished? She checked her watch. Four minutes to go. She suddenly knew the missiles couldn’t be stopped. They were probably launched as soon as she had reached the settlement, if not before. If launched from Eucla, they would take no more than half an hour at the speed of sound.

	“Jason, get up! We’re leaving,” Laura cried frantically. “Quickly! We have to get out of here.”

	Jason started to rise and then froze in fear, eyes changing focus to somewhere beyond his mother. Laura picked it up, pirouetted, and fired point-blank at an indistinct figure with a raised arm.

	Seared through the chest, instantly slain, the impending assailant grunted and collapsed to the floor. The alien inside him shuddered and was still. The stench of burning flesh filled the small bedroom.

	Mepunga gasped and Laura whirled back to her. The policewoman had her fingers on a pistol at her waist. Laura lunged forward and placed her laser hard against Janice’s temple. In one swift movement, Jason took a step and grabbed Mepunga’s weapon.

	“For God’s sake, let’s get out of here,” Laura urged. “There’s an attack in minutes.” She jerked her head towards the door and locked eyes with Mepunga. “You first. Quickly. And keep quiet.”

	All three of them tumbled into the evening sunlight. The door of the nearby shack was still open. A noise from anyone would bring the occupants out.

	Laura gestured around the cabin and to the north and hissed, “That way. Run. And keep running.”
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	Beauty of whatever kind, in its supreme development, invariably excites the sensitive soul to tears. 

	[Edgar Allen Poe]

	 

	 

	They sped around the shack and into the bush: Mepunga in front, Laura and Jason close behind. None of them looked back. Mepunga was stretching it, trying to get distance between herself and the Sinclairs. Laura gritted her teeth and hung on, forcing her aching thighs to keep moving.

	They gained over three hundred metres before the missiles hit.

	Merciless, intense pressure steamrolled over them without as much as a sigh of warning. As one, they were swept to the ground, sheaves of corn in the wind. Somehow Laura managed to keep a grip on the laser as her face bit painfully into the desert floor.

	The noise, when it came, was more of an ear-piercing screech than a sonorous boom and Laura knew they had used radial incendiary warheads, which basically turned matter to dust in a predefined area. Laura blew a sigh of relief. There would be no problem radiation associated with nuclear weaponry.

	From her prone position, she did a quick check on Jason and Mepunga. Both remained motionless on the ground. She twisted her body to look back at the settlement.

	Voluminous flames leapt into the air and several spirals of black smoke pirouetted upwards in a macabre ballet instigated by frantic local eddies. She had no doubt that all life in the settlement had been extinguished, human and alien alike. Continuous waves of searing heat suddenly pulsed around her, and she scrambled to her feet. They needed to move further out.

	She heard a voice. “Mum. Are you okay?” Jason was kneeling, staring at her, still holding Mepunga’s pistol. They were his first words since she had entered the shack. Blood seeped from his head.

	Another explosion tore through the air, maybe a vehicle or a fuel cell of some kind.

	Laura gestured towards Mepunga. “Check her out, could you?”

	Jason didn’t move. “It’s not her fault, Mum,” he said. “She can’t help it.”

	Laura looked at her son through narrow eyes. “I know that, Jason, but she’s dangerous. She has us down for murder, remember?” She glanced at Mepunga and the dark shape within her, pondering if the alien would have emerged if the policewoman had been severely injured. She checked Janice’s aura. There didn’t appear to be any change. The thought crossed her mind that Mepunga was foxing: the oldest trick in the book and she had nearly fallen for it.

	Laura gestured her son away from the body. They stood ten metres away and Laura called out, “It’s no good, Janice. You may as well get up. I can see you’re not injured.”

	There was no reaction. Janice stayed down but suddenly her alien partner was alongside her, unfolding its wings, reflecting the golden westward sun. Laura almost fired the laser but felt Jason’s restraining hand on her arm.

	“It’s alright. It won’t go for you,” Jason said.

	“What’s it doing?” Laura asked nervously.

	“I think it wants her to get up.”

	Janice Mepunga rose to her knees, turning her head to look at Laura. “Looks like you win this round, brown elf.” Then she did an extraordinary thing. She turned to the creature and said, “I’m alright, RNetnA. You can come back inside.”

	Laura watched in horror as the alien turned to Janice and gently held out its right membranous arm to touch her leg. And then it was swiftly within her once more.

	Janice rose, dusted herself down and smiled at Laura. “You see. We are very good friends. Beautiful, is she not?”

	Laura pointed northwards with the laser. “Let’s go. Further out.”

	They moved quickly away from the burning settlement.

	Another blast of air hit them, not as strong as before, and they all went down simultaneously, even as Laura screamed at them to drop. A resonant boom followed her shout: a cleansing missile, wiping the site clean. And the slate, Laura thought. Looking up, she saw tears trickling from Janice’s eyes, making rivers on her dusty face. It was weird to see and completely unnerved her.

	“Get up,” Laura said, seeking control again. “Ten more minutes then we stop.”

	As they walked she asked Jason why he supposed the alien had not attacked her, had not tried to invade her body.

	“They checked me out,” he said simply. “It may be the nanobots. They may attack the alien – somehow pick it up, treat it as an invasive body. Somehow the aliens know they would have a problem.” He shrugged at his newfound intuition. “I don’t know. It’s a possibility.”

	“Shit!” Laura exclaimed, extracting a superior glance from Jason. “At least Ord got something right, although he couldn’t have known for sure.”

	Jason nodded. “It means the people at Milijun should be safe.”

	Meaning Nomi, Laura thought, as they marched on in silence.

	Laura finally called a halt and they sat down. The sun was losing its power but there were still dim shadows on the earthen desert floor. Laura and Jason sat a few metres away from Janice, facing her, watching her every move. In the far distance, a group of emus regarded them with ephemeral interest. A wedge-tailed eagle yelped overhead as it made its way to a nocturnal roost.

	“What did they want from you?” Laura said suddenly, glancing at Jason and remembering Janice’s words at the shack. “Why did they take you in the first place?”

	She scanned the sky, watching for the signs of an approaching choppa. Her implant meant that rescue could come at any time, even if she didn’t want it. Would they even bother? she asked herself.

	“They took a blood sample in the hut,” Jason replied. “Perhaps to check for nanobots.”

	“But that was after they flew off with you,” Laura reasoned, trying to make sense of it all. “That cannot be why they took you in the first place. How would they know about the nanobots? And your blood was normal at Robert’s house. Did the creature try to enter you then?” She kept her laser trained on the policewoman as she spoke, still nervous about the tears, recalling her relief at finding Jason in Robert’s cellar.

	Jason shook his head. “Not at Robert’s house. I think they were more interested in just keeping me quiet. I was broadcasting on the camp’s computer, remember? And Robert was already carrying, already under control.” He shrugged. “Maybe they would have tried later, if you had not brought Janice Mepunga.”

	Laura glimpsed the flicker of a smile cross Janice’s face and just didn’t believe they had finished with her son. “So we don’t really know why they took you today?”

	Jason nodded at Janice. “Ask her why they took me.”

	Laura turned slightly and felt the phone digging into her ribs. It would be so easy to contact Ord and call in a choppa. Not yet, she thought, not quite yet. There was still a reluctance to fall under Ord’s influence again, and she wanted Mepunga to admit the truth concerning the alleged murders.

	“So why did they carry Jason away?” Laura challenged Janice.

	Janice stared serenely at Laura. “You should really ask RNetnA.”

	“You ask RNetnA,” Laura snapped. “Then tell me.”

	“I don’t have to,” Janice said. “Jason was the First Seen and passed RNetnA’s test.”

	“First Seen? Test? What test?” Laura glanced at Jason. He was fingering his pistol nervously, regarding Janice Mepunga with uncertainty etched all over his face.

	“At Robert’s place,” Janice replied. “He was assessed as the First Seen, the first specimen, if you like.”

	“Jesus aid us!” Laura gasped. “Specimen! This is my son, you stupid bitch.”

	“The First Seen is always taken as a specimen. Others are entered, and communication is established.”

	“Communication!” Laura retorted. “You mean control.” She stared pointedly at the policewoman. “You are controlled, Janice.”

	“It is their nature,” Janice said mildly. “It is the way they are.”

	“So Robert and your partner had to die? Just for that? Did you kill your partner, Janice?” Laura put the laser down on the ground in front of her almost as a peace offering, hoping to relax Mepunga enough for her tongue to loosen. “Did you?”

	Janice Mepunga smiled ruefully. “I thought that was down to you.”

	“No,” Jason said quietly. “It was down to you. But not really you. Down to RNetnA.”

	Janice shrugged. “It was the cleanest thing to do.”

	Silence ran between them for a while, stirred by an emergent cold breeze from the west.

	“What happens to the First Seen?” Jason asked suddenly. “What do the aliens want with me?”

	“They are taken home,” Janice said. She frowned, for the first time showing some confusion. “They are taken … genome … home.”

	Laura shook her head, picked up the pistol and levelled it at Janice’s head. “And where might that be?” She was met with a hard stare but no words. Laura realised she had probably just asked where the aliens came from and wasn’t sure she really wanted to know.

	She needn’t have worried. Without any warning, Mepunga lay back on the desert floor. “I thought your cavalry would have been here by now,” she said glibly. “I know mine soon will be.”

	Janice Mepunga’s words filled Laura with fear. Her eyes checked the darkening sky, looking for signs of aliens in flight. A cruising bird, looming large against the rising moon, made her heart leap, and she felt her stomach churn beneath her ribs.

	Laura surreptitiously studied the policewoman. Of ancient Aboriginal stock, she was undoubtedly a good cop. Or had been until becoming host to her fearsome passenger. Janice was cool, probably ruthless, and she definitely knew more than she was saying. But even now Laura couldn’t think of her as the enemy. Not if she was fully coerced.

	Lifting her head, Laura let the cooling breeze massage her face, kept her eyes and pistol trained, and puzzled over Jason traversing Pena Robert’s paddock.

	“You cannot shoot them all when they come,” Janice said, breaking the spell. “They will take you both and carry you away.”

	“Why are they here?” Jason asked. “What’s their purpose?”

	Janice’s laugh rang through the evening air like the peal of ungainly church bells wrung by maniacal ringers.

	“Oh yes,” she said. “Know thine enemy.” She too looked at the sky, holding her finger up to test for the wind. “They are doing what they are created to do, that is all.”

	Completely unnerved, Laura took out her phone and pressed Ord’s number. Suddenly though, out of the dusk, came the sound of a choppa. Sam Dennison, Laura thought with relief. Thank God he held his ground. She cancelled the call, watching the dark shape of the aircraft homing in from the south. Suddenly, they were bathed in light as the choppa touched down no more than twenty metres away to the west.

	Laura looked at Janice. “Looks like my cavalry is here first.”

	Sam Dennison called out from the cockpit. “Laura, Jason. Get over here.”

	Of course, Laura thought, he doesn’t know that Janice Mepunga is with us. “There’s someone else,” she called back. “Janice Mepunga. She’s a carrier.”

	A few seconds passed before Dennison replied. “Just leave her,” he said eventually. “There’s no way I’m taking an alien on board.”

	Laura looked at Janice. “Can you send RNetnA away?”

	Jason gasped. “Mum! Are you crazy?”

	“Better still,” Sam yelled from the choppa, “get her to move further away from the aircraft.”

	A rising moon was balancing on the policewoman’s shoulder. With the sun almost gone, Laura found it difficult to read Janice’s expression, and wondered if the officer was actually considering asking the alien to go.

	“He’ll likely shoot you from the air if you stay down here,” Laura said.

	Janice’s shoulders moved slightly. “And he’ll likely shoot RNetnA if she emerges.”

	“The aliens are fast. It has a chance of escape.”

	Janice shook her head. “The status quo remains.”

	“Let’s get out of here,” Jason said to his mother. “She said they are coming to get her.”

	Laura aimed her laser at the policewoman’s head. “Tell the pilot you murdered your partner. And what happened to Robert.”

	Janice shook her head again. “You won’t pull the trigger, brown elf. I think it would be an admission under duress anyhow, don’t you?”

	Laura bit her lip. She had already killed a man and hated herself for doing it. She was annoyed Mepunga could read her so well. The darkening sky seemed to be pressing in, and she found her mind full of conflict. Suddenly, the hum of the choppa’s engine increased in pitch. Jason started to back towards the sound, urging his mother to do the same.

	“If they don’t come you could die out here,” Laura said and, after receiving no response from the policewoman, she added, “I’ll make sure he doesn’t shoot you.”

	Reversing, Laura kept the gun trained on Janice. As she neared the choppa, she risked a brief glance backwards. She was close, no more than four metres. Jason was at the cockpit door. Looking again at Mepunga, she was relieved the policewoman hadn’t moved.

	“Did you record her admission on your phone before?” Jason hissed at her.

	Laura recalled Janice’s words, it was the cleanest thing to do. “No I bloody well didn’t,” she responded angrily. “Why do you think I tried to get her to confess just now?” Too much had happened in too short a time. Too much to think about. Too many alternatives.

	“Good job I did then,” Jason said, holding up his camera in the moonlight.

	Laura cried, “Jesus, Jason!” She hadn’t even known he still had his camera.

	“Stop prattling and get in the back,” Sam ordered urgently, lifting the choppa half a metre off the ground to emphasise his point. “And keep your eyes and guns on your friend over there.”

	Laura and Jason scrambled into the back of the aircraft, trying to keep their pistols trained on Janice Mepunga. Immediately they were pushed into their seats as the choppa leapt skywards.

	Laura abruptly held her weapon at Sam’s head. “Don’t attack Mepunga, Sam. Just leave her.”

	The pilot groaned. “Not again.” He kicked the aircraft into an abrupt starboard ascent, leaving the ground far behind.

	“No personnel missiles,” Laura commanded.

	“You don’t have to do this, Mum,” Jason said. “I have her admission.”

	“There’s an alien down there,” Sam said.

	“There’s also a human being,” Laura retorted.

	The choppa suddenly sank swiftly towards the ground. All the lights dimmed and then went out. It was heading east towards a rising moon. Several seconds passed before alarm bells rang in Laura’s head.

	“Sam, what’s going on?” Laura’s voice sounded as if it were inside a hollow sphere. She gasped and grabbed Jason’s arm, as the aircraft hurtled eastwards at over five hundred kilometres an hour no more than two metres from the ground.

	“Groundhog day,” Sam responded.

	Jason craned forward, taking a glance at Sam’s midriff, which had previously been hidden by his seat.

	“Mum!” Jason cried. “He’s carrying.”

	Laura went cold, fingering her pistol, surprised at how this had happened so quickly. Sam must have been caught unawares while he was holding station near the old settlement. She sighed, resigned to inaction, knowing any move at this speed and altitude was instant death.

	“Okay First Seen,” Sam said chillingly, “time to get you home.”

	The choppa had safely gone and there was only silence for company. Janice sat on the cold, hard earth and stared at the moon, which hung gold and bold in a pubescent night sky. She mused on Laura Sinclair’s parting words: I’ll make sure he doesn’t shoot you. And he hadn’t. But, of course, he would not have anyway, as he was carrying a sister of RNetnA. Though elf woman would not have known that.

	Janice marvelled at the seemingly telepathic communication the alien creatures used. So swift and efficient. As if they had in-built antennae. Maybe they did. Or maybe it was something else, something way beyond her understanding. She was still fearful of what they were, of where they came from. Still apprehensive of what they could represent.

	She felt the breeze on her face, heard rustling from near and from afar, maybe imagined, maybe real, maybe half and half. There were spirits here, she was certain. Protecting her, enfolding her. She thought of her upbringing as the only child of an affluent middle-aged Adelaide couple. Single children families were prevalent these days, if indeed there were any offspring at all.

	Her mother had died when she was six, the victim of an armed home invasion that had also left her father severely traumatised with half his face scorched away. Four years later, her father had remarried, and she had become stepdaughter to a money-grabbing vixen who lacked security and confidence and who, it seemed to Janice, had married her father to obtain both. Even so, her father seemed to love his new wife as much as he had loved Janice’s mother. And that was beyond Janice’s comprehension.

	At the age of sixteen, she became a police cadet and loved it with a passion and understanding way beyond her tender years. Following her twentieth birthday, she applied for and received a posting to Caiguna and never saw her father again.

	So what was she doing here sitting on the desert floor, kilometres from civilisation? RNetnA stirred, and Janice pondered over the elf woman’s other words: Can you send RNetnA away? Could she?

	Janice knew RNetnA had signalled to be rescued. And she had also known the choppa pilot was freshly carrying and that a small part of her had wanted to warn the Sinclairs. Or perhaps the choppa pilot was indeed her own rescuer, and the alien within him had seized a different opportunity. Jason was going home once more. After all, that had been, and conceivably still was, the priority. Conceivably! Wrong word, she thought with a wry grin, definitely the wrong word.

	A fleeting gust of wind whipped at the dust around her feet and as a soft white cloud drifted over the moon, Janice saw her mother standing before her. Just a momentary glimpse for no more than five seconds. Ten metres away at the most. She was dressed how she remembered her. White shirt. Three-quarter cotton skirt in dark green. A red hibiscus in her hair. A haunted look upon her face. Yet she was still beautiful. Then she was gone amidst a stirring of the air and fine soil blowing over Janice’s shoes.

	Despite the wind and the dust and the feeling of belonging to this abandoned place and notwithstanding the surging of the spirits she felt around her, Janice felt alone. She was caught between two worlds.

	As Janice thought more about Laura Sinclair’s words, RNetnA was abruptly in front of her, staring into her mind with huge, radiant eyes. The alien lifted its arms, displaying translucent membranes, which seemed to capture all the moon’s brightness but turn the area around Janice a little darker.

	Tears blurred the policewoman’s vision. She knew RNetnA was leaving. The arms dropped and rose two more times and then, in an apparent farewell gesture, RNetnA’s right arm lifted on its own.

	There was nothing Janice could say. Her lips seemed frozen, incapable of independent movement. She was mesmerised by the eyes. They seemed to reflect the moon and the entire night sky, and her heart felt as heavy as lead.

	RNetnA raised the other arm and lifted into the air, membranes sparkling like running water. The alien turned eastwards and was swiftly gone.

	The depth of the surrounding silence pierced Janice’s mind like a stiletto. Was this supposed to happen? She started to worry about the future, but stopped herself before the tears came. She pictured her mother, felt her presence, and looked at the evening sky endeavouring to understand. But how could she understand? It was all too vast.

	Who did she belong to now? Earth or sky? Human or alien? Something whispered to her, You are who you are.

	Janice turned south and started walking towards the faraway rail line. At length, she passed the nest site, gone forever, a totem of total annihilation. No food there, no water. Certainly no transport. Just burning dust.

	Moving on, she thought of her childhood and her mother. She dared not think of her future. She had killed her police partner. And her only excuse was RNetnA. She wondered if it was like this for other abandoned carriers.

	A jumble of mixed emotions coursed through her mind: contradictions, and remorse at being used, at being taken beyond time-honoured comfort zones.

	She felt empty inside, used up. Nevertheless, she kept moving south, the image of her mother continuously in her thoughts.

	Would RNetnA return?
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	Sebastian Ord stared at the encrypted message from Dresden for the third time in as many hours and frowned. The text was simple enough, but he had an uncanny feeling the communication held more significance than the basic picture the words painted.

	 

	The limb is perfectly elliptical at all sections, aspect ratio 1.571 Material [a silicon derivative?] appears to be perfectly homogeneous with no flaws whatsoever – still working on this Where the laser severed the limb, the wound has sealed over with a white lustrous finish. Molecular structure extremely sparse but there appears to be a network of very fine wires threaded through the limb, not hollow, therefore not carrying liquid, more likely neural or electrical pathways Structure becomes wholly pervious at distinct temperature REFER TO ATTACHED TECHNICAL REPORT FOR ALL DETAILS

	Hope this helps,

	Karl Bauer

	 

	Ord sighed and looked at his wrist: 1930 hours. It looked like another sleep over at the base was on the cards.

	He had passed the message and attachment on to his own technical people who were working on the alien bodies from the assembly hall debacle. Right now, he was more interested in live aliens than dead ones.

	His phone suddenly beeped and the voice of Lieutenant Thomas Ambry rang through the office. “We have a problem with the choppa, sir. It’s off screen.”

	The major general cursed. “Run it back and patch it through. Let me see.”

	His wall screen flickered to reveal a plan view of the terrain around Rawlinna. The choppa’s icon shone powerfully, then blinked and suddenly disappeared, timed at twenty four seconds ago. He checked the coordinates: 1252047, 302352.

	“What about the Sinclairs’ traces?” Ord asked. “Have we got those?”

	“Sorry, sir. They’ve gone too. The choppa engaged ECM. Everything is drowned.”

	“Christ! What’s Dennison playing at?” Ord fumed. “He must be—”

	“Carrying, sir,” Ambry finished. “That’s the only explanation.”

	Ord shook his head. “How the hell did that happen? Wouldn’t we have tracked an alien approach on the aircraft?”

	“Not necessarily. Not if it kept really low until striking.”

	“I cannot afford to lose that vehicle,” Ord said, his voice like steel. “What’s the geostationary satellite situation? Have we new launches yet?”

	“We’re at least two hours away,” Ambry replied. “Our discussions with our friends north of the border are just entering final resolution stage. Negotiations may yet stall.”

	Ord took a deep breath then said, “Get on to Woomera. Tell them to launch one now. You know the area we want covered. I want an orbiter up there and transmitting in fifteen minutes.”

	“But, sir,” Ambry protested, “there’ll be a huge diplomatic incident if we do that before agreement is reached. They may even attempt to intervene.”

	“Let them,” Ord glowered. “By then we may well have the data we need.”

	Ord made a fist and thumped the desk in frustration. They had not told the north the true reason for the additional observation satellite but maybe that time was rapidly approaching, especially if the aliens spread into their territory. That was a dreadful thought.

	“Also,” Ord added, “I want every available terrain hugging vehicle scrambled and scouring the locale where the choppa vanished. All radii of possibilities.”

	Ambry affirmed and signed off, leaving the major general to his own thoughts once more. Containment was the name of the game. He tried to put himself in the minds of the aliens. What would they do with the power they had? Infiltrate. Get into positions of authority; positions where they could destroy or expand or, heaven forbid, do both.

	They had to be contained. Seek and annihilate before they spread further like some rampaging virus. And that was why they had to find the Sinclairs. He was certain the choppa would head for the prime nest of the aliens, or at least a significant population.

	Ord closed his eyes and when he opened them saw a roboservant hovering in the doorway. Following its training it did not speak first to senior officers unless it was a classified emergency.

	“Well,” Ord said, “what is it?”

	“Your presence is requested in the laboratory, sir,” the serv said. “As soon as possible.”

	Ord nodded. “Fine. Tell them I’ll be right down.”

	The serv disappeared leaving Ord wondering why his technical manager couldn’t phone him like everyone else did. But then he realised he may have been engaged, and call waiting was not his lab manager’s style.

	He stood and stretched, hands just shy of the ceiling. Taking a last look at Bauer’s words that had once more usurped the screen, he left his office and headed for the elevator.

	The Eucla military laboratory was small compared to the Milijun facility. Ord was, nonetheless, immensely proud of what had been his brainchild, born of endless approaches to the federal bean counters in Canberra.

	Entering the locale was like walking into an underground village of pristine white igloos set against a snow-filled sky. The overall area was rectangular and split into various working zones, each specialising in different investigative sciences: energy, materials, operations, support, systems, biological, chemical and psychological.

	He made his way directly to the lab manager’s office and found a short message on the computer screen: materials lab. Making his way as directed, Ord found Dr Markus Singh engaged in earnest conversation with two of his technical colleagues.

	Ord had lured Singh away from the donnish corridors of Sydney University three years ago. He was a tenacious researcher who never left a stone unturned. Slight of build, the lab manager had piercing blue eyes, a dazzling smile below a small moustache and, despite being only in his mid- thirties, a forest of silver hair thinning at the forehead.

	Nearby, prostrate on a table, lay the body of an alien.

	It took Ord a moment to appreciate something was wrong. Nothing was obviously amiss but then, as he scanned the body of the alien in more detail, he realised he was looking at a complete survivor from the assembly hall. Except, of course, there were no complete survivors.

	“It’s a cut and paste,” Singh said, wrinkling his large nose and managing not to smile.

	Ord moved closer to the alien body and studied it intensely.

	“It’s actually a composite, made from the bodies of five of the creatures,” Singh continued. “It was Bauer’s communication that gave me the idea.”

	“It looks perfect,” Ord said. He looked hard at Singh. “It is dead?” It seemed like a stupid question, but the creature looked so whole that he had to ask it.

	This time Singh permitted himself a smile. “So far. However, there are signs of activity at the joint zones. You have to look close to see though.”

	“It’s so …” Ord searched for the word, but could only come up with the one he had used before. “It’s so perfect.”

	“We’ve taken 3D images of all the severed pieces and overlaid them against their counterparts,” one of the technicians said. “They fit exactly, even the wings, absolutely no variation. It would appear all the creatures are identical.” He pointed to a screen where several body parts were alternately coming together and then moving apart like some miniature cosmic event.

	“Are we saying these creatures are clones?” Ord asked.

	Singh shrugged. “They’re identical to the last micron, whatever that suggests.”

	“What do you think it suggests?”

	“A production line,” Singh answered, “with a high degree of quality control.”

	“Ants. Bees. Are they all identical? Within their types, I mean.”

	“Perhaps. But I doubt it.”

	There was coldness to Singh’s words that sent a shiver down Ord’s spine.

	He glanced at the alien. “Cut it up again,” he ordered. “The last thing we want is one of you guys carrying.”
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	Scores of blue, pulsating orbs expanded and exploded around Laura. As an orb burst, vanishing to a pinprick, so another grew in its place. Eerie silence accompanied the explosions, a silence as pure as she had ever known. Initially, she thought she was dreaming but not even dreams were this soundless. The orbs, like frenzied blue jellyfish suddenly disappeared, replaced by a swirling dense mist. Her mind scrambled for explanations.

	Less than a minute ago she recalled saying to the pilot, “Do you know about Milijun?” She didn’t even know why she had said it. Only that it seemed the right thing to do, a phrase suddenly in her mind and impatient for release.

	The reaction from Sam was immediate. The choppa had abruptly decelerated, hovered and slowly turned to the north, the pilot’s finger over the missile button. Lifting the machine to fifteen metres above ground level, Sam had said, “Oh yes. Ord’s land of magic and mystery, pixies and mystics.” There had been contempt in his voice, and then he had pressed the button. Laura had the strange feeling that even lacking the alien within, Sam Dennison would still have fired.

	The missile had spread its wings, and immediately the blue had come. Everything hushed. The hum of the engine ceased and the choppa fell to earth, powerless, as if all energy was drained away. There was no sound as the machine hit the hard and dusty ground. None of the disturbed soil rose into the air.

	Laura had just felt the brief impact, hard and vicious through her seat. Blinded by the blue spheres she had put out a hand, feeling for Jason, but there was only empty space. She had tried to call out, but found she could not make a sound, her own energy taken from her.

	She didn’t know exactly where Milijun was, but knew it must be somewhere on the horizon.

	The cavorting mist faded, leaving moonlight to dominate the inside of the choppa. Jason was not in the seat beside her. Looking forward she saw the vehicle’s canopy was fractured and a door hung open. Sam Dennison was slumped to one side of his seat, head at an unnatural angle. She knew he was dead, but whether from the choppa’s plunge or the exodus of the alien, she could not be sure.

	Outside was unknown, but she made her way out all the same. Jason was missing and seemingly the alien also. Cautiously looking around, Laura saw a figure standing nearby, half in shadow, half in light. Jason? No. The figure was more ethereal than her son could ever be. Recognition struck; it was Uriel, the leader of Milijun. The figure beckoned her closer, but she hesitated, unsure of what had really occurred and where this latest circumstance was leading.

	After some seconds, she called out, “What happened?”

	Uriel approached until he stood no more than five metres away, russet robe drifting in the breeze. “You heard me then,” he said. Laura frowned, not understanding. “Do you know about Milijun?” Uriel added.

	Laura caught her breath. “You made me say that?”

	Uriel broke into a smile. “Something like that.”

	“What happened?” Laura repeated, looking around, searching for Jason and ever watchful for Dennison’s alien.

	“Minus MC2,” Uriel replied. His smile turned into a grin, though even that did not appear to crease his smooth, tanned skin tone. “Milijun’s protection.”

	Laura blinked. She briefly wondered whether it was some kind of negative mass technology. Maybe anti-gravity? But she really only had one prime thought. “Where’s Jason?”

	“In Milijun. Safe and sound.”

	Relief flooded through Laura, even though she found it hard to believe. The complex must be at least a hundred kilometres away. There had been no time to transport Jason there. Nor, for that matter, had there been time to bring Uriel to the crash site.

	Uriel saw the disbelief etched on her face. “Remember what I told you some time ago,” he said, and then repeated it verbatim. “The controlled manipulation of these forces could make it possible to move mass instantaneously from one point to another in space and maybe even in time. That is our quest.”

	Laura shook her head. This was impossible. Maybe it was a dream after all.

	“How long was I in the blue field?”

	“Long enough.”

	“And the alien?”

	“In Milijun. Safe and sound.”

	How has he done this? Laura thought. Surely there had been no time. Uriel stepped forward and held out both his hands. “Shall we go?”

	It was evident that Milijun was a great deal larger, and contained more levels, than Laura had initially surmised. She was now much deeper underground than last time, and utterly confused. Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she reflected upon how she had got there.

	She remembered cautiously taking Uriel’s proffered hands and then, within the blink of an eye, finding herself in the central elevator of the research complex. She presumed it was some kind of matter transportation. It seemed like Milijun technology could move substance and energy at will, even people.

	She felt fine though. It was not as if she sensed her atoms had been scrambled and re-assembled. Indeed, she doubted it even worked like that: much too haphazard a process. Nonetheless, here she was, in one piece, in the bowels of Milijun.

	There was no feeling of light-headedness, just mental discomfort, as if she had woken from a vivid dream to face reality, except that the dream had possessed more substance.

	She had ridden the elevator with Uriel for over a minute. Now Laura sat in a small, four-walled chamber with light blue decor. The room contained two beds, a cleansing booth and two single chairs. A robe was draped over one of the chairs.

	Uriel had left, inviting her to wash and change, and saying he would fetch Jason. He had also taken her pistol, which had been transported with her, presumably, like her clothes, being in the epidermal field of Uriel’s magical technology.

	She started to change clothes. The wall in front of her flickered briefly, then filled with text. At the top it said: Laura, please read and tell me if you agree. A number of bullet points ran the depth of the wall. Laura shook her head in disbelief. She was not in the mood for this. All she wanted was to see Jason. She scanned the words anyway.

	
	• The aliens were found in a cave deep beneath the lunar surface

	• They responded to one of their kind being taken by destroying a lunar mining base

	• They flew to Earth through space without the need for artificial support

	• They responded to a ‘clear and present danger’ threat from a military choppa by destroying it

	• They can and do invade the human body for means of control of that person

	• A male carrier nearly always dies when the alien departs

	• A female carrier nearly always becomes convinced of the afterlife when the alien departs

	• They use a light beam to obtain lift in the absence of any other natural light

	• They have not, thus far, indulged in wholesale, unprovoked aggression (they may be more subtle than that!)

	• They show signs of grouping or hive activity but can act solely

	• They are capable of acting as a coordinated group

	• They can combine to form a lift vortex e.g. Jason at Caiguna East

	• Milijun personnel can read if a human is carrying an alien [probably advanced nanobotics]

	• They are exactly identical



	Laura pursed her lips. Some of the points she didn’t know. Clearly, Uriel had strong links with the military, Ord in particular. “You missed one,” she said out loud. “They cannot invade a human carrying nanobotic enhancements. At least the ones Jason and I have.”

	The bullet was added to the screen almost as she said the words.

	“Anything else?” Uriel’s voice bounced from wall to wall.

	Laura shook her head. “No.”

	Looking at the screen summary, Laura couldn’t help thinking that the list portrayed the aliens as sinned against, rather than sinners. She frowned. The incident at Cocklebiddy Cave suggested otherwise. Uriel’s last bullet point dug into her mind. Exactly identical. That was weird. No double-helix shifts there then.

	“I want to see Jason,” she said to the wall.

	“Right you are,” the wall responded.

	She was expecting her son, but Laura still found his sudden robed presence in the doorway unnerving. It was, she realised, the third time she had lost and found Jason since that dreadful first sighting near Cocklebiddy, since when he unwittingly became the First Seen.

	Even though tears welled in her eyes, she could see that Jason appeared calm, much calmer than he had been on the choppa. He suddenly smiled at her, and she rushed over and surrounded him with her arms, planted kisses on his forehead, held him tight with her head against his shoulder.

	“Good to see you too, Mum,” Jason said.

	Laura eventually stood back, studied her son with the eyes of a mother.

	“Can we stop this?” she cried. “This disappearing act you do. I can’t stand it.”

	She looked flushed, at odds with events, and abruptly grabbed his hand. “I hate it, Jason.”

	“I know Mum but—”

	“But what?” Laura was frowning intensely. Her eyes, full of love, were piercing, her voice tense.

	Jason shook his head. “Nothing.”

	Laura took a deep breath and sat down on the bed. She couldn’t understand why Jason was so composed, so matter of fact. He had just been instantaneously transferred from one place to another. At least, it felt like it was instantaneous. What did they call it? Teleportation? Telekinesis? She found it much harder to accept than the presence of aliens on Earth.

	“What did you feel when you got here, when you left the choppa?” Laura asked.

	Jason chewed his upper lip. “Nothing really. I was in the choppa, concentrating on Sam Dennison. The missile flew and I was suddenly here.” He looked into Laura’s eyes. “It wasn’t painful or anything.”

	Laura sighed. “I know.” Looking around at the walls she added, “But it’s so crazy, Jason. First aliens and now this.”

	“It’s this place, Mum. It’s what it does. High-end research. Integrating science with ancient philosophies. Like Uriel said, there is a world grid with direct harmonic relationships to gravity, light, magnetics and mass. Way out stuff but …” Jason hesitated, as if unwilling to complete the sentence.

	“Well?” Laura was impatient. This wasn’t the son she knew speaking. It was some unfamiliar teenager, someone who was strangely altered, and someone who possessed a self-assurance that the old Jason never had. And, she realised, there was still a month to go to his fifteenth birthday!

	“But based on real science; ancient science really, with the benefit of modern techniques. Something the old scientists could only dream about. Something they could barely imagine.”

	Laura shrugged. “But the power of it, Jason.” She reached out and touched his face as if testing whether he was solid. “To move people like that.”

	“Maybe not just people,” Jason said. “Maybe objects, too.”

	Fear swept through Laura’s mind, almost a wave of panic. She had nanobots in her bloodstream, and her atoms had been scrambled. And she was in total dread. She was not accepting like Jason; she was not in control.

	“I suppose you saw Uriel,” she said quietly. “Before you came here I mean.”

	Jason nodded. “Not in person. But we talked when I woke up.”

	“Did he mention anything about minus MC2?”

	“Energy, mass, velocity. All one. The holy trinity. All the same. Not to be separated. He was very forceful. Not even Ord knows about it.”

	“That’s how they downed the choppa.”

	“They sucked its energy away.”

	“Why not us, too?”

	“Good question. We should ask him.”

	The wall screen flickered, and Uriel’s voice filled the room. “Sorry to break it up but we’ve got work to do. A serv will collect you in five minutes.”

	Laura looked aghast at Jason. “What now?”
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	The serv led them down two more levels. After navigating several turns, they found themselves in a circular room with pristine white walls and a floor of shining black marble. Three crystal-bearing machines stood around the periphery of the chamber, humming softly, like somnolent sentries on guard duty.

	Uriel sat on a chair in the centre of the floor, flanked by two larger crystals. He gazed up as they entered, smiling in his usual calmative way. The serv retreated without a word.

	Uriel said, “Greetings. The wanderers return.”

	Not for the first time, Laura felt herself bristling at the incessant serenity of the Milijun leader who, despite the unearthly recent events, emanated a self-confidence, which suggested he was in total control of the situation.

	Laura started to speak. “Why are we—” but Uriel placed a finger to his lips, and it was enough to quieten her.

	“Please,” Uriel said, “we have work to do.”

	Laura glanced at Jason. He was a little flushed, but otherwise looked fine. She breathed deeply. Calm. Keep calm.

	“Work,” Laura said. Not a question. Just a statement.

	One of the sentry crystals flashed blue and part of the wall behind Uriel shimmered and turned black. Door shaped. Some kind of entrance. Through the door came a uniformed officer, one of Ord’s Special Forces, armed with a laser. Then another officer and then … Laura blinked, uttered a small cry, felt her hands become two tight balls … one of the alien creatures, eyes alert, head rotating slowly left and right, wings folded, steps staccato, face expressionless and as mysterious as the night sky.

	Laura felt Jason take a swift intake of breath, felt his body tense up beside her.

	Following the creature came two more armed personnel. The wall became white once more. The four guards and the alien stood motionless, but all five, Laura sensed, were like coiled springs, alert for aggression from the other species.

	Uriel rose from his chair and entered the space between the four officers, slowly circling the alien, returning the stare of the eyes as they followed his movement.

	“They cannot invade a human carrying nanobotic enhancements,” Uriel whispered, causing Laura to start as she recognised her own words.

	Laura was about to ask where they found the creature but, of course, she already knew. This was Dennison’s alien, the one from the choppa, transferred like herself and Jason into Uriel’s subterranean lair.

	Overcoming ingrained fear, Laura ran her eyes over the captured alien, observing details that frantic mind and limited time had prevented her detecting in Cocklebiddy Cave and the desert shack.

	The arms appeared triple jointed and were held tight to the lean torso where Laura could make out thin membranous wings folded like closed paper-thin fans. The slender legs were supported on fairly long feet. There were no toes but there did appear to be some kind of joint at the instep region. Each hand carried three long fingers.

	Skin texture was smooth and predominantly green. It flickered iridescently as if miniature scales were present. Little green man. From outer space.

	Laura took a deep breath and considered the face. There did appear to be small ears, flat and round against the skull, a tiny hole where a mouth would normally be, and a loose flap in the nose area. She lowered her glance. There were no genitalia visible. That did not surprise Laura in the least. She could not imagine such a creature indulging in sexual procreation. But then again, she couldn’t imagine it with ants either.

	How the hell, Laura mused, can they get themselves into a person’s body? Even with the scrawny legs folded up the creature would take up a sizeable proportion of the human chest and abdominal cavity. There was, she realised, much more to it than mere spatial displacement, at least from the human perspective.

	With a start, she realised that the alien was returning her gaze. She actually felt self-conscious and, almost as a nervous reaction, she raised her right arm a little way from her side. From the corner of her eye, she saw Uriel and Jason observing her with some interest. The alien reflected her movement, its eyes never leaving hers. Feeling slightly euphoric, Laura lifted both her arms to the horizontal position in the hope the alien would replicate and reveal the diaphanous wings. It duly obliged, but also caused the four guards to raise their lasers.

	“Communication,” Uriel remarked, “is so important.” He motioned the guards to lower their arms and turned to Laura and Jason. “We need to understand these beings; we need to know what they are, we need to know why they are here, and we need to know where they are from. As a first stage, we need to get inside their heads.” He looked at Jason as if willing him to state the obvious.

	For a moment, Jason did not respond. Then he shrugged. “Maybe when it’s carried by one of us.”

	Laura gasped. “No Jason!” She glared at Uriel. “It won’t work in any case. Not with our nanobotics.”

	“No,” Jason said. “I mean carried by a monitored human.”

	Uriel nodded. “It may work. And we have the ideal candidate.” He motioned to the guards. “Take our friend away. Same conditions. Nil light.”

	Laura watched as the laser muzzles were raised, almost touching the alien. The guards gestured and shepherded the creature through the wall portal. She caught its eyes as it took a final look back. There was no fear, no aggression. There was nothing really. Although – maybe there was pleading, a desperate wish to be understood. Or was that her imagination, or a trick of the crystal-reflected light?

	There was a brief silence then Uriel said slowly, “So Jason, you are the First Seen.”

	Eyes wide, Laura looked quickly at Uriel, feeling her heart thumping in her chest. She wondered how he knew about Janice Mepunga’s comments. Then she remembered they were tagged, deducing that the implant must include an audio transmitter.

	Uriel held up his hands in mental surrender. “Yes, we monitored you. We also heard about Mepunga’s partner. Feel some relief in that.”

	“Mepunga said the First Seen is always taken as a specimen. Others are entered for communication,” Jason said. “Does that make sense?”

	“To them obviously,” Uriel said. “It also suggests they have a modus operandi which they have previously applied, either here or on other worlds. Earth may not be the only planet they have discovered.”

	Laura felt sick. All she could do was shake her head.

	Uriel raised his wrist to his lips. “Let’s find Janice Mepunga,” he said to whoever was on the other end. Then he turned to Laura and Jason. “If these creatures invade our leaders, people in critical positions, then we are in grave danger. We need to understand why they are here.”

	They are wiser than us, Laura mused. Wiser and smarter. They know other worlds.

	“They are older than us, for certain,” Uriel stated, as if joining Laura’s thoughts.

	He can somehow get into minds? Laura thought. Nanobotics?

	“How can we protect people?” Jason asked.

	“Milijun personnel can sense these creatures inside a human. You know that from personal experience. We have offered as many of our people as we can to the government, to do with as they wish.” Uriel hesitated, then lifted his slim shoulders in a slow motion shrug. “But we cannot protect everybody. Thomas Ambry, who you know as Tham, is currently with Ord. You, yourselves, may end up with such a mission.”

	“Why not use the nanobots in everyone?” Jason said. “Give everyone the protection of enhancement.”

	Uriel smiled sadly. “We, of course, do not have the quantities to do that. It’s a select few only I’m afraid who will now receive nanobots directly, starting with the President. Also, producing the nanos is unbelievably expensive. Our resources are really limited to Milijun support. We can work on producing the required quantities to support more people but that would take a long time, perhaps years, especially with reduced Milijun personnel. And by then it may be too late.” Uriel shrugged again. “Essentially we can protect only a small number of people, one way or the other.”

	“But you changed us,” Laura protested.

	Uriel nodded. “But you were the First Seen,” he said, as if that was an explanation.

	“But surely you did not know that then,” Laura disputed. “You did not know who we were.” She looked hard at Uriel. “Did you?”

	Uriel held up a hand. “It is getting late,” he said. “We should all retire.”

	A serv appeared at the doorway, ready to take them back to their accommodation.

	“We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Uriel said.

	Laura and Jason did not sleep immediately when they got back to the light-blue chamber. With lights out, they reclined on their respective beds staring at the murky ceiling.

	“I’ve been thinking,” Laura said. “What would have happened if there was no Milijun?”

	“We’d be as we were for one thing,” Jason replied. “No nanobotics.”

	“And nobody would be able to recognise a carrier.”

	“We would likely be carriers,” Jason said. “From Cocklebiddy or some time just after that.”

	“You would still be the First Seen.”

	“I would too.” He turned to his mother in the darkness. “I actually feel safer with the nanobots now.”

	“We don’t really know if they would have entered the First Seen.” Laura frowned in the dark, endeavouring to think it through.

	“I guess not. Hopefully, we’ll never find the answer to that question.”

	There was silence for a moment and Laura wondered if Jason had drifted off.

	Still playing the game she said, “What if the aliens weren’t really aliens?”

	Something like a snort came from Jason’s bed. “Are you serious?”

	“What if they were part of Milijun, created at Milijun. What if Milijun was their home?”

	“Aliens created at Milijun! For what purpose?”

	“I’m working on it,” Laura said. “Firstly, they don’t have to be alive, I mean they could be advanced robots.” Her voice raised a pitch. “After all, they all look the same.”

	“I’ll give you that,” Jason responded, “but there is no way they are man-made.”

	Laura pushed on. “The people here start to control the outside world. As bona fide protectors they would certainly get close to people in critical positions. They’d have an emissary with all key personnel, or they control them directly via their carried creatures.”

	“You’re saying Milijun wants to control the outside world.”

	“Perhaps, eventually. For now, it’s local.”

	Silence dropped once more as Jason mulled things over. “You just don’t want to believe in aliens, do you Mum?”

	“Some kind of Earth robot makes more sense to me.”

	“Way beyond serv technology though.”

	Laura sighed. “I know. But you said it yourself, they do really sophisticated stuff here.”

	Jason rolled towards the wall. “Not that sophisticated. Not creatures that can invade bodies.”

	Laura smiled to herself in the dark. “Like nanobots, you mean.”

	Jason groaned. “Goodnight, Mum.” As he settled down he found himself questioning whether it was a mere coincidence that the Milijun nanobots offered some kind of protection against being used as a carrier by the aliens. Or, he speculated, was there something more sinister happening? If his mother was right, why would Uriel act as if he wanted to know the source of the creatures? Why would he even bring in Janice Mepunga?

	“Goodnight,” Laura said, mind still humming. She was having doubts about her thoughts, they seemed so outrageous. Could the people here be that fanatical? Jesus aid her! Aliens or man-made robots, did it really matter?

	It did, of course, she decided. She determined that she would really love to explore the lower reaches of the Milijun complex. How to get there was an entirely different matter.

	Janice did not really feel free of RNetnA. True, the alien had deserted her but something lingered inside her, cerebral yet tangible, gnawing at her psyche. The vision of her mother had spooked her, and she knew there must be a connection with being a carrier; a synergy with something she now felt within her soul. She baulked at the word. Unlike most of her ancestors, she had never believed in an afterlife of any shape or form, but now, perhaps following the vision of her mother, she felt a stirring of emotion at the premise that there was something more to her than just a body. She felt distressed, and annoyed at RNetnA for leaving her in this state of mind, and wondered if it was simply the mental disturbance of departure or if it ran much deeper than a mere sense of loss.

	Janice sighed and looked at the sky.

	The moon had climbed higher, and she found herself staring at its whitewashed partial orb; the heavenly body’s image mirrored dramatically in her eyes. She actually knew RNetnA had come from there. Not that the lunar sphere was the alien’s home. Her origin was from much further afield; Earth’s satellite merely a staging post.

	She asked herself how RNetnA had told her these things. Not directly, of course, but the alien shared some thoughts, somehow blended their minds together, offering her a neural connection ripe with strange pictures and alien landscapes. It was an unfamiliar world full of mystery where she could never go. She would not survive. She would not, she realised, want to go there.

	A sudden movement caught her attention. A shadow passing over the moon. Her heartbeat quickened. Was RNetnA returning? Did she even want to be a carrier again? Or a murderer?

	Then came a noise, too mechanical for the alien, a shape swooping from the sky.

	Janice rose swiftly to her feet as the choppa landed no more than twenty metres away. Strong white light suddenly bathed her with an intrusive glow, catching otherwise unseen night insects on the wing. Briefly, she froze, making ready to flee. A sonorous metallic voice rang through the desert air: “Come aboard, Janice. You are laser covered.”

	Her eyes tried to pierce beyond the light but revealed nothing. She turned and ran in panic, stones scrambling beneath her feet.

	The sting in her thigh brought a scream from her lips, and she tumbled back to earth. Above the scent of her fear, she could smell scorched flesh. Her right hand went to the wound and felt the gaping tear in her muscle. She tried to stand again, but the pain was too much and tears sprang to her eyes.

	Raising her face to the moon, Janice called for RNetnA, a forlorn cry for help echoing into the night.

	For a second the light from the choppa dimmed as the aircraft whined and rose from the ground. It shimmied towards her, steady, certain of its prey, dropped to the ground a few metres away and bathed her in light once more. A figure exited the cockpit and walked towards her, a silhouette, not quite human.

	The figure bent over her. A serv!

	“You’re not supposed to hurt me!” Janice screamed.

	“I am here to help,” the serv responded, lifting her in its arms. “You are to come with me.”

	Janice found an arm free and struck the serv on the side of its head. Pain sang through her knuckles, rivalling that from her leg wound, then something breathed on her neck and she melted to unconsciousness.

	The serv carried her prone body to the choppa and positioned her gently on the back seat. It clambered in beside her and shut the door. The searchlight blinked off and the aircraft climbed into the starry sky.

	Breakfast came early and with it Nomi. She entered the room and placed a fully laden tray on the foot of Laura’s bed, turning to flash a huge smile at Jason.

	“We have Janice Mepunga,” Nomi said, as if they would be expecting it. “She has been injured but nothing too serious.”

	“Is she—?” Laura started to ask, but Nomi held up her hand.

	“She is not carrying. Whatever was within her has left.”

	Laura studied Nomi’s aura. It was as serene as it ever could be, full of bright colours that flowed and merged seamlessly around her trim body.

	The girl sat at the foot of Jason’s bed and looked serious for a moment. “Uriel wants you both to join him at nine, to talk to Janice, to see if she can tell us anything about the aliens.”

	Jason cast a furtive look at his mother, wondering whether she would mention her theory on the possibility of the creatures being a Milijun project. Laura returned his glance with a long threatening stare of her own. Now was not the time.

	Laura pursed her lips and said, “Do you think Mepunga can tell us anything? Do you think we can believe her?”

	“I do not know if she can tell us anything at all,” Nomi replied demurely, “but I think we can tell if she is speaking the truth.”

	Laura nodded. “Of course.” There was silence for a moment then Laura added, “Are we free to move around the complex?” She looked Nomi in the eye and smiled briefly. “Now we appear to be part of the team. Full of nanobots and transported through thin air.”

	“You were indeed privileged,” Nomi replied tersely, a darker blue invading the aura around her head, “to be involved in Uriel’s newest technologies. Whether he will give you the freedom of Milijun is another matter. Needs must we are a tight-knit community.”

	“But what kind of community?” Jason asked. It was an open question, thrown to the walls, and he didn’t really expect an answer.

	“Perhaps we can ask Uriel at nine o’clock,” Laura suggested.

	“After the interview perhaps,” Nomi responded. “If it goes well.” She rose from the bed and made for the door. Before leaving she turned and remarked, “We need to know more about these aliens.”

	The door hissed shut. Jason took a drink from the tray and said, “It didn’t sound like she thought the creatures originated here.”

	“Perhaps not,” Laura said. “Her colours remained true.”

	“I wasn’t really watching her colours,” Jason admitted, bringing laughter from his mother.

	“No, Jason, I don’t suppose you were.”
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	The healthy man does not torture others – generally it is the tortured who turn into torturers. 

	[Carl Gustav Jung, Swiss psychologist and psychiatrist (1875-1961)]

	 

	 

	They were gathered in Uriel’s large office. Laura and Jason, robed, were sitting to the right of Uriel. To his left was Gem, who had accompanied the Sinclairs on their initial approach to Milijun.

	Janice Mepunga, looking tired but defiant, sat spread-eagled on the other side of Uriel’s desk. She was dressed in Milijun garb, the orange sash around her waist highlighting her ample breasts, her right leg elevated by an angled footrest, the outline of a magnetic dressing clearly seen beneath the brown robe.

	“I apologise for your wound,” Uriel said, “but I am told you tried to escape.”

	Janice tossed her head and looked at Laura. “Why is she here?”

	Uriel ignored the question. “You are, were, a carrier for the aliens. And you were ensconced in the desert at a camp with other carriers.”

	“You know that,” Janice replied. “No point in me denying it.” She shifted her injured leg slightly, and Laura noticed the dull shades of her aura at the wound site.

	“You killed your partner,” Laura said. “Did he see the alien? Is that why?”

	Janice stared at Uriel and then at Laura. “I was under the impression you murdered Daniel.”

	“You were under the influence of the alien,” Uriel said softly. “We understand it wasn’t really your true self.” He looked at Laura and then Jason. “And it certainly wasn’t Laura Sinclair. We recorded your desert confession.”

	Janice shook her head slowly. “I cannot recall what happened. It was … quick.” She gave Uriel a sudden, hard look. “And in any case, I don’t believe you are a member of the law enforcement agencies, so I don’t intend to discuss it.” The look grew harder. “Where the hell are we anyway? Who are you and what is this place?”

	Good question, Laura thought. I would love to know myself.

	“We were hoping,” Uriel said, “that you could tell us what the aliens are doing here, maybe where they are from. You obviously had some kind of rapport with the creature, perhaps you shared …” He hesitated for a moment, but then simply said, “Perhaps you shared common thoughts.”

	Laura turned her eyes to check Uriel’s aura. He certainly emanated honesty and thus, seemingly, did not know the answers to his own questions.

	Janice sucked in her cheeks. “Where RNetnA was from would mean nothing to me. I wouldn’t know one galaxy from another. I don’t even know all the moons in our own solar system. It would be pointless RNetnA saying she was from Alpha Centauri or whatever. It’s just a name to me, not a location in the sky.”

	“But to others it may be more than that,” Laura interjected, pondering if Janice was being deliberately obtuse, or just reflecting RNetnA’s influence.

	“Anyway, she did not communicate that kind of information to me.”

	“So what kind of information did RNetnA communicate?” Uriel asked swiftly, seizing on the alien’s apparent name, at least in the thoughts of Janice Mepunga.

	“More like images, pictures of a strange world,” Janice replied, closing her eyes. “There was purple mist at both poles, quite a few green islands near the equator, an enormous storm to the north, and three moons floating in orbit. On the planet, the whole sky was grey, and there was no sign of a sun, though there may have been one somewhere above the mist and clouds. There were buildings, spheres on slender columns, all various sizes and heights.” Janice frowned and shrugged. “That’s all I can remember. It was not a place I would like to be.”

	“Was there anything about the moon, our moon, I mean?” Uriel probed gently. “Was there anything that looked like Earth’s moon or a lunar cave?”

	Shaking her head, Janice said, “Definitely not. Nothing like that.” Uriel waited for her to continue, but nothing more was forthcoming.

	Laura glanced at Uriel. She wondered why he had asked the question about the moon. Before she could pursue the matter in her own thoughts, Janice broke the sudden silence.

	“I saw my mother you know.” She still had her eyes closed as if recalling RNetnA’s home. “Out there in the desert. My mother who left this world some years ago.”

	Laura recalled the collective mindset of the group of survivors at the Eucla defence station and their insistence on there being an afterlife. Without exception, they had been convinced, almost as if it had been proven. Maybe the aliens had proved it!

	For the first time Gem spoke, a gentle smile upon her lips. “Did she speak to you – your mother?”

	Janice shook her head slowly.

	“Did she look as she was when she passed, or was she younger?”

	“I don’t know. She always looked younger than she was.” Janice hesitated then added, “She looked peaceful, content. She didn’t often look that way. Too many troubles, too many distractions.”

	“How long did you see her for? Seconds? Minutes?” Gem leaned forward across the desk and touched Janice’s hand. “Why do you think she came to you? Was it RNetnA who brought her?”

	Janice abruptly withdrew her hand, her eyes flashing with anger. “RNetnA was not with me anymore.”

	“But she did send her?” Gem persisted.

	Janice surprised them all by briefly laughing, a nervous laugh which caught in her throat. “Why would she do that? How could she do that? She is just an alien.”

	“Just an alien,” Uriel repeated slowly. “And why are they here, RNetnA and her friends? What is their purpose in being here, Janice?”

	Janice closed her eyes. “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.” She opened her eyes, and they were defiant again. “She was … just with me.”

	“Controlling you,” Laura said quietly. “Making you murder, making you act against your fellow humans, making you run to the desert, making you … alien, like herself.”

	Tears welled in Janice’s eyes. “It was more than that. It was … there was a purpose. She was telling me … and she was searching me, searching my soul.”

	“Searching?” Uriel probed softly.

	Janice shook her head, wiped the tears from her cheek with the back of her hand. “I don’t know. Searching for what I was, where I was going, what I could do. Looking for something – before I was born, after I was born, after I was dead.”

	“Before you were born, after you die,” Uriel repeated. “Looking for continuity.”

	“Did you talk about life and death?” Gem asked.

	“Not as such. They do not know death as such.” Janice frowned and Laura saw her aura, which had displayed complete integrity so far, flicker to grey above her head, before swiftly reverting to normal. “They do not comprehend the end of life. It is impossible. They do not believe in it.”

	Uriel let out a great sigh and seizing the moment Laura said, “They go on forever, like a perpetual machine – like a perpetual robot.” There, she had said it. She leaned back waiting for Uriel’s response.

	Uriel cast a swift glance at Laura, admiring her intuition, albeit nanobotically boosted. To develop such a conclusion without the results of Sebastian Ord’s intensive scientific research at the ADF in Eucla was indeed commendable.

	Janice, in the meantime, was becoming agitated, shaking her head vigorously. “Not a robot. Not a robot. A living being, alien but alive like us.”

	Laura pictured the encounter in the desert and repeated the question that had bugged her from the start. “And my son, the First Seen, how does he fit into the picture? Why is he so important to the aliens?”

	Janice shook her head but did not speak.

	“Perhaps,” Uriel said, “because the aliens are robotic, driven by an embedded set of laws. The First Seen of a species becomes a target – the quest if you like. He or she absorbs the attention of the group, becomes an integral part of their mission, the focus of their attention. Or at least one of the prime foci. That may be better than the entire swarm doing their own thing.”

	Not for the first time Laura was sick to the stomach. “You mean they see Jason as a specimen? And that they won’t stop searching for him?”

	“Perhaps,” Uriel said, “and we need to know why.”

	Jason shrugged. “Probably the obvious. To find out what we are. To find our Achilles’ heel.”

	“I’m not buying it,” Laura said. “They could just take anyone, surely.” She looked sharply at Uriel. “You mentioned the moon before. Did they come across humans there?”

	Uriel ignored the question and looked searchingly at Janice. “Can you help us any more, Janice? Where is the main swarm now?” His aura flickered bright for a moment, and Laura realised this was the leading question as far as Uriel was concerned.

	Janice was still shaking her head, not speaking. Her eyes became wide and she suddenly said, “I believe the next phase is due to begin soon.”

	The next phase! Laura felt a chill grip her heart. Without the nanobots, she thought she would have been driven insane by now.

	“Is this an invasion, Janice?” Uriel asked.

	“Not an invasion – a merging,” Janice said, finding her voice. Her aura was flickering and Laura thought she didn’t really know the answer. She was just saying the first thing that came into her head.

	Uriel spoke into the transmitter at his wrist. The door flashed open and, just like yesterday, the captured alien accompanied by four armed escorts entered the room.

	“Will you merge with this alien?” Uriel asked Janice. “Do you know its name?”

	Janice gazed at the alien with fear in her eyes. The alien’s head rotated, taking in the room. “You forget,” Janice said. “They merge with us, not the other way around.”

	“All here but you are protected,” Uriel said. “If it wishes to merge it must be with you.” He looked at the alien and gestured towards Janice. “If it unfurls its wings to seek energy shoot it,” he commanded the guards.

	Laura inhaled sharply. She had half expected Uriel to bring in the alien but was still unnerved by the event. Her thoughts were in turmoil. Uriel’s demeanour was not one she expected from someone involved in the creation of these strange creatures. Perhaps she was wrong and Jason was right. She looked at her son. He worried her. He was behaving like an adult, and she was afraid of what he might do next. She glanced around the room. Nothing was happening. Nobody moved. Even the alien was still.

	Uriel suddenly motioned three of the guards to leave. They left silently, accompanied by only the hiss of the door.

	Laura felt relief sweep through her body. She recalled the events at the Eucla assembly hall where Ord’s ham-handed tactics had ended in carnage.

	“Stand up,” Uriel said to Janice Mepunga. It was a tone of voice Laura had never heard him use before.

	Janice rose slowly, favouring her uninjured leg, one eye on the remaining guard. “It won’t work,” she whispered.

	Uriel approached the alien, looking deep into its large, dark eyes. Tentatively, he stretched out a hand and touched it on the shoulder, surprised to find how cold it felt. He then stepped over to Janice and pointed at her midriff.

	“Merge,” Uriel said. “Merge with Janice.”

	All eyes were on the alien as complete silence enveloped the room. The alien scanned each face in turn but otherwise did not move.

	“Is there a light device hidden anywhere?” Laura whispered nervously.

	“No there is not,” Uriel snapped, annoyed at the interruption to his theatre. He nodded at Janice. “On neither of them. There is no escape.”

	All remained still.

	“They have finished with me,” Janice said eventually. “Don’t you see?”

	Jason took an unexpected step forward. “Let me try.” Laura grabbed his arm but he shrugged her off, moving to stand in front of the alien.

	Like Uriel, Jason stared into its eyes. “I am the First Seen,” he said, knowing full well that the creature, through some form of collective conscious, already knew. “If you wish you can merge with the woman.”

	The alien responded by raising one arm and touching Jason’s hand. Memories flooded Jason’s mind. He was in Bradley Robert’s house, defenceless and naked with his mouth taped. The strange creature touched him, took minute scrapings of flesh from him and took hairs from between his legs. Robert was in the background, wide-eyed and soon to die. Then his mother appeared in the doorway, as pale as fallen snow.

	The guard raised his laser and targeted the alien’s head.

	“Stop, Jason,” Laura said. “Step back.”

	Before Jason could react, the alien withdrew his arm and gestured briefly at Janice. As it did so, Janice muttered, “Phase two is under way.”

	Laura studied Janice’s aura. There was something different, but she couldn’t identify it. To her relief, Jason stepped back, but as he did so he said, “Tell your friends I will go with them.”

	“No!” Laura yelled, grabbing her son’s arm once more. “Don’t be bloody stupid, Jason!” She turned him around and stared desperately into his face. “Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!”

	“I think we’ve finished here,” Uriel said, calling the guards back in.

	The guards and the alien duly left, and Uriel instructed Janice to sit down.

	“Tell us about Phase two,” Uriel said.

	“I’m not quite sure. Ask the other women.” Janice started to shake her head again. “Not a robot. Not a robot.” She looked fiercely at Uriel. “Definitely not a robot.”

	Laura relaxed her grip on Jason’s arm but gave him a look as furious as the one on the policewoman’s face.

	“Did you really mean that, Jason?” Uriel asked.

	Jason shrugged. “We have to find the nest.”

	“Not a chance,” Laura stated. “Not a chance in hell.” She turned her gaze on Uriel. “You can’t make him do it.”

	Uriel decided to leave it. “What did we learn from that?”

	“They took skin from me,” Jason said unexpectedly. “And hairs, too. At Robert’s place. When it touched me, I suddenly remembered.”

	Uriel raised his eyebrows. “What? Tissue samples?” He turned to Janice. “Why?”

	“Obviously deoxyribonucleic acid,” Janice replied with a smile on her lips. She shrugged. “Something I recall from Police College.”

	“Most people know it as DNA,” Uriel retorted.

	Janice reverted to her mantra. “They are not robots. Definitely not robots.”

	Uriel glanced at Gem. “Take our friend to her quarters. She is becoming tedious.”

	On the way out Janice said, “They know how the universe ticks.”

	When they were gone, Uriel flopped heavily on the corner of his desk. “So, Jason,” he said, “they have your DNA.”

	Jason didn’t reply as his mother put a protective arm around his waist.

	“Is that what you are to them, a DNA source? Is that why they took you into the desert? As a DNA larder?”

	Jason shrugged and Laura snapped, “He is not giving himself up to them.”

	“But why did they take those samples from Jason?” Uriel asked.

	“Maybe you should ask the women at Eucla as Mepunga suggested,” Laura said.

	When Laura and Jason had returned to their room, Uriel sat back in quiet contemplation. The session with the policewoman was not entirely unsuccessful. They had learned a little more. They had learned that the aliens had finished with Janice, if she was to be believed, and they had discovered the aliens apparently wanted Jason, the First Seen, as a source of DNA.

	Uriel smiled. How could that woman have come up with the full name of DNA? Deoxyribonucleic acid indeed! The smile disappeared as he thought about Phase two – something else they had learned. So now there were two priorities; find out where the aliens were currently based and discover all they could about Phase two.

	Before the interview with Janice Mepunga, Uriel had studied the latest report from Dr Markus Singh at Eucla. It made for interesting reading. He listed the major points in his mind:

	
	• Complex silicone based anatomy

	• Very low body temperature

	• Highly efficient superconductor [courtesy of Dr Braun of Dresden]

	• Structure becomes permeable when a low prescribed voltage is applied at a certain temperature [courtesy of Dr Braun of Dresden]

	• Some kind of internal ‘photosynthesis’ takes place continuously at the molecular level, especially in the presence of light, even in small body pieces

	• The eyes [two spheres with millions of lenses] can probably absorb a broad spectrum of wavelengths and possess anti-reflection structure. Similar but far more complex to ommatidiums in insects

	• Instruments have detected barely discernible UHF signal patterns in the room, even from severed heads



	There was nothing about annihilation of the alien bodily structure, but Uriel knew they would be working enthusiastically on that particular theme. He recalled concluding the aliens were more autonomous robots than living creatures and Laura’s words echoed through his head verbatim, They go on forever, like a perpetual machine – like a perpetual robot. She would make a marvellous recruit for Milijun.

	“Put me through to Sebastian Ord,” he said into his wristband.

	“Are the women safe?” Uriel asked when Ord answered.

	“Of course. They are under constant surveillance.”

	“And how’s Lieutenant Ambry behaving?”

	Ord smiled. Lieutenant Thomas Ambry, otherwise known as Tham, was behaving fine. “He’s good,” Ord said. “A man after my own heart.”

	“Excellent. Anything unusual about the women?”

	“Only that they seem in extremely high spirits – nothing perturbs them. Always smiling. Unnatural if you ask me. They don’t mind their confinement at all.”

	“Give them all a full medical,” Uriel stated. “Mental and physical. No stone unturned.”

	“We already checked their cardiac system, after what happened to the men, well, all except one of the men. They were all fine there.” Ord’s curiosity got the better of him. “What’s happened to make you request this?”

	“Phase two happened,” Uriel responded, “according to Mepunga, at least.”

	“You found her? What’s Phase two?” Ord’s brow furrowed deeper than normal.

	“We did. She didn’t say, may not even know. No stone unturned,” Uriel repeated, “including the male survivor.”

	“While you’re there,” Ord said, “we lost a choppa last night out your way. Laura and Jason were on board.”

	“Don’t worry,” Uriel replied. “We found them. They’re safe.” He decided to break the link before Ord asked any further awkward questions. Ord’s men would find the choppa and its pilot soon enough. “Please do the medicals. No stone unturned.”

	Nomi took Laura and Jason back to their quarters. As usual, when they were at Milijun, questions arose about their freedom. To their surprise, Nomi responded that they were free to move around their floor, and the one below, and she gave them one of the small remote elevator control devices.

	“Mostly private accommodation, though there are a few small research areas, also an automated refectory. Eat when you want to. There’s a good library on the floor below.” She nodded at the remote. “That won’t get you anywhere else.”

	After Nomi left Laura had sighed, “At least it’s a start.” She knew their freedom, however limited, was a means to an end for Uriel; the end being that they become part of the Milijun team, a team she reasoned was funded by the military or some other clandestine government department. She had no intention of letting that meticulously planned finale happen.

	What she really wanted, she admitted, was her holiday back. She longed to be free of military trappings, alien invaders and, yes, even her nanobotic implants. And more than anything else she wanted Jason back: back to how he was before all this began, before he became the First Seen. She sensed that slowly but surely Jason was growing away from her, and that would only get worse under Uriel’s influence.

	She would, she decided, risk whatever the outside world held to be on the road in the camper again. Perth and freedom, that’s what she wanted.

	Following a brief rest in their room, they commenced some exploratory reconnaissance using the elevator remote. Despite Nomi’s warning that the device only gave access to two floors, they tried to ascend a floor anyway. As foretold it did not work. Better than being buried alive, Laura thought mordantly, but only just.

	They eventually made their way to the library, which was located in the centre of the lower floor with access from all eight radial tunnels. Laura recalled the hastily scribbled map she had made on the first visit. That particular floor had not appeared to have a central zone, but on this floor the library dominated.

	There were only two other occupants, both male and seated separately. They did not engage them in conversation as the room was shrouded in silence.

	“What happens now?” Laura whispered as Jason sat behind a screen as far away from the Milijun personnel as possible.

	“Find the nest, engage the aliens, stop Phase two,” Jason replied as if it was a done deal.

	“Without your help,” Laura said. It was a statement, not a question.

	Jason took it as a question and shrugged. “Someone has to do it.”

	“Do what?” Laura was almost afraid to ask.

	“Engage the aliens.”

	“But not you.” Again, a statement not a question.

	“Who then, Mum? You?”

	Laura breathed in slowly, but refrained from comment. The idea seemed ludicrous, but would she volunteer to save her son? If it would work, yes, but she knew in her heart it wouldn’t. The aliens would probably not even want her. Somehow, she knew, Phase two was linked to Jason. But, she asked herself, what was Phase two? She was surprised they had heard nothing of aircraft falling out of the sky or transcontinental trains accelerating to oblivion or, for that matter, government heads going insane. In each case to precipitate such catastrophic events would take only one alien carried by one human. She realised it could not be allowed to happen.

	Bullet points were suddenly riding across the screen, additions to Uriel’s original list. Laura stared, unable to quell her curiosity. A smiling image of Uriel flickered on and off in the bottom right-hand corner of the display. Obviously, he had expected them to go to the library.

	“If they are robots you realise it doesn’t end there,” Jason said as he finished reading the words on the monitor.

	“What does that mean?” Thoughts of the creatures being produced at Milijun were now far from Laura’s mind as the words on the screen bounced around in her head.

	“If the aliens are automatons, robots, they must have been created.”

	Laura closed her eyes and repeated Jason’s words as if she was in a trance. “The aliens must have been created.”

	“The robots must have been created,” Jason corrected.

	“You mean the real aliens are still out there.”

	“Engage the aliens,” Jason said.

	Laura kept her eyes shut. With mounting dread, she realised this was not going to go away. That it was, in fact, only going to get bigger.

	Not far away, Janice Mepunga lay on her bed weeping. The pain in her wounded leg was nothing compared to the pain Uriel had inflicted to her lips. Four hours after the interview she had been summoned back to Uriel’s office, strapped to a chair and tortured. He had wanted to know about Phase two, of course, and had resorted to barbaric but effective electrical shock treatment. Two small electrodes clamped to her lips had passed current through her tongue and jawline. Salivation had made it worse. Excruciating pain, peace, pain, excruciating pain, three seconds, peace, pain. She hadn’t been able to scream; her tongue writhing uncontrollably.

	She fingered her swollen lips, open raw flesh, like slugs on a leaf.

	She had told him, eventually. Anyone would have. Anything to stop the pain. Phase two, as much as she knew.

	They had checked her, of course, briefly and methodically, and then returned her to her room like a caged animal.

	Uriel had surprised her by revealing a savage side, belying his customary personable exterior.

	Janice rolled over and let the tears soak the pillow.

	Uriel sat alone in tormented contemplation. He had not enjoyed persuading Janice Mepunga to reveal what she knew of the alleged Phase two, but he had needed swift answers and applying immediate extreme pain had seemed more logical than using time-consuming truth serums. Either way, it was torture. However, what she had divulged sounded like the ravings of a mad woman, but he sensed he could not dismiss what she had made known as mere insane ramblings.

	And, lo and behold, the medical examination had confirmed her story, at least as far as she was concerned.

	It was, of course, unbelievable. Even so he found himself attracted to the extrapolated possibilities of such a union between humans and extraterrestrials. Research at Milijun was ultra blue-sky (to the point of being ‘unbelievable’ by the likes of Laura Sinclair) but to transform that sky into a galactic star-studded heaven was beyond his wildest dreams.

	He recalled Mepunga saying earlier that the alien motives were based on a philosophy of mergence. He recalled her very words, Not an invasion – a merging. Initially, he thought she had just meant the creatures’ ability to merge with humans, but maybe it was more than that, maybe much more.

	As to the end target of the aliens, that still eluded him. As a worst scenario, it was a full and terrible invasion of Earth: the eventual takeover and control of every human being on the planet. Alternatively, maybe there was some higher rationale involved, a merging of the two races to serve some other more altruistic scientific purpose, presumably on a universal stage.

	There were other possibilities. He ran them steadily through his mind using the human-animal relationship as a model: medical, experimental, social, alien research, linguistic, some kind of contact procedure, more or less anything and everything between his initial two motives. He recalled the aliens had been forcibly disturbed on the moon and reasoned that all their resultant actions could be unplanned and premature. The problem was, though, they were aliens and his original premise rose to the fore like a merciless sea monster emerging from the depths of the ocean – and took his thoughts to Sebastian Ord.

	He now regretted asking the major general to check out the women at Eucla. If Janice Mepunga was speaking the truth, the women would form a threat in Ord’s military mind. He feared what Ord would do once he knew.

	He had not heard back from the military man but that may not mean anything. It was quite possible the major general would protect any ensuing information following the assessment of the women, at least in the short term.

	One thing was for sure. In order to understand the aliens’ intentions, they needed to contact them directly – and there appeared to be only one way. They would have to take Jason Sinclair up on his offer.

	Uriel’s finger poised over his wrist phone but held fast. His mind flicked through the possible scenarios again and he made his decision.
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	At the defence base, Sebastian Ord looked at Dr Markus Singh in total disbelief. It was six hours after Uriel’s call. “Every one of them is pregnant,” Ord said, repeating the lab manager’s words. The frown on his angular face was deeper than it had ever been, his voice a pitch higher than usual.

	Markus Singh nodded. “By about ten days we estimate. We’ve done ultra hCG and molecular rosette inhibition assay. There is no doubt.”

	Ord shook his head. “How can this be?”

	“Obviously related to them being carriers. Something triggered simultaneous ovulation and then fertilisation.”

	“Are you saying the aliens carried the sperm?”

	“I suppose I am.” Singh paused. “Or manufactured it somehow.”

	“Somehow how?” Ord was incredulous. He felt submerged in a quagmire and was wallowing well outside his operational field.

	Singh shrugged. “Tissue from a human. DNA transposed. Stem cells?”

	“From one human or several humans.”

	“We don’t know yet, but we will shortly.”

	Ord’s mind slammed into overdrive. He recalled Jason Sinclair describing his ordeal at Robert’s house.

	“God help us,” the major general said, “it could be we have a bunch of embryos fathered by a single fourteen-year-old.”

	“The First Seen,” Singh whispered. “There is more though.”

	Ord grimaced. He didn’t need more.

	“The early embryos are not as we would expect,” Singh continued. “There are chromosomal molecular anomalies.”

	“Anomalies?”

	Singh nodded. “There are molecular presences that would not normally be expected.” The scientist looked uncomfortable, as if treading on hallowed ground.

	“Are you saying these women are carrying abnormal embryos?”

	“I think I am saying they are carrying alien embryos, or at least human-alien hybrids. We have detected insurgent silicone within the growth cells.”

	“My God!” Ord groaned. “This is a nightmare.” He looked hard at Singh. “This must not get outside this establishment. You understand?”

	Singh nodded. “Of course.”

	“Let me know when you have more.” Singh dutifully left, and Ord tried to control his conflicting emotions. There was no way he could let this happen. And there was no way he would be telling Uriel. The fanatic would want to take them all to full term, research, explore, investigate. No way. The women themselves would have to be terminated. He cursed himself for not doing it earlier.

	In 2146, when he was a boy growing up in a Chicago suburb, Simon Cordell had played many a game of dare, which had often required the summoning of significant amounts of courage. He recalled sneaking into mysterious industrial premises through tunnels he and his twin brother had laboriously burrowed under the electronic barriers. They had done it for the challenge, of course, not in order to steal or cause damage, and the thrill had produced an adrenaline rush for days.

	Maybe that was why he had become a miner.

	There were also nocturnal escapades: raids on food plantations, this time to return with edible evidence of their plunder. The bounty thus gained they left at the doors of families who, in their adolescent eyes, were more desperate for good fortune than their own. Darkness had been the ally, and he had come to love it. It was an escape from the reality of a city that even then still bore the horrendous scars of the last war.

	Winter, with the magical freezing of lakeside waters, had enticed him to enter an additional realm of danger, appealing to the nefarious sense of adventure that seemed to rule his life. For years, he and Bobbi walked on ice, pushing the boundaries, moving further and further out from the shore. It was a world of white, pristine, and he and his brother were suspended within it, like ballet dancers on stage, indefatigable.

	Until the fourth year when Bobbi went through. He could still remember the single scream. A coyote, not his brother. Only it was his flesh and blood. The moon had emerged from behind a blanket of nimbostratus clouds and there had been no sign of Bobbi. And it was his turn to scream. Somewhere under the ice, in a dark, cold world, his brother was trying desperately to find the hole he had plunged through. But on the surface it was deceptively calm. Simon had actually run on the ice, darting first left then right, trying to find where his brother had submerged. He had given up and sobbing, incoherent, he had gone back for help. They had not found the body until spring, kilometres away from where they had been. Ever since that day his relationship with his parents changed for the poorer. It was destined never to recover.

	And here he was at risk again. It was dusk, and he stood across the road from the Eucla home of Major General Sebastian Ord. The descending sun floated behind him, highlighting the windows of the residence, filling them with golden light. He could hear kookaburras calling an eerie farewell to the day, see the birds among the trees that bordered the driveway.

	The house was large, befitting to a high-ranking military man and although he could not see through to the back, he was certain the rear grounds would be substantial. As far as Simon had determined, the major general had only four neighbours, each occupying a dwelling as palatial as Ord’s. Out of peace grew prosperity, it seemed, even for the military.

	How strange it felt carrying one of the aliens he had seen on the moon. Yet at the same time it seemed so natural. It had all been very fast. Not long after the initial meeting with Janice Mepunga and RNetnA, the policewoman had re-entered the room with RKalnI trailing in her wake. Simon was still tied to the bed, and the creature had simply merged with him, painlessly and abruptly. There had been an instant of confusion, as if his mind had been frozen in time. He had momentarily seen a grey world with strange towers, a sea of swirling currents, a coastline that seemed to rise abruptly a kilometre into the sky from a jet-black beach, three moons glowing pure silver in a dark sky.

	Then, unexpectedly, he was at one with the creature within him as if invisible tendrils had grown from its alien body to invade the neural networks of his brain. Mepunga was speaking, but the mission was already forming in his mind.

	All he had to do was get near Ord and RKalnI would do the rest. And then he would be free. Free to melt away to wherever he chose. And if he should perish in his mission, then he knew he would live on, newly born on RKalnI’s home.

	Simon glanced at his watch. It was twenty past eight. There was the sound of an engine. His heartbeat quickened. Headlights pierced the growing dusk, and a vehicle swept into Ord’s driveway. It stopped in front of the garage and the lights dimmed.

	Simon moved forward swiftly but abruptly paused as the driver’s door opened and a uniformed figure emerged.

	“Major general,” Simon called, once more walking boldly towards the vehicle. “My name is Simon Cordell. The miner from Moscoviense base. Can we talk?”

	The driver looked over his shoulder. The passenger door opened, and another figure emerged. Simon stopped dead in his tracks. He had expected Ord to be alone. The driver looked at Simon and said, “He may be carrying, sir. I’m not sure in this light.”

	Ord dipped back in the vehicle and suddenly Simon was illuminated in the strong reverse lights of Ord’s car.

	Sweat broke out on Simon’s brow, and he felt RKalnI stir within. And then the driver was approaching swiftly.

	“All clear. Not carrying, sir,” the driver said, stopping eight metres from Simon. Simon hesitated, unsure. He was totally surprised at the driver’s statement. For some reason, he recalled Le Blanc’s ruined face on the moon and felt sudden fear chill his mind. Frozen to the spot, Simon realised RKalnI was outside him and moving at a rapid pace towards the car driver and his passenger.

	Upon hearing Thomas Ambry’s words Ord had relaxed but now, with well-practiced speed born of urgent necessity, he sprang into action. Cordell was around twenty metres away, Ambry twelve metres, the alien just in front of him and closing swiftly. In less than half a second he reached to his belt, unclipped a heat grenade and threw it underarm towards the advancing alien.

	A contained abrupt flash lit the scene and the Milijun man was vaporised immediately. The alien now moved as if in slow motion, and Ord used his laser to slice the creature in half. The two parts of the body fell to the earth, each writhing slowly, scraping the dusty soil with grotesque skew marks before finally coming to rest.

	Ord levelled his pistol at Cordell but needn’t have bothered. The miner was frantically clawing at his chest, and his knees were starting to buckle. The major general moved forward, saw the miner’s flushed face and realised the peripheral flash of the grenade had caught Cordell in its short-lived wake. Stepping closer he observed scorched clothes and burned arm flesh.

	On reaching the miner Ord sensed the heat glow from his damaged flesh and the pungent smell of seared tissue entered his nostrils. He recalled the deaths of the other male carriers. Maybe that heat would give his visitor valuable seconds.

	Ord swiftly holstered his laser. He hoisted the dying miner over his shoulders, and half-dragged, half-carried the body to the house. A few miserable gasps winged plaintively from Cordell’s lips.

	Hastily opening the door by vocal command, the major general stumbled inside. He felt his burden relax, either through lost consciousness or ominous death.

	Staggering to the bathroom, Ord unceremoniously dumped Cordell in the spa then pushed the hot water control to maximum output. Steaming water roared into the tub. If Cordell had been conscious, he would undoubtedly have screamed. Luckily, he wasn’t.

	As the spa filled, Ord searched his medical cabinet for blood thinners. Finally settling on a soluble acetaminophen compound, he put twice the recommended tablets into a glass, filled it from the cold water tap and stirred frantically with his finger. Tilting Cordell’s head back he poured the mixture down the miner’s throat. Only then did he use his wrist phone and call in a medi-choppa from Eucla. He estimated less than a minute had passed from grenade to call.

	Kneeling by the tub, the major general arranged the body in a better position and felt for a pulse. It was barely there, a fluttering wing on a wilting bird, laboured and intermittent. Cordell’s face was starting to blister, and his hands were turning red but that was probably due to the hot water. He turned the tap off as water reached the miner’s neck and unhooked the front of his shirt. The flesh of his chest looked unscathed, just red from the water.

	Ord leant back and took a deep breath, blew out the air, realised he was sweating profusely. Suddenly, Cordell’s face grew pale and Ord felt for the pulse again. This time there was nothing. He tried the neck, nothing there either. He slid the body so the wall of the tub supported the trunk, not caring as the head dipped momentarily under the water. He gave an improvised heart massage, cursing as his hands slipped on wet flesh. After counting to fifteen he lifted Cordell’s head and supporting it with his palms gave two successive breaths to the miner’s mouth. By now he was acting on pure adrenalin. He feverishly repeated the cycle.

	Feeling for the pulse again he couldn’t be sure there was anything there.

	The whine of a choppa interrupted his agitated efforts. Ensuring Cordell’s head was above the waterline, he rushed outside and led the medics to the body, frantically describing the internal temperature drop, which had coagulated the cardiac blood flow of other male carriers. Feeling utterly exhausted he left the bathroom, collapsed on the nearest lounge chair, and took a rueful look at his uniform.

	He was soaked from water and sweat; soil from the pathway clung to his boots and trouser legs; his hands and lips felt contaminated. Through a haze of rippling thoughts, he realised the arms of his tunic were still scalding and he hastily ripped the garment off, followed by his shirt. He saw his hands and arms were an angry red from the spa water.

	Too tired to move, it was only now he found time to digest Ambry’s treacherous final words, All clear, not carrying. His purported protector had made a bad call and Ord, who courted suspicion on a daily basis, was in no mood for excuses. Somebody was going to pay.

	Thank God the labs had found that intense heat slowed the creatures’ metabolism. And maybe, just maybe, the grenade had given his visitor a few extra vital seconds.
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	Beneath the desert, Laura was dreaming.

	She stood hand in hand with Jason, staring into the mirror. In the glass she saw a large panelled wooden door surrounded by pale green walls; a chandelier illuminated by a single powerful lamp, glittering with all the colours of the rainbow; to one side the arm of a chaise longue upholstered to match the walls; beneath her feet a rich Arabian carpet exquisitely patterned as if by a million nimble fingers.

	But she couldn’t see Jason.

	Laura closed her eyes and opened them again. For a brief moment, he was there, but then he was not.

	She squeezed her fingers and felt nothing.

	The surreal world before her suddenly blinked out, and she opened her eyes to darkness.

	“Jason?” she called. Louder. “Jason!”

	She palmed the light, fearfully turned her head towards his bed. Relief flooded her mind as she saw his shape under the bedclothes. Rising, she padded across the room and as she approached Jason’s bed covers, his body shape started to collapse slowly. Pulse quickening, Laura reached over and pressed her hand where he should have been, where she had seen him two hours ago. There was no resistance as the duvet sank to earth. She peeled the covers back and felt warmth with her hand.

	He was gone, either by intent or by force. However, the arrangement of the covers suggested one of Uriel’s instant transportations. A memory flicked through her mind; a baby in a cot, blankets protective, pillow smelling of milk.

	She left the bed and tried the door. Locked! Freedom, such as it was, had been fleeting. Although she knew Jason thought it his duty to engage the aliens, she totally rebelled against Uriel’s methods.

	Laura turned and yelled at the walls. “Uriel! You spineless bastard! I want to talk to you.”

	Finding her bed through angry tears she sat and searched for the next move. Needle in a haystack. There wasn’t one. And this time she felt as if she would never see her son again.

	“I thought we should talk,” Uriel said as Jason, in his slumber position, materialised before him. He knew the youth would hear him, if only at the subconscious level.

	The chamber was circular and spacious. There was a central platform, where Jason now lay, surrounded by several large faceted crystals, some softly glowing and some synchronously pulsing. All seemed to be humming. Several man-high computer consoles flickered lights, and a three-metre diameter hoop of shiny black material hovered threateningly above the dais. The centre of the halo was filled with an ethereal mist, as fine as gossamer, wherein countless lucent blue orbs waxed and waned.

	Uriel sat on a chair next to a chaise longue. He cast an order at the serv that stood patiently next to the platform. “Bring him out please.” The automaton complied, gently lifting Jason and carrying him over to the chaise longue.

	Uriel studied the boy. He was tall for his age, even in his current position you could tell that, and as thin as a praying mantis – not so unusual for a teenager of his years. His fair hair was longer than when he had last been at Milijun. The robe draped around him resembled a limp cocoon on a stick insect.

	Jason’s face in sleep was very peaceful. He had a good tan now, a result of his Milijun embellishments, and his lips were full if a little pale. The tops of his ears were slightly pointed, but he did not appear as elfin as his mother.

	As Uriel watched, Jason’s eyes flickered then opened.

	“Are you thirsty?” Uriel asked.

	Jason peered out through slowly focusing eyes.

	“Are you thirsty?” Uriel asked again.

	The youth shook his head, started to take in his surroundings. Around him, apparatus was shutting down, harmonics were dying away, a few subdued peripheral lights flickering on around the circular wall.

	“I thought you might,” Jason said, his brain finally registering Uriel’s initial comment. “Where’s my mother?” he added.

	“Safe in your room. It’s you I want to talk to.”

	“Last time it was an elevator,” Jason remarked.

	Uriel nodded. “That’s right. This chamber is an operational node – incoming coordinates are easily changed.” He waved his arms at the apparatus. “It needs to recharge now after bringing us in from the desert. It has limited capacity as yet. I thought it might interest you to see it.”

	“It does.”

	Uriel got straight to the point. “You realise as First Seen you must go to the aliens if we are ever to understand what their intentions are.”

	Jason remained silent but rose slowly to sit and face Uriel.

	“We must find out what they want, why they are here,” Uriel added.

	“Suppose I agree,” Jason replied. “How do we contact them? How do I get to them?” He wondered if Uriel now realised that, in all probability, the creatures they faced were robots, servants of what he thought of as the real aliens; an unidentified race with mysterious motives. Fear swept through Jason’s mind, and he knew Uriel would see the emotion invade his aura.

	Uriel nodded. “It is indeed frightening, especially as you are so young, but I do not believe they will harm you. You are the First Seen and as such are likely precious to them.”

	Jason’s face took on wisdom far beyond his years. “If I am to do this thing, then my mother must have her freedom.”

	The request did not take Uriel completely by surprise, though he was taken aback by the boy’s audacity so early in the conversation. “She cannot be let loose among the general public. It is hardly two weeks since this all began and political powers have decreed confidentiality for obvious reasons. I would prefer her to remain at Milijun.”

	Shaking his head, Jason stated, “Not possible. If she is set free she can be relied on to remain silent.” He cast Uriel an accusatory glance. “You should know her by now.”

	“Perhaps. But, like you, she has Milijun enhancements. She has capabilities, which will only grow. It is just too early for my people to enter the normal world unless, of necessity, as protectors. I cannot trust your mother for that role. There remains …” Uriel paused for a moment as he sought for the right words, “there remains the need for education.”

	Jason shrugged, noting Uriel’s my people descriptor. “I wouldn’t know. You haven’t really told us what you do at Milijun.” He regarded Uriel with determination written all over his young face. “I will not engage the aliens if my mother has to remain here.”

	Momentary silence hung over the chamber as Uriel span a tangled web of interconnecting thoughts.

	The thoughts mostly orbited around Tham: Thomas Ambry, elite soldier, highly intelligent, quantum mechanics programmer extraordinaire, Ord’s protector. Also Uriel’s man. Or was he?

	They had phone-talked earlier that afternoon, cosseted by Milijun’s newest and unbeatable scrambler code. And, just to be safe, with Tham positioned outside the Euclan walls, whilst the protected held council inside with his technical staff.

	Uriel had finished that conversation with an edict, “Prevent Ord from harming the women by whatever legitimate means you can.” As sure as eggs were eggs Ord would harm the women, for it was now likely he would have information concerning their condition. Carrying the enemy!

	Uriel felt in limbo, impossibly becalmed upon a raging sea. There had been no response from Ord since their last discussion half a day earlier. Somewhat expected but worrying nonetheless.

	Perhaps of more concern, there had been nothing further from Tham whose geo-positioner had lately ceased transmission from the vicinity of Ord’s house. And neither had he responded to Uriel’s recent clandestine phone calls, which could mean anything from catastrophic to merely bloody annoying.

	However, Uriel was confident that Ord would not yet have used critical force against his captives. It was not the military man’s style to rush ahead like a bull in a china shop. He would think it through methodically. Whatever he planned needed to be secretive, and he would have to get at least some of his staff on board. That would take time and implied great risk.

	An accident may be a more opportune scenario, but even that would take significant organisation.

	Uriel sighed. As far as he was concerned, Ord was effectively contained within an impregnable fortress and in full control of his prisoners. He could not be threatened.

	When the crystalline energy recharged he could, of course, convey Tham back to Milijun using the geo-positional implant that all his personnel received. However, that was a last resort. He certainly had no wish to reveal the transportation technology was operational to anyone at Eucla. God forbid that! The military people would, he knew, descend upon him like a ton of bricks!

	What a hornets’ nest we weave, Uriel thought. He did not have many aces, but he did have some. Just maybe, there was another way. He smiled at Jason, revealing a tidy row of small upper teeth.

	“What if your mother was to join Sebastian Ord at Eucla?”

	“Sounds like one prison for another,” Jason responded.

	Somewhat hurt by Jason’s reference to Milijun as a prison, Uriel asked, “What do you know about Phase two?”

	“Nothing really.” Jason breathed deeply and added, “But if I am to go to the aliens, I need to know as much as possible.”

	Uriel debated in his own mind how much to tell, finally deciding to inform Jason of the hybrid pregnancies but not the boy’s probable role in the situation. He did so briefly, highlighting the scientific intrigue of it all. Of course, Jason may eventually realise what happened to him at Robert’s house was linked, but there was nothing to be done about that. Maybe it didn’t matter anyway. After all, he was only a teenager.

	Jason summed it up in his own way. “So you are saying that all the women who were carrying are now pregnant with human-alien children?”

	“Yes.”

	“Including Janice Mepunga.”

	Uriel nodded saying, “Ord told me your mother has an affinity with the women at Eucla. She could play an important role, a role she may actually enjoy.” He did not add that Laura could also use her influence to dissuade Ord from any extreme actions.

	“You think I am the right one to do this?” Jason asked.

	“Your mother, she travels too slowly in these matters. Your path is another way.”

	Jason gestured at the surrounding apparatus. “But it would be true to say you could transport her back here any time.”

	Uriel smiled. The boy was full of wits. “As I could if she was totally free.”

	“What about me? What is the range of your equipment?”

	“Not far by universal standards. If you are with the aliens you will have to rely on them to get you home.” Uriel knew this may or not be true, but better Jason believed he was on his own.

	To Uriel’s surprise, Jason smiled nervously. “That may be the understatement of the year.”

	“So you will go?”

	“I’ll go.”

	“That is good then. In many ways, it is a great privilege.”

	“I need to see my mother before I go,” Jason said.

	Uriel had expected the request and was ready for it. “I suppose we owe you that, but are you sure it’s a good idea? She’ll persuade you not to do this.”

	“She won’t change my mind,” Jason responded. “I have to finish this.”

	“Let’s go and see her,” Uriel said, rising. “She’s not far; we can walk.”

	Laura was sitting on the edge of her bed when they walked through the door. She gave a startled cry and rushed over to Jason. “I thought you were gone for good,” she cried, tears welling once more. She glared at Uriel, cheeks flushed and fury on her face. “What are you doing? Are you insane?” She wanted to wring his neck, squeeze the life from his sinewy body.

	“Please sit down,” Uriel said calmly. “Jason will explain.”

	Emotionally exhausted, Laura slowly retreated to her bed and Jason sat next to her. She grasped his hand like she never wanted to let go, stared wildly into his eyes, willing him to reject the folly of it all.

	“I have to go to the aliens,” Jason said in a soft voice. “I have to go and find out what they are doing here.”

	Laura felt like a sledgehammer had struck her, as if her entire world was cracking, crumbling and falling away around her. A precipice loomed, and it seemed she was unable to avoid the fall into a spinning black void that held no future. She shook her head vigorously. When she eventually spoke, her words seemed totally inadequate and came out as a whisper, as if their strength had been sucked away by Uriel’s dark lunacy. “No way. You’ll never come back.” She glowered at Uriel. “This is your doing, isn’t it?”

	“Jason is the First Seen,” Uriel said. “This will not stop until he engages the aliens and completes the cycle.”

	“He can bring me back any time,” Jason added, “using the transporter.” It wasn’t true, but he hoped it would bring some relief to his mother.

	“Is that a fact?” Laura stared at Uriel, watching his aura through wet eyes.

	Uriel chose his words carefully. “It may be possible, yes. But as the First Seen, the creatures will not harm Jason. All their activities to date have been in self-defence in response to our ill-considered operations. I do not believe they are malevolent.”

	Laura’s response was full of cynicism: “You do not believe.” Flashbacks raced through her mind; Jason as a newborn, Jason on his first day at school, Jason weeping when she and Dek told him they were separating. Happy and sad; they were all precious. She just hadn’t reckoned on her son being a hero.

	“It’s got to be done, Mum,” Jason said.

	“Aren’t you afraid?” she asked. She was. She was frightened to death.

	Jason nodded mutely.

	Laura asked Uriel, “What do you think will happen if he doesn’t go?”

	Uriel walked over and sat on Jason’s bed. “They will persist in searching for him. They probably know he’s here now. They will not give up. They cannot. They are programmed that way. If he remains here, they will find a way through our defences, perhaps even using our own military personnel.” He shrugged. “It appears that’s the way they are.” It could be true, Uriel thought to himself. It was a decent stab at the alien nature.

	“Yet you say they are not malevolent.” Laura glanced at Jason then said, “We concluded that we have not yet met the real aliens.”

	Uriel smiled. “In all probability, no. Research to date suggests we have been dealing with a very advanced robotic being.” A nervous look passed over his face. “In fact, there is something else, a further complication.” He cast a swift look at Jason. “I questioned Janice Mepunga more about Phase two. It appears all the women at Eucla are with child.” He paused searching for words. “By that, I mean they are carrying some kind of human-alien embryo.”

	The sledgehammer struck Laura again. Her jaw dropped as if made of stone. “That’s nonsense! It cannot be! Mepunga is lying.” She shook her head continuously, echoing Mepunga’s own actions in her recent interview.

	“No. We have checked her. She is assuredly pregnant.” Uriel said the words calmly, belying the nagging disbelief he also felt inside.

	Laura’s thoughts and intuition were in overdrive. “How could that have possibly happened?” She recalled Jason’s description of the incident at Robert’s house, the talk of DNA only hours ago. She paled as the possibilities coursed through her mind, looked questioningly at Uriel who gave an imperceptible shake of his head. She wondered if the subtle movement meant Jason’s DNA wasn’t used, or that Jason was not involved or that Jason did not even realise the probabilities.

	“No matter how it happened,” Uriel added hastily, “it has happened.”

	“And the women at Eucla,” Laura asked, “Ord has checked those?”

	Uriel frowned. “I have an officer at Eucla. He has yet to confirm the situation.”

	Laura looked at him with disdain. “You haven’t checked with Ord?” she challenged. “You are just believing Mepunga!”

	Afraid of what all this might mean, she stood up and barked into Uriel’s face, “Get on to Ord now! No more supposition! Find out what the hell’s going on!” She dropped back on the bed again, exhausted. She could not believe Uriel was acting this way. Or why.

	Uriel nodded. “There is no doubt this has happened, but I will contact Ord now. Jason and I were hoping you would go to Eucla and see the women. You have a rapport with them apparently.” He looked steadfastly at Laura. “There is a Phase two.” He was sure, of course, because the torture had been sure, but Laura did not know about that.

	Laura shook her head slowly, fiercely whispered, “Just call Ord. Here and now. Just do it.”

	Sebastian Ord returned to Eucla with Simon Cordell. The lunar miner had not regained consciousness but the medical staff were hopeful. He was now in intensive care, essentially in incubation with artificial blood being pumped through his body, and partially swathed in synthetic skin. Ord fervently hoped he would pull through, if only to answer the one crucial question that had plagued the military man since learning of the events on the moon.

	Next door to Cordell, lying on a bed, clad in a medical gown, Ord was endeavouring to sleep. Demons were gnawing at his brain, convolutions of accepted behaviour twisted sinuously through his mind until they became abnormal, even abhorrent. What should he do? Who could he trust?

	He started as his wrist phone, at rest on the bedside table, issued a persistent set of chirps. He checked the time. Almost 1:30. Who the hell was calling at this hour? He palmed the bed light and picked up the phone, routinely clipping it to his wrist. Uriel! He almost neutralised the call but had second thoughts. Instead, he took a deep breath, said his name, and waited.

	Uriel’s face filled the small screen. He did not appear to possess his usual self-assurance; in fact, he looked somewhat irritated.

	“Is Tham with you?” Uriel asked.

	Something about the Milijun chief’s demeanour alerted Ord and he decided to shoot from the hip. “There was something wrong with Thomas Ambry,” he said. “I’m afraid he’s dead. He got caught in crossfire.”

	Distrust passed over Uriel’s face like an angry storm cloud. “Crossfire?”

	“I had an evening visit from Simon Cordell, the miner who discovered the Mare Moscoviense alien cave. He was carrying. Ambry said he wasn’t and I damn well nearly had the creature inside me.” He paused for effect then added, “Why would he say that?”

	There was some hesitation before Uriel said, “He must have made a mistake.”

	Ord wished he was in the same room as Uriel, to better read his expression. “Hard to imagine,” he said accusingly. “Cordell was in the full beams of my vehicle, and Ambry was very close.”

	“I’m sorry he let you down,” Uriel said at length. “I presume Cordell is dead.”

	Ord didn’t want to push the incident any further, but he didn’t accept Uriel’s glib apology either. There was more to it than met the eye. Furthermore, he was damned if he was going to let Uriel know if Cordell survived or not. “Why did you call?” he asked.

	“I thought I’d have heard back from you about the women,” Uriel said.

	Or from Ambry, Ord thought. “The lab staff are compiling a report.”

	Uriel nodded thoughtfully, then suddenly said, “Mepunga told me about Phase two.”

	“And?”

	“You must know by now,” the Milijun chief said. “There’s no point in either of us being coy about this.”

	“Tell me then,” Ord said.

	On the screen, Uriel’s face momentarily looked dark and angry. Then he smiled and shrugged. “Phase two is apparently the impregnation of the carriers by the aliens.”

	“Mepunga must have been very thorough,” Ord stated.

	“She was also examined thoroughly,” Uriel replied.

	“How do you feel about it?” Ord asked. “Why has it happened?”

	“I don’t know yet. But, now we’ve stopped bush beating, there is other news. Jason has agreed to meet the aliens. As the First Seen, he is their priority, it seems, or at least one of them. It is the only way we are going to understand any of this.”

	Ord was stunned. “You have persuaded him to do this? He’s only a teenager. What does Laura think?”

	“He is wise beyond his years, and he understands his role.” Maybe not quite true, Uriel mused, but near enough. “Laura wishes to see the Eucla women.”

	Ord frowned in the half-light. He had a soft spot for Laura but did not want her interfering with his plans. “To what purpose?”

	“She has a rapport. She may be able to find out more from them than your military staff.”

	Not an insult, Ord decided, but almost. And there may be some truth in what Uriel said. He decided that it might not be a bad idea, and it would be good to see Laura again, even if it was only to get her slant on what Uriel was up to. She was the one bright light in this entire nightmare. “I’m tired,” he said. “Let’s talk in the morning.” This time it was he who broke the connection.
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	Five figures stood at the centre of the huge Milijun solar energy array. They were completely dwarfed by the metal and composite superstructures; the countless reflective surfaces and automatic drive mechanisms stretching into the distance on all sides.

	The array was elliptical, six kilometres at its major axis and three at its minor. It contained almost five thousand finely honed parabolic collectors each over fifty metres in diameter.

	Surveying the huge structures in awe, Laura wondered how the government authorities had kept such an immense project secret. She also asked herself when they could have possibly built it. She doubted that it could have been raised soon after the war, for austerity and infirmity reigned for well over a generation. Recently, she decided, sometime in the last twenty years, and at a colossal cost.

	Laura sighed and looked skyward. There must be some kind of camouflage cloak. The presence of such a structure, albeit off the beaten track, would easily be detected from the air. She recalled observing what looked like water, or a shimmering saltpan, on their first approach from the desert.

	Even using a cloak during build, secrecy would have been difficult to maintain. Sworn military testaments and blind obedience, she supposed, catalysed by the spectre of a devastating war but a few decades past. It was said conflict survivors lived in fear for many years, passing that fear onto their progeny.

	Each mirror assembly looked identical so maybe with serv help the workforce need not have been that large. Fifty? A hundred at the most? Perhaps many of the personnel were still here, spirited underground like ants. The consideration chilled her.

	She let her gaze run around and realised her meandering thoughts were a mental escape from approaching events. More urgent matters were at hand.

	All the humans wore Milijun garb. Laura carried a small holdall containing her normal clothes. The fifth figure, the alien from the Dennison choppa, stood surveying the array, intermittently spreading its bat-like wings to capture what few early sunrays penetrated the surrounding structures.

	A Milijun choppa stood nearby, resting on the hydraulic platform, which had brought them all up from the underground complex.

	Laura’s stomach was churning. It was not every day you said farewell to your only son before he set out to communicate with beings from another world. She knew Jason wanted to go, but a large part of her wanted to gather him in her arms and magically usher them back in time to the safety of their camper and the continuance of their holiday. That world, she knew, was lost forever.

	She glanced across at her son. Nomi was talking earnestly to Jason. There was a quiet understanding between them which, in another place, another time, she would have found endearing. Laura could not hear the muted conversation, but she discerned it would centre on Jason returning safely and seeing Nomi again.

	According to Uriel the dishes not only gathered solar radiation but also solar winds, an apt location then for the aliens to collect her son, to take him up and sweep him away just like they did at the ranger’s house. But they were not abducting him this time. This was more like a prearranged engagement. She would not witness it, for she would leave first in the choppa, and of that she was glad. Uriel and Nomi would see Jason off.

	Laura cast a look at the alien. Uriel was sure that Dennison’s creature was in some kind of telepathic communication with the main nest, wherever that was, and that the swarm would be bidden to collect the First Seen. They were, of course, hoping to track the aliens to their current lair. However, she suspected that even if the beings were robotic of thought, they would deduce what had happened at Rawlinna, and realise they had visited that devastating attack upon themselves by leading their assailants to their temporary haven.

	If the nest was discovered she had expressed concerns to Uriel about a military attack that would expose Jason to grave danger. He had assured her that he would teleport her son before any such occurrence took place. But could this promise be trusted?

	She had already seen that Ord and Uriel were not on the same wavelength, were indeed in conflict regarding some of their operational aspects. Maybe by going to Eucla she could influence Ord, dissuade him from launching a precipitous assault, at least until Jason was out of harm’s way.

	Taking a deep breath of the perfect desert air, Laura closed her eyes, shut out her surroundings completely. The only thing she really wanted was the safe return of her son.

	Uriel pressed a button on his control unit and the choppa began to whine. He looked towards Laura and she found herself rooted to the spot, as if her legs were made from lead. “Farewell and take care of your pendant,” he said. “We are always with you.”

	Jason walked over and kissed her on the cheek.

	“Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll be back,” he said. “That’s for certain.” There were the beginnings of tears in his eyes, perhaps even a hint of uncertainty.

	“I know you will, Jason,” Laura said, fighting the dryness in her throat. “Just … just make it soon.” She surrounded him with her arms, pressed her cheek to his, and felt their tears mingle. Words were no good on occasions like this. She gently touched his cheek with the back of her hand, the softest of gestures. A small cry escaped from her lips, and then she turned, walked to the choppa and boarded. Within seconds, the machine had left the ground.

	Laura twisted her waist and then her neck to gaze down at the group of figures on the ground. They grew smaller and were soon gone as the aircraft banked away from the sun.

	The automatic seat restraint snapped around her, and the acoustic system sonorously announced: ‘Destination ADF Eucla.’ It was only then, as she tightly clasped her bag, that she realised there was something more solid than just clothes in the holdall. Laura released the clasp and carefully withdrew an object wrapped neatly in a very thin plastic sheet. As stray sunlight entered the cockpit, the sheet reflected a fine network of iridescent wires: an anti-detection swaddle. And also within, her laser. Ord’s earlier gift.

	Uriel had impounded the firearm on her mysterious desert transfer to Milijun, but who had now returned it? Nomi? Even Uriel himself? She held her free hand to her head in despair. She would somehow stop Ord attacking the alien nest, should it be revealed, but she certainly wouldn’t be using firearms. Would she?

	The group of four did not have long to wait. The alien suddenly held its arms out wide and raised its head to stare into the sky. A dozen of its kind appeared above the rims of the nearest dishes, hovering and circling as if assessing the situation. Uriel and Nomi stepped back instinctively as the creatures dropped to enter the central space of the vast solar array.

	Sun reflected on frantic wings as a high-pitched keening began, a dirge at some unfamiliar funeral. As before, the loop formed, sank lower, span faster, as it approached the ground.

	The thrumming of the air thrashed about Jason’s ears and, just before he ascended, a glance upwards revealed intense blue sky surrounded by the high-velocity halo of the assembled unearthly machine. And then it was all around him, blurring his vision with a living wheel of vibrant movement, assaulting his ears with an incessant droning that seemed to penetrate the very atoms of his skull. The alien next to him suddenly rose to join the animated squall, becoming as one with the ring, somehow matching velocities in an instant.

	The pressure on the soles of Jason’s feet was gone; the vigorous motion of air numbed his senses and his mind grew quiet, though he knew not how or why. He could not feel fear, just a sense of movement accompanied by humming, as air particles rushed to support his prone body. The circle rose higher.

	On the ground, Uriel and Nomi watched the rotating mass head upward, bank gently and head southward until it disappeared over the silhouetted rims of the dishes. They felt drops of water hit their faces, cool in the morning sun.

	“It is done,” Uriel breathed. “Come. We have work to do.”

	Sebastian Ord looked at the wall screens with supreme satisfaction. Now the geostationary satellites were in position, thanks to a non-stop thirty-hour presidential diplomatic effort with the Northerners, there were excellent covering images of the desert and sky along the south coast latitudes.

	He had just witnessed Laura Sinclair board the choppa and head his way. She would be at the defence base shortly.

	Though still shaken by the previous night’s events, he felt more confident now he was back at Eucla and in control. In addition to the satellite operator, Air Vice-Marshal Jean Pescos and Dr Markus Singh were seated around the panoramic monitors.

	Not far away, six VTOL strike aircraft from Cape Pasley were parked in the bush and on standby, all armed with penetrative incendiary missiles. Once they knew the position of the alien nest, a strike would be ordered. And, Ord mused, that would be the end of that. Ball game over.

	On the central screen, new motion was evident.

	“Zoom in on that,” Ord directed his operator.

	The image on the screen refocused, and they could see a flock of aliens slowly circling over the Milijun solar array.

	“Look at that,” Jean Pescos said, leaning forward. “They’re quite beautiful.”

	“Check the ground,” Ord commanded.

	The screen changed, clearly revealing four figures set against the red earth. Ord was totally surprised to see one of them was alien. “What the hell!” he breathed. “Where did he get that creature from?”

	There had been no time to extend the search for the missing choppa as, following Uriel’s news, they had wanted to focus on the immediate Milijun arena and Jason’s departure. However, he was now willing to bet when they eventually found Dennison, they would also find a congealed heart. Ord shook his head. You had to admire Uriel. Returning Jason to the aliens would have been so much more difficult without one of their number to serve as a communicator.

	Pescos ignored his whisperings and brought him back to the matter in hand. “They’ve dropped into view,” she said.

	They watched, intrigued as the ascension ring formed, abruptly surrounded Jason and then raised him into the sky.

	“Amazing,” Pescos remarked. “It must be some kind of vortex.”

	“How can the boy breathe properly?” Singh asked. “How can he survive the vortex pressure on his lungs from such a local effect? There must be a protective pressure gradient around his body or maybe just his face.”

	“Perhaps they are actually holding him aloft, and the pressure is only around the ring – like a Frisbee. That would work I guess,” Pescos said.

	“But he’d then be spinning at an incredible speed,” Singh countered, “and you can see he isn’t. I think he’s just held by controlled pressure. The Frisbee theory would still work though.” He peered at the screen. “Quite remarkable.”

	Ord had little interest in the discussion. He addressed his operator. “You know what to do. Keep satellite tracking while you can. Are the spotter craft aloft?”

	The operator nodded. “Two choppas on the rise, sir. Just over the horizon as you instructed.”

	Ord smiled grimly. The choppas were back up for the satellite imagery and had orders not to attack the aliens. They could safely leave that to the strikers when the nest was exposed.

	“Let’s hope we find this nest,” Ord breathed. “Keep me in touch.” He turned to leave the room. “I need a quick check on Simon Cordell.”

	Ord frowned as he stood at Cordell’s bedside. There were two questions he wanted to ask the lunar miner. How many aliens had been in the lunar cave, and how many had been destroyed at Rawlinna? Then he would have an idea of how many remained, bearing in mind the remnants in the Eucla labs and whatever losses occurred at Cocklebiddy Cave – not that there had been any bodies. He contemplated if they been able to repair themselves as suggested by Singh’s research. His frown grew deeper. He just hoped there were no more nests lurking beneath the lunar surface.

	He couldn’t be sure Cordell had journeyed from Rawlinna, but if he had not, Laura Sinclair, when she arrived, could perhaps help. After all, she had rescued her son from the poxy outback nest.

	Colour flecked Cordell’s face, but his blood was still under mechanical circulation. Ord turned to the nearby medic. “Any sign of consciousness yet?”

	“His parameters are almost normal,” the medic replied. “We’re holding off on heart link for another hour or so. It won’t affect him coming round though. Shouldn’t be long.”

	“Can you accelerate it?”

	“Sure. Can’t do any harm now.” The medic tapped a control panel on Cordell’s support console, and a low hiss heralded the injection of a small amount of stimulant into his patient’s bloodstream. Almost immediately a slight but audible cough escaped the miner’s lips. As Ord took advantage of the bedside seat he saw Cordell’s eyes flutter and open wide.

	“Check his readings then leave us,” Ord commanded the medic. The medic, suddenly and obviously uncomfortable, did as he was bid but kept within view as he went to stand in the external corridor.

	Ord gazed at the patient. “Simon,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

	Cordell turned his head slowly, looking for the source of the voice. “Jesus!” he gasped. “It’s you.”

	“You remember then?” Ord asked.

	“Some of it.” Simon’s eyes searched over Ord’s shoulder. “Where’s the alien?”

	“Gone, gathered in,” Ord replied. “Don’t worry about it.”

	Cordell focussed on the surrounding apparatus. “Why am I like this?”

	“It happens to males when aliens depart them. By rights, you should have died last night.”

	Simon blinked. “But I didn’t.” He strove to remember details but could not.

	“You were lucky,” Ord responded without further embellishment.

	“Where am I?”

	“Australian Defence Eucla.” Ord took a deep breath. “Can you answer some questions?”

	“Tired. Need a drink.” Cordell’s eyes fluttered, and Ord realised he would have to be quick. There was a water system next to the bed and he put the tube in the miner’s mouth.

	“Better,” Cordell whispered.

	Ord glanced at the medic who was looking like he wanted to return. “Two questions then I’ll leave you to rest.”
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	Despite the nanobots coursing through her bloodstream, Laura felt a surge of anxiety as the choppa dropped gently to the landing pad inside the Eucla defence base. Uriel wanted her to ensure the carriers inside the base were not harmed, but the welfare of Jason would always be her foremost priority. She had to ensure her son was not engulfed by the kind of wanton destruction that had occurred at Rawlinna. In the desert Ord’s obliteration phobia was tempered by a warning, albeit short, but this time there may be no quarter given.

	She let the dust settle outside the aircraft before disembarking, holdall clutched in one hand. Beneath her dark-brown Milijun robe, the swaddled pistol remained hidden at her midriff, supported by the orange sash.

	A soldier in camouflage uniform walked over. “Staff Sergeant Warren Finlayson, ma’am. If you would follow me, I’ll escort you to your quarters. The major general offers you his greetings. He wishes you to settle in before any further discussions.”

	Laura bit her lip. It could all be over by then. But, of course, Ord would know that. She followed the man across the asphalt to a door on the southern side of the landing zone. Once inside Laura saw the familiar portal of a security device. Without speaking she took the crucifix from around her neck and slipped it inside the holdall, offering the bag to her escort. Mustering nonchalance she then stepped through the portal, praying that Uriel’s swaddle would work. There was no reaction from the machine but plenty on the soldier’s face as she stood revealed in all her digital three-dimensional nakedness.

	Her bag was emptied, scanned, searched and refilled. Her companion then beckoned her to follow.

	She was led along a deserted corridor, beige walls and a black floor typifying what she had already seen at the Eucla base. Not that Laura took much notice of the surroundings for her mind was frantically engaged elsewhere. She could either be taken to her room, maybe even confined, or she could seize the initiative now and demand to be taken directly to Ord. Every time they passed a door she was afraid someone would step out, and every burst of laughter from adjacent rooms encouraged beads of sweat to form on her brow.

	As they walked she worked at the swaddle, fumbling beneath the robe, until the pistol was free. They turned a corner and she hastily stuffed the anti-detection sheath into the ample pocket of her garment. Pistol in hand, she took two quick paces. She was right behind Finlayson.

	“Stop,” Laura demanded. “I need to see Ord now.”

	Finlayson spun around, an apologetic look on his face. “I’m afraid that—” He froze as he saw the laser.

	Laura pointed at his holster. “Give me your firearm, slowly.” He did so, obviously uncertain of Laura’s intent, and she nestled his pistol next to the swaddle.

	“He is in operations. We cannot disturb him.”

	She looked him straight in the eyes. “I will use this. My son is in danger.” She raised the pistol to his head. “Take me there.”

	Beneath the military helmet, the soldier’s eyes blinked once and then he turned.

	“Same pace as before,” Laura whispered. “Don’t stop or say a word to anyone. Just take me to Ord.”

	They set off, turned another corner and saw two soldiers chatting ten metres along the corridor. One of them looked their way. Laura hid the pistol in the folds of her robe and froze a smile on her face.

	“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said, as she and her escort passed between them. They didn’t appear to give her a second glance. Maybe they had seen her on her last visit, or maybe they were accustomed to Milijun robes. Hopefully, they didn’t notice their colleague’s empty holster. She withdrew the pistol once more, sensing the raw power it possessed beneath her grip. It served her well at Rawlinna; perhaps it would serve Jason well now.

	Sebastian Ord could not believe his eyes. Jason’s captors were heading towards Eucla, specifically slightly east of the township towards the former national park and therefore, the defence base surreptitiously built within it.

	The mallee scrub and heath terrain had been requisitioned by the military after the vast sand-hills had been diminished by the climatic repercussions of the last war. It had never had visitor amenities and had seemed the ideal location for a new military base; a state-of-the-art guardian for the Australian southern flank.

	However, it was a strange foe indeed that flew down the throat of its enemy.

	Ord puzzled over the tactics of the aliens. They were familiar with the base, of course, having been previously carried there, but why would they return? He considered the possibility that they were banking on him not opening fire on his own doorstep. It certainly hadn’t bothered him before.

	He need not have worried. The voice of one of the choppa pilots rang around the room. “They’re moving east towards Nullarbor National Park. Same velocity.”

	Ord glanced at the wall screens and nodded. He was familiar with the area. The park covered almost three million hectares and was one of the Earth’s largest semi-arid cave landscapes. Numerous underground caverns were formed by water dissolving and eroding the limestone layers, the voids subsequently enlarged by the action of salt crystals growing and expanding cracks in the rocks.

	Koonalda Cave was deemed the most spectacular. Sixty metres below the plain, it ran for 250 metres to a deep underground lake. Over twenty thousand years ago Aboriginal peoples had discovered the chamber, and their lore counselled that the caves of the western Nullarbor were inhabited by evil spirits, who were habitually heard howling in the hastening waters of the subterranean lakes. How ironic, Ord thought. He would bet his life on the fact that the alien nest was in one of the Nullarbor National Park caves. But which one? To the best of his knowledge there were at least twelve, maybe more. However, it felt right. In his gut, he knew it was right.

	Ord’s continuing thoughts were interrupted. “They’re over the park now, sir,” the operator said. “Two thousand metres. No sign of any descent.”

	“Can we put the park caves on the map?” Ord asked. “Do it if we can.”

	The operator checked the database then several icons flashed onto the central monitor. Ord licked his lips nervously. It wasn’t yet evident where they were heading.

	“I hope your striker engines are warmed up,” Ord said to Pescos.

	“Don’t worry, they are ready to lift,” Pescos replied.

	Nobody registered the hiss of the door immediately, not until Laura and Finlayson were well inside the room.

	“I’m sorry, sir. Somehow she got—”

	Ord spun his chair around, his face contorting with rage. “Get her out! This is a secure operation!” he yelled. “You are well out of bounds!” Then he saw the pistol in Laura’s hand. “For fuck’s sake, Laura. What are you doing?”

	“Saving my son!” Laura yelled in return. She motioned Finlayson further into the room and took two steps forward herself. The door whispered shut behind them.

	“Launch the strikers,” Ord said to Jean Pescos. “She’s taken leave of her senses.” Pescos blinked, one eye on the laser. Ord turned to Laura. “This is tantamount to treason, Laura. We have no wish to harm your son.”

	Laura could see the indifference in his aura.

	“Who orders the attack?” she demanded, with a nod towards Pescos. “You or her?”

	“I do,” Pescos replied. “They are my aircraft.”

	The air vice-marshal pivoted her chair, and it was then that Laura cried, “You fool, Ord! She’s carrying.”

	Ord blanched as he glanced at Pescos. He half rose from his chair as Laura waved the laser. “All of you,” she commanded, “into the corner, near the window.” She gestured wildly. “Over there.”

	They all moved except Ord. “She’s lying,” Pescos grated. “There’s no way I’d be here if I was carrying.”

	Ord looked uncertain. “Where’s your Milijun escort?”

	“Not due until tomorrow,” Pescos replied. “Where’s yours?”

	Ord shook his head just before the laser beam shattered his chair.

	“Next one’s for your head, Ord,” Laura said fiercely. “Join your friends.”

	Ord moved, and Laura levelled her pistol at Pescos. “Tell your air crews to turn off their power and dismount.”

	The voice of the choppa pilot rang around the room. “Christ! They’re actually starting to ascend now! Through three thousand metres already. Jesus! They’ll kill him.”

	“Launch the strikers,” Ord screamed at Pescos.

	Laura took aim and fired the pistol.

	Laura was gone and Jason was gone, and Uriel missed them sorely. They were, after all, the first of what he called his nanoagents: Milijun personnel who could recognise carriers. Others were out there now, of course, seconded to protect a chosen hierarchy, but Laura and Jason were his pride and joy, relative newcomers enhanced by the wonderful technology of a remarkable research enterprise buried deep within the outback.

	However, he still had Janice Mepunga. She sat before him now, nervous but defiant. If he couldn’t get Jason back she was his key to the future. Of course, there was still the problem of the aliens, the real aliens, but he was not like Ord. His instincts recognised a pattern, maybe even a research pattern, in what they were doing. They were kin of a kind, and he did not fear them or the future.

	He smiled at the woman who shared the room with him. “So, you are with child, Janice.”

	Defiance burst forth. “You tortured me, you bastard!”

	He didn’t reply immediately, letting silence and time diffuse her anger.

	How fortuitous it had been that nanobotic enhancement, which enabled recipients to perceive the mysterious human aura, also exposed the alien creatures nestled inside their bodily host. Fortuitous but not entirely surprising, for to reveal and utilise unseen energies had always been a prime thrust of his research.

	Uriel held up both his hands in a gesture of appeasement. “I am truly sorry but I needed to know what was happening. Lives were at stake. There is no more, I promise.” His eyes bored into hers. “I can help you now, Janice, help you beyond your wildest expectations.”

	Janice didn’t respond. She just glared at him.

	“People at this establishment are special, top end researchers, and they carry nanobots in their bloodstream.” He strived for the right words not wishing to frighten his companion. “They possess powers well beyond the human norm. Good powers, powers to forge a better future.”

	“What did you do with the alien?”

	“It went with Jason. They were collected by others of its kind.”

	The news seemed to relax Janice. She took a deep breath, and some of the animosity departed from her face and her aura.

	“How are you feeling now?” Uriel was genuinely interested. Janice was now a vehicle for future research, a chance to explore the nanobotics even further. He would implant Janice, preferably with her consent, and await the delivery of her hybrid child. Of course, the nanos would undoubtedly enter the baby’s bloodstream. But would they be accepted or rejected, as apparently happened when the procedures were reversed, when an alien tried to enter a human carrying nanobots?

	Uriel believed in universal fate, in chance revealing the great steps forward. Mankind’s development was littered with it. And here was an opportunity to combine two advances, one alien induced, as yet unknown, and one from Earth. What kind of hybrid child would Janice produce following her enhancement?

	And that was why Ord could not be allowed to harm the women at Eucla, for there lay another momentous opportunity: to create a significant group of superior hybrids. How he wished the women were at Milijun, safe from Ord’s paranoia.

	Janice nodded. “I’m okay.”

	“Do you know where Jason will be taken?”

	“No, I do not. I have no idea.”

	“Do you know why he has been taken?” If only he had enough power to transport all the women from Eucla to Milijun. But he hadn’t, far from it. Besides, they would need a chipped marker among them.

	Janice shook her head. “No idea.” Uriel studied her aura. Everything about the woman told him she was telling the truth. He decided to return to his original topic.

	“If you became part of Milijun, Janice, accepted the nanobotic infusions, you would become a better human being in so many ways and much less likely to fall ill. One day, every human will be so.”

	“And the child?”

	Straight to the point, Uriel thought. “The child will be fine,” he said with conviction, glad that Janice could not read his aura. “We would work in gentle stages just to be sure.”

	“And when would I – we – be able to leave here?” Janice asked.

	“Once part of Milijun you remain part of Milijun,” Uriel replied with a reassuring smile. “Both you and your child. Not to say you cannot venture outside on occasion, but you must always return.” He reminded her of her recent past. “Besides, you would be hounded out there, for your sins and your child. Here you will be one with us.” He leaned towards her. “And audios can always be deleted.”

	Janice ran her tongue over her lips, felt the raised flesh that was still sore to touch. She found it hard not to feel cornered. Eventually, she nodded, a brief picture of Daniel’s prone body floating through her mind. “I’ll stay – for now.”

	“And the infusions?”

	She nodded ever so slightly, and Uriel heaved an inward sigh of relief. He had his next subject.
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	Laura fired the laser.

	“Eight thou—” the choppa pilot called before being silenced in mid-stream.

	Smoke spiralled from several relay consoles and Laura felt its foul, clamouring stench immediately assail her nostrils. Chemical water sprang from the ceiling and hissing, like a nest of vipers, engulfed the charred and twisted plastic. The smoke stopped rising, vipers stilled, but elsewhere in the complex an alarm sounded, distant and strangely surreal.

	She had made a split-second decision not to fire at Ord or, for that matter, anyone else in the room, not even the female air force officer who could have given the lethal command. She had aimed at the equipment immediately behind the operator’s chair, hoping to eliminate the possibility of further command communications.

	She obviously succeeded. Ord screamed, “Jesus! Laura you bitch fool! You’ve given them Jason.”

	“I don’t care!” Laura screamed back. “Better that than you kill him!”

	Although considerable circuitry was burned out, incoming pictures were still present on a couple of screens. They saw the rotating blur of the rising swarm, Jason presumably in its midst, and now a larger horde ascending rapidly from the plains.

	Ord cursed. Koonalda! Right under their bloody noses. How the hell, he asked himself, had they got there without being detected? Despite his predicament, he found himself trying to estimate the alien numbers. It looked like they roughly tallied with his previous calculations. Not knowing about the Koonalda nest, he realised, was a chance missed. Ord glued his eyes to the working screens. The Koonalda group was gaining rapidly on the smaller swarm which carried Jason.

	“Guards will be here in minutes,” Ord said. “Give up, Laura.” He shot a glance at Pescos. Was she really carrying? If so, he could expect no help there. And, he thought, she would never have launched the strikers, at least not at the alien horde. Maybe, he thought morosely, she would have sacrificed herself and set them upon Eucla!

	Suddenly, on the satellite display, every person in the room saw something else, something that instantly swamped all other thoughts. The object filled both screens as it cruised sedately past the orbital cameras then continued a purposeful descent to Earth. Large and ellipsoidal, a dark shimmering purple in colour, its periphery was covered by countless pulsating cilia each of which must have been over ten meters long. No obvious other markings, protuberances, ports or entries were apparent.

	“Oh my God!” Pescos gasped. “What is that?”

	In seconds, the huge craft had swooped from orbit, absorbed both groups of aliens and climbed rapidly to vanish off the screen, soaring past the satellite cameras once more.

	Ord glanced at Pescos. She looked genuinely frightened and could not have been aware of the origin of the alien spacecraft. He turned to Laura. “She’s not carrying?”

	Stunned by what she had just witnessed, Laura shook her head in silence. Jason was gone, but he was safe. She should have felt relief, but felt only anguish.

	“So, you got your way,” Ord said quietly. His face had drained of blood, looking ashen beneath overnight stubble, and momentarily he looked older. “Now what?”

	Laura had to prevent herself from shaking as she levelled the laser at Ord once more. “Let the women go.”

	Ord stared at her incredulously. “What? What’s got into you?’

	“Free them.”

	The door hissed open and two guards swiftly and silently entered the room. Legs slightly apart, they instantly covered Laura with their firearms.

	“Don’t shoot!” Ord screamed. He looked hard at Laura and said firmly, “She’s finished what she came here to do.”

	“Drop the firearm!” one of the guards yelled. “Hands to the ceiling!”

	Laura complied. She was utterly drained but at least had achieved her primary goal.

	“She has another weapon,” Finlayson said. “The one she took from me.”

	“Don’t move, Laura,” Ord said hastily. “I’ll get it.” He walked slowly across and stood before Laura. He looked hard into Laura’s eyes. “Where is it?”

	Laura looked away. “Midriff.”

	Ord retrieved the escort’s weapon with the minimal of touches and placed it under his belt. “A regular gun shooter,” he said dryly. He threw a fleeting look at Pescos. “Are you sure the air vice isn’t carrying?”

	“She’s not carrying.”

	Pescos raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Believe her, major general, I am not carrying.” She glanced at the screens, which now showed nothing but earth and clouds and sky. “We need to try and trace that – whatever it was.”

	“Take the air vice to the comm centre next door. Use the systems there,” Ord told the operator. He addressed the two guards and Finlayson. “Thanks gentlemen, you can all return to your duties. Put the base on a Stage One Internal, my edict. I’m sure we will be safe now.”

	As the staff sergeant reached the door Ord said, “No. Wait. How did she get the pistol past the scanner?”

	Finlayson shrugged and Ord commanded, “Frisk her. Standard procedures.”

	Laura took a step back. “It’s okay. Look.” She withdrew the anti-detection swaddle from beneath her robe and handed it brusquely to Finlayson.

	“Who the hell gave you that?” Ord demanded.

	“I don’t know,” Laura answered. “I just found the wrapped pistol in my bag when I was in the choppa.”

	“Jesus!” Ord exclaimed. “Another piece of Uriel magic.” He shot Laura a hard look. “What the hell were you supposed to do with it? You’re supposed to be here to protect me, to replace Thomas Ambry, not attack the base.”

	Laura borrowed the alien terminology. “Jason was my Phase one. Him above everything else.”

	“I’ll remind you that it was Uriel who engineered Jason’s delivery to the aliens.”

	“But you would have killed him.”

	Ord shook his head, returned Finlayson’s pistol and gave the staff sergeant permission to leave the room.

	Laura found herself alone with Ord and his white-clad, silver-haired colleague. The major general briefly introduced the aide as Dr Markus Singh, Eucla’s laboratory manager.

	“Alright,” the major general said, “consider yourself in military custody. Let’s go to my office. We can talk about the women – and other things. And no more heroics. This base is now on alert and watching your every move.” He was in control again, alien spacecraft or not, and obviously felt better for it.

	Pescos had the strikers airborne within two minutes, and they reached their ceiling of seventeen thousand metres in record time. They quartered the zones where the alien groups had been picked up by the ellipsoidal craft but found no signs of further activity. Scanning to the upper stratosphere their instruments drew a blank. The UFO had simply travelled out of range.

	Pescos sent them home, admitting a sense of relief; pondering what kind of savage weaponry the huge alien ship possessed.

	“Alert the entire Satellite Watch,” she told the operator. “Constant monitoring to the local mesosphere ceiling. General scope, no target details, my edict. No point in being alarmist.” She looked at the blank screens and shrugged. “In case it returns.” And to herself, “With or without the boy.”

	“I was after the main horde,” Ord said. “I would have done my utmost to protect Jason.”

	Laura had recovered some of her composure. “And what if the swarm with Jason had taken him underground?” she asked. “What would you have done then? Penetrative missiles deep into the cave system? There’s no way you would have sent ground personnel anywhere near them again.”

	Ord took a deep breath and looked at Singh.

	“We have done enough work on the alien – robots – to know we comprehend very little of their technology or motives,” Ord declared. “We can’t welcome them with open arms, especially as they have already killed humans.”

	“Which is why Jason has gone to them,” Laura said emotionally, trying to ignore the misting in her eyes.

	“To find out why they are here,” Singh said quietly, offering a small smile to Laura.

	Despite her hackles still being raised, Laura found herself immediately warming to Ord’s civilian aide. He was a slight man of average height, balding at the forehead, obviously not using any of the popular vanity-driven follicle accelerators. By necessity, of somewhat distant subcontinent heritage, Australia having ceased immigration a decade before the last conflict, he sported a neat grey moustache, perhaps another rebuff to contemporary standards, which encouraged clean-shaven perfection.

	Laura looked meaningfully at Ord. “We thought someone had to, and Jason seems special to them. He is the First Seen, and it is an opportunity to understand this situation before any more blood is spilled unnecessarily.”

	“Quite laudable but perhaps a little philanthropic,” Ord said.

	Somewhat chagrined, Laura looked at Singh for support and found it in his eyes. She decided to go on the attack. “If you had destroyed the main horde God knows what would have happened. That huge vessel may be capable of anything.”

	Ord shrugged, inwardly admitting the huge UFO had added another complication to the equation.

	“You must not harm the women either,” Laura went on. “They are very important to the …” she struggled for the right words, “to the real aliens. And Jason may come back with answers. Give him a chance.” It was more a directive than a plea and Laura hoped she had not overstepped the mark. After all, she was in military custody.

	“To the real aliens, whoever they are,” Ord retorted. “You seem to be a spokesperson for them now, Laura. How is that?”

	“My son is with them, that’s all.”

	“There is someone I would like you to meet,” Ord said after some seconds. “And then maybe you can see the women and maybe even tell Uriel that they are fine. Do not forget you are under military supervision pending charges. But know this,” and he leaned forward and stared belligerently into her eyes, his voice taking on a merciless tone, “I will not be releasing them from protection. They are considered a threat, their offspring may be a threat to mankind, and they are a total unknown.”

	Laura met his gaze calmly. “Just do not harm them.”

	“To keep Jason safe. To avoid retaliation.”

	“Hold them until he returns.”

	“Not indefinitely and not beyond gestation. That is impossible. But for now, I will do as you request.”

	“Thank you.”

	“It is wise, major general,” Singh said gently. “Who knows what they would do if our guests are … in any way injured.”

	“This,” Ord said, “is the man who started it all. His name is Simon Cordell. He is – was – a lunar miner. He found the cave where the alien robots were held. Ask him what you like.”

	Singh had returned to his laboratories, and Laura was alone with Ord and the patient. An inflatable burn bed supported Cordell, and his right arm was linked to several intravenous lines, which sprouted like tentacles from a bedside cabinet. She could see a small blister on his neck but below that the bedclothes were held clear of his body.

	Laura looked at Cordell with trepidation, not really knowing where to start. Her eyes registered some kind of trauma, evidently recent. A deep jaw, blue eyes, furrowed brow. She couldn’t really see, but she guessed he was tall. He was sizing her up, despite his obvious discomfort, making her feel uncomfortable. She decided to start at the beginning.

	“What happened on the moon?” she asked.

	“I was drilling, looking for underground cavities, got a breakthrough. I went down and found them. In the cavern, in the wall.”

	“In the wall?” Laura recalled Cocklebiddy Cave, how at least some of the creatures had emerged from the walls.

	Cordell nodded. “Like they were seamed in there.”

	“Did they attack you?”

	“No. I went back to base and reported it.” He smiled ruefully. “Maybe that was a mistake. The scientists went back in and retrieved one.”

	“From the wall? They managed to detach it without damage. Without any violent repercussions?”

	“Just to the wall, I guess. They took it back for analysis,” Cordell stated. “It was all fine until then.”

	“They effectively abducted an alien being from its immediate environs.” Laura looked at Ord, who gave a plaintive shrug.

	“They thought it was dead, that they were all dead, and that the cave was some kind of alien burial ground. I went down again with the director. This was after the main group flew out, and when we got back we didn’t have a base no more.” His eyes flicked around the room, remembering. “The alien had come alive and taken out all personnel, all except Le Blanc.” Laura could see that the memories still haunted Cordell.

	“Le Blanc was used as a carrier,” Ord interjected.

	“Whatever,” Cordell said. “Anyway, Le Blanc killed the director. I shot back, and the alien came out of him.”

	“How did the crew die?” Laura asked.

	“No air. They wrecked all the pumps.”

	“Le Blanc and the alien?”

	Cordell nodded, going on to describe how he had escaped Mare Moscoviense and made it back to Earth. “There was some suspicion levelled at me, of course,” he added, “as I was the sole survivor.” He shrugged as best he could inside his medical cocoon. “I checked out okay, passed all the tests.” Laura nodded in empathy. She knew exactly how he felt.

	“The cave and the base have both since been thoroughly inspected,” Ord said, “and seem to corroborate Simon’s version of events. There was also a piece of evidence … a small alien appendage gathered by Simon, subsequently analysed in Germany.”

	“Why Germany?” Laura queried. She didn’t realise any evidence of aliens existed outside Australia, not even outside West Australia.

	“Top world experts. The best. It was independent of events here, though there was some police collaboration on results. It was all kept very quiet,” Ord commented.

	“Are you alright?” Laura asked, noticing the miner had suddenly paled. “Do you need a rest?”

	“It’s okay,” Ord interjected, “I can complete the story. Simon came to Australia following a lead and was himself abducted by the creatures, well, by their carriers. He became a carrier and came to Eucla with the express purpose of … infecting me. Thankfully, he failed.”

	Laura pursed her lips. The aliens obviously thought of Ord as a prime threat, Parlane’s input no doubt. “How did he survive the alien leaving?” she asked.

	“He boiled me alive,” Cordell whispered with a hint of a grin.

	Laura was shocked, but whatever Ord had done had evidently worked.

	“Males do not normally survive an alien leaving their bodies,” Ord said. “The only exception was one of the men from the assembly hall, and he was found to have Klinefelter’s syndrome, a chromosomal disorder. It affects around one in five hundred males, essentially gives them an extra X chromosome.”

	“There is another case,” Laura pointed out. “Robert’s alien left him to examine Jason.”

	“Probably very briefly,” Ord replied. “It must have returned within seconds when Robert began to suffer. As far as we know he did not have the syndrome.” He offered a grim smile. “He was eventually shot, of course.”

	Laura nodded, not wanting to speak, endeavouring to quell thoughts of her son that threatened to overwhelm her mind.

	“Can we go?” she asked with a polite nod of farewell to Cordell.

	“How do you feel about the aliens now?” Ord asked, as they left the medical ward.

	“Let’s get away from the clinical surrounds,” Laura said. “I need to think.”

	“Remember you are under surveillance,” Ord said as they walked down the corridor.

	“As if I could forget,” Laura replied sardonically.
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	RKishO intentionally stalled three hundred metres from the entry gate of the Eucla Defence Base and dropped gently to earth. She was fairly confident the natives had not seen her break away from the main group and coast one metre above the ground to her current position. But, of course, she couldn’t be truly sure. Everything about this planet was weird, right down to the behaviour of its prime species. She checked her membranes by holding them out under the growing sunlight, felt an exciting surge of power run through her entire body. It was good to be alive, duty called, and she needed to continue RKalnI’s mission.

	Powerful compound eyes revealed the gates were shut. There would be guards just inside, but how many and where located? From within her body, she produced a silver sphere, clutching it delicately in a three-fingered hand. Would their scanners be viewing her now? Would they be readying an attack? Somehow she had to get inside and find a native body. And then she would find the one called Ord.

	She was quickly at the perimeter wall. She chose a location some distance from the gates, reasoning that the guards would be situated near the single entry point. She raised her head and tried to pick up communications through the wall, but all she could sense in the morning air were the excited cries of her kindred as they rose to the tendering ship. For a while she indulged in their contact, soaring higher with them, actually seeing the First Seen, delighting in their joy.

	To work, to work.

	Using the sphere, she transferred a body-wide diameter shaft of the neighbouring dusty earth to the adjacent dimension. She made the depth five times her height. Fearlessly she dropped into the hole. Horizontally now, twelve times her height. Now vertical to bring her inside the native compound. She rose carefully and observed the gates from the other side.

	All this took no more than three seconds local time.

	She was in luck; no natives around her and the two at the gates were caught up in conversation. There were three stationary vehicles nearby, and she reasoned she could use one as cover in her approach. She dropped, went horizontal and rose again, anxious that the sphere maintained some residual energy for emergencies.

	RKishO emerged at the rear of the transporter. Behind her, the holes filled in again, exactly as they had been, their dimensional displacement only ephemeral. Now she could sense the words of the guards. They had not seen her but there was still danger from the buildings and whatever scanners they possessed.

	She held her move. She had to be sure. Time was with her. Darkness was some hours away yet.

	Inside the base, Laura did not address Ord’s question until they were seated in his office.

	Eventually, she said, “Tell me. How long is it since Cordell discovered the cave?”

	Ord knew that one well enough. “It’s actually less than three weeks, seventeen days to be exact. Or put another way, just thirteen days since Jason first sent his photographs.”

	Laura pursed her lips. “And who knows about all these events?”

	“Very few,” Ord said, “and we intend to keep it that way.”

	“And the events on the moon, as Cordell described?”

	“A few more, obviously, here and overseas. The lunar events are being portrayed as operational misadventure – until we know more about what ranges against us.”

	“You don’t think the world is in danger then, that other countries should know what is happening here?”

	“We’re keeping track of foreign defence intelligence, at least what we can access. They show no signs of an alien incursion.” He gave a wry smile. “As you will be aware, international trust is hard to come by these days. Even with immediate allies. And like here, there’s certainly nothing in the public arena.”

	“Yet,” Laura said tellingly. She gave him a quick glance. “But do they know?”

	“The president will have done as she sees fit at the highest level. That would likely be a low-key warning at this stage. So far, we believe the only activity on Earth is with us. We have the onus of confinement. Some overseas intelligence searches picked up your son’s earlier communications.”

	“Which, based on their source, they probably didn’t believe.”

	“I’m sure they didn’t, but even so we got questions.”

	“You got questions?”

	“Of course we did. We replied as you would expect.” Ord was starting to get annoyed. It was almost as if his prisoner was questioning his judgement. “Look, if any overseas entity signals an invasion we will, of course, collaborate.”

	“And we don’t need anyone’s help?”

	Ord shook his head. “Not yet at least. It’s only been around two weeks. Our casualties are small. Everything is in our operational arena. As I said, we have the duty of confinement. Wars take months to start these days. Things do not move swiftly, there are big decisions to make, including national security decisions. If you know anything about the last conflict …” He left the remark unfinished.

	“Wars!” Laura was taken aback. “Are we at war?”

	“Conflicts then.”

	Laura shook her head. “Conflicts frequently start with small events, often accidental, usually unilateral. It appears this is no different.”

	Ord waved a hand in apparent concurrence.

	“The best way to prevent escalation is to ensure Jason returns safely,” Laura continued stiffly. “At least then we will know more.”

	“You talk like a pacifist,” Ord responded. “May I remind you you’re inside a defence establishment.”

	“That’s probably because I am one,” Laura replied. “I didn’t ask to be caught up in this.” She paused then added, “But I’ll do everything I can to help my son.”

	“Thanks to you, Jason’s return is now out of our hands.”

	Laura bit her lip, primarily to avoid swearing. The sanctimonious bastard! She wanted to state that Uriel did not concur, that the Milijun chief had the capability to bring her son back, but she refrained, not wanting to give Ord even the merest hint of the powerful Milijun technology.

	She decided to change tack. “I know you were trying to influence my attitude to the aliens,” she said, “by letting me talk to Cordell, by having him describe what happened on the moon. But you have failed.” She leaned forward, surprising herself by her sudden aggressiveness. “And that’s because we were the initial aggressors. Don’t you see that?”

	Ord smiled. “I see you have spent the last fifteen minutes on reversing roles, trying to convince me to give peace a chance.”

	“You cannot harm the women.”

	“Ah, the women,” Ord said. He tapped his wrist phone. “Come and take the prisoner to room eleven,” he ordered. “We’ve finished here.” Turning back to her, he added, “You can have your wish and see the women now.” There was hardness in his face she hadn’t witnessed previously.

	Laura gazed around room eleven as the door hissed shut behind her, a sound that irrefutably confirmed her status as a captive, no doubt a prisoner of war in Ord’s eyes. From memory, in addition to the sole male, there had been forty women at Eucla but there were only ten in this room. They sat at two oval tables, huddled together in groups of two or three. All wore freshly pressed military battle fatigues. Around the walls stood five bunk beds, none of which were made. A single toilet stood in one corner, half-hidden by a dilapidated plastic screen.

	As one, ten faces turned towards her, poppies once more, and she saw hope linger briefly as recognition took place. Her eyes found Sergeant Hughes, the soldier’s sturdy frame sat bolt upright at one of the tables. She hardly dared to ask the question.

	“Where are the rest of you?”

	Hughes fashioned an impassive smile on her square-jawed face. “We were separated last night.” Her face suddenly grew severe. “I see it as an ominous sign.”

	Laura walked forward and stood in front of the sergeant. “Are the others well? Are they still alive?”

	Hughes shook her head. “We have no idea. We are fed, watered and exercised like animals. Nobody tells us anything. The guards are bastards. They make foul comments.” Despite the strength within her face, it leaked a small tear as she stared at Laura. “Can you help us?”

	“We are prisoners,” one of the other women said. “We are with child and we are held like criminals by our own military. Why is that?”

	Laura found a table edge and perched. “Precisely because you are pregnant. They fear the outcomes of your gestation.”

	Another woman, petite and blonde, incongruous in the uniform, leant over and touched her robe. “Why are you here? Why are you wearing this garment?”

	Laura took a deep breath. She wanted to offer hope but she had nothing to offer. “I am a prisoner, too,” she stated. “The garb is a kind of uniform, from a place in the desert.”

	The blonde stretched further and touched her crucifix. “That place is a sacred sanctuary. You are a believer,” she said. “Is that not so?”

	Laura held her reply then said, “I am not a believer like you, like all of you. There are many things I do not understand. Many things I don’t even want to know.” She scanned the anxious faces. “But I do believe one thing. I believe you are all valuable, and that we deserve to be free.”

	She had bided her time, time as she knew it, picking her moment of incursion, waiting inside the body of the native warrior, struggling to put thoughts of the tendering ship out of her mind. She knew she had to tread with care, not wanting to rouse suspicion by imposing unusual behaviour upon her carrier. Eventually, the guards at the gate had changed and, sitting comfortably between this world and another, she had gained access to the base.

	One of the guards had been female and this was the one she had chosen. Male native deaths were distressing and unexpected. Also a male corpse inside the base would cause immediate suspicion should she have to vacate her host for any reason.

	Her carrier’s name, she soon gathered, was Private Sianna Beel. Tall with small, piercing eyes and a sharp nose, but perhaps a less than sharp mind, Beel appeared to be at ease with her martial life, her only source of discontent being the fact that her spouse, also in the military, was currently seconded elsewhere on this landmass.

	During all this time, RKishO could feel Beel’s heart thrumming, sense her thoughts, often confused, experience her emotions, similarly confused, even feel her bodily urges. However, there were no thoughts of the native Ord.

	To some extent, she was at the whim of Beel’s actions and routines and soon realised that she was not going to lead her to the one they called Ord as a matter of course. She would need persuasion. As usual, as she accessed the intricacies of Beel’s neural networks, she found empathy budding. This was acceptable, after all, it was one of the justifications for the assimilation exploration.

	Nonetheless, as Beel took the elevator down to the dining area, RKishO increasingly felt her senses under assault. Frantic, garbled messages bombarded her psyche as if she was flying through a severe electrical storm on her home planet, and she found it difficult to focus on the primary target of locating Ord. The communications, she soon realised, were from her own kind. They cavorted along her circuits like lost electrons searching for a nucleus, plaintive and desperate, some weak, some strong, all seeking assistance. It was a call she had been designed to respond to.

	It was easy to locate the signals and as the neurological links with Sianna Beel grew exponentially, RKishO directed her carrier towards the source. The dining area was circumvented. They took the elevator down a further two floors, and Beel stepped out into a white-walled corridor with light-blue flooring.

	At the end of the corridor stood a silver door. Beel palmed the door pad and found it locked. She stood there looking puzzled. Her palm print was not in the database.

	RKishO could have made Sianna use her firearm on the lock, but there was a better way. In an instance, she was outside her carrier, directing the soldier to return to her original destination. The alien watched as Beel walked back to the elevator and disappeared without as much as a backwards glance. The corridor was empty. However, the signals of her kind were stronger here.

	RKishO caressed the silver surface, dropped her temperature, lowered her corporal molecular vibration frequency, and swiftly passed through the door. Once on the other side she phased back to the native’s world, found a hiding place among several cubic cabinets, and promptly scanned the surrounds.

	The area was full of apparatus. She sensed her kind in close proximity but there did not appear to be any natives.

	Incessant tides of pain and longing assailed her senses, waxing and waning, obscene and pitiful, and she realised her comrades were not whole: had been torn asunder by outrageous savagery. Although not created to carry great memory, fleeting images of the recent carnage in the meeting place of the natives ghosted into her consciousness, only to disappear like chenti, the purple dust of the wind-blown peaks of home.

	This was the carnage she had barely escaped.

	RKishO scanned again for natives. None. Perhaps they were indulging in one of their numerous energy intakes.

	At maximum speed, she checked her fallen comrades, the broken bodies, the wailing minds. She swiftly carried severed part to severed part. She accelerated the healing, felt their gratitude flood her thoughts. Five were whole, many were not, when she sensed the approach of the natives.

	The door hissed open. Three humans entered the room. As far as RKishO could tell, all were male. She struck quickly, entering the first native before he even realised she was there. Two of her resurrected colleagues followed her example well before the door whispered shut. Now they were in control, and she thought once more of Ord, the dark-hearted one.

	Her carrier, she soon learned, was Markus Singh, and she was pleased to find thoughts of Ord circulating around his neural pathways. Even as she infiltrated tracts, thereby growing closer to the human scientist, her two free sisters set about healing the remaining broken bodies.

	Time to move on.

	It was afternoon, and Sebastian Ord had already decided to sleep over at the base. He certainly had no wish to run the risk of a repeat of last night’s disturbing episode.

	Today had been particularly distasteful, thanks mostly to Laura Sinclair and her ill-timed intervention: the aliens had flown the nest, there was some kind of weird mother-ship floating above the planet, and one of his comm rooms was wrecked.

	Tonight was also the night he had decided to eradicate the threat of the hybrid carriers. Somehow it had gathered urgency. No good delaying the matter. With Jason gone and the appearance of the mother-ship, things were coming to a head. He needed to get back in control.

	Ord cursed Laura Sinclair. He had thought of her as a colleague-in-arms, but now she had turned against him, no doubt as a result of Uriel’s pagan influence. He even doubted if anyone could trust the Milijun personnel who had been designated VIP protector roles. Ambry and Sinclair were evidence of that. God! What a bloody mess!

	He suspected he was getting paranoid, or maybe just losing the plot. He needed to talk things through with someone. As usual, he called Singh.
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	All our knowledge brings us nearer to our ignorance.

	[T. S. Eliot]

	 

	 

	Earlier, they had been fed and exercised as Hughes had said and now, as the afternoon wore on, most of the women were either asleep or feigning sleep. The guards had flung a single mattress on the floor for Laura, accompanied by predictable lewd comments, and then lowered the lights.

	As the door closed behind her Laura’s soul had darkened as if some indistinct and menacing presence had sucked the last of the meagre light from the room. In truth, she sensed the end of the world as she knew it was approaching. She believed the emergence of the huge alien ship was a portent of something that would monumentally disrupt her way of life, her beliefs, and the cosmic destiny of millions of others on Earth. She did not really know where these feelings came from. She only knew that they were there.

	And this time Jason was gone forever.

	His children, yes, his children, were carried proudly by these women and those incarcerated elsewhere in this complex, if indeed they were still living. The latter thought chilled her. She hoped to God that the others had not been killed. She believed with all her heart that they were her grandchildren, albeit with alien input.

	“Uriel,” she murmured, holding the adapted crucifix to her lips. In the choppa, she had scrutinised the pendant, looking for signs of Uriel’s handiwork, but his people had embedded the micro transmitter well, superbly veiled beneath the delicate gold filigree. To the naked eye, it was invisible.

	“We need to be quick,” Uriel replied almost instantly. “We’re in hyper impulse frequency so they won’t pick it up immediately, but they’ll detect the fringes eventually. What’s your status?”

	“I trashed Ord’s comm room,” Laura said, keeping it simple, “and stopped an attack on the aliens. Did you see the huge ship?”

	“I guessed you must have done something,” Uriel replied. “I’m presuming the ship is where Jason’s gone. What about the women?”

	“There are only ten of the women where I am now. I’m a prisoner with them. We don’t know about the rest. Ord’s beyond redemption, the other women could very well be dead.”

	“You need to get out of there,” Uriel said. “Are you ready to leave?”

	Even though Uriel could not see her, Laura shook her head vehemently. “I can’t just leave these women.”

	“I can’t get you all back to Milijun,” Uriel said. “There is nowhere near enough power, not even one at a time.”

	“How many then?” Laura asked.

	“Two, maybe three – depending on mass. Then we’d need a full day for a solar recharge. At that rate it would take too long to get all of them out, even the ten with you. They’d be missed at first count. And, of course, we couldn’t retrieve Jason if we needed to.”

	Laura shook her head, mind ticking over frantically. Jesus aid her! The irony of the dilemma hit her straight in the gut.

	“Does distance come into it?”

	She could almost hear Uriel’s mind interrogating her question. “Not linearly, but of course.”

	“How many of them could you transport to a few hundred metres outside the Eucla main gate?”

	Again, there was some delay. “Energy wise, we could accommodate quite a few over that distance. However, there is a receiver zone diameter limitation. The real answer is as many of the women as you can gather into a two-metre diameter circle centred on yourself. That may not be ten.”

	Someone nearby turned and muttered in her sleep, and Laura felt herself start. “Then let’s do that,” she cried softly. “We’re in room eleven now. After getting us out, could you send me back into different coordinates? If they’re still alive, the other women might be in other rooms. There is a snag though. I don’t know where they are.”

	“That’s insane. As you said, they may be dead. And you’re likely to get shot. And we’d need time to gather energy again – if we’re still to get Jason back.”

	“Whatever. I need to do it. Can you help?”

	“I have Eucla base plan data somewhere,” Uriel said. “It may assist. Look, I’ll send Nomi with it and she can meet you outside. You can work with her from there.”

	Back at Milijun, Uriel checked the time. “You have two minutes to get those women hugging you like there’s no tomorrow.” He shook his head. There was no way he was sending Laura back in.

	No sooner had he spoke than Laura was scrambling, hurriedly shaking the others. “Wake up! We’re getting out of here. Stand up. Crowd around me, as tight as possible. Make a circle. Hug me to death.”

	It wasn’t working. Most were complaining, some were giggling. In the near darkness, it was impossible to see who was near her. She grabbed the nearest bodies and pulled them close, ignoring their cries of protest.

	“Please,” she yelled. “As close as you can. Trust me.”

	She heard Hughes’s voice. “Cosy, but what the hell are we doing, charging the door?”

	“Grab others,” Laura cried. “As close to me as you can. Breathe out.” And to the crucifix, “Do it, Uriel. Just do it. We’re ready.”

	For a moment nothing happened, and there came running footsteps in the corridor. The door swished and someone screamed as a beam of light shafted into the room.

	“What the fuck?” A male voice, strangely echoing. All of a sudden, there was pure silence and myriads of animated blue spheres growing and shrinking only to be lost in a deep grey mist and then …

	The first thing Laura felt was the drifting heat of late afternoon, which descended from the sky and rose from the desert and clawed through her robe with abandoned ease. She looked around, desperately counting bodies. She made it eight. Hughes was there but not the blonde girl. She double-checked. Her heart sank. They’d left two behind – or suspended in some hideous dimension.

	The surrounding faces were pale and bewildered. Their bodies displayed auras reflecting total shock and disbelief. For, of course, they did not know where they were. There had been no time for explanations.

	“Laura,” the whispering voice came from behind her, and she whirled around, expecting to see another of the prisoners. However, she saw Nomi, stepping out of the sun glare. Laura felt numb and gestured at the women, all of whom looked disorientated. “We lost two,” was all she could say.

	Nomi took control and addressed the group in a hushed voice. “Walk north and do not speak. Take this.” She gave a small disc to the nearest of the bewildered women. “Do not lose it. If you hear engines go flat to the earth.” She shooed them like bewildered sheep. “Go quickly now. Do not speak. Tread lightly. We will gather you as soon as we can.”

	The women walked, the immediate terrain eager to swallow their camouflaged uniforms.

	Nomi turned to Laura. “We need to talk.” She drew nearer, putting her hand momentarily on Laura’s shoulder.

	“The data we have on the base does not show where the other women could be held,” Nomi continued. “It is not obvious. There are too many rooms like room eleven, old nuclear protection cells.” She suddenly dived into her robe and withdrew a small item, holding it in her palm to show Laura. “Do you know what this is?”

	Laura looked closer, struggling to focus in the glare of sunlight. “It looks like a fly.”

	“It’s a beemav,” Nomi said. “A biomimetic micro air vehicle. A diminutive flying scout that can gain access to the base and search unobtrusively. We cannot risk sending you back in, at least until we have exactly located another group of the women.”

	“More robots,” Laura said indifferently, looking at the small item again. “It’s the safest way. If you are discovered searching in there, you will be of no use to any survivors.”

	“Who’s controlling it?”

	“Staff at Milijun. It is a powerful tool. They will see and hear everything within its vicinity.” She looked at Laura with clear, large eyes. “We won’t send you back in yet, Laura.”

	“Then I do not have a choice,” Laura responded. “Send it in and let’s get away from here.”

	Nomi lifted her palm, and the beemav flew. It moved so swiftly that Laura lost sight of it immediately.

	“It’s done. We must help the women we have,” Nomi said, turning north, making haste to follow the disappearing group.

	Laura took two steps but faltered. This was not right. She couldn’t do it. The further from the base she went, the less likely she was to return.

	She called out, “Nomi, please, I need to go back.”

	Nomi stopped and turned around. She talked into her wristband and listened to the reply. A strange smile stole across her face. “You have changed, Laura Sinclair,” she said.

	“And whose fault is that?” Laura responded sharply.

	“Wait here. Find shelter. Uriel will contact you.” Then she was gone, swiftly tracking the women.

	Laura crawled into the shade of a particularly large salt-bush and settled down. The sun was slowly slipping west, dropping just as leisurely, and her robe gave scant protection. She pulled up the hood. In two hours it would start to cool, but she hoped she would not have to wait that long. Beneath her, the ground was hot and rough, the colours of shedding autumn leaves beneath a pitch blue sky. There was pure silence. Then something rustled nearby and she prayed it wasn’t a snake.

	“Uriel,” she whispered into her crucifix. “Are you there?”

	There was no reply and she suddenly felt deserted, alone in a world that was balanced on a precipice.

	“Uriel!” she hissed louder, trying to ignore the escalating heaviness of her heartbeat, the sweat breaking out on her skin.

	Silence. And then, “As little communication as possible. It’s too risky, even where you are. I’ll let you know when you are going in. Please try and rest.”

	Silence again. Her mind wandered. She thought of being with Nomi and the women, of being back inside the base, of Jason somewhere above her head. She thought of Ord and wondered what he would plan next. Eventually, she thought of her vacation, not so long ago, and she wished away time, wished away the desert heat and wished away the injustice of it all.

	Time passed, marked by the moving sun. And then …

	She was inside again. After an hour of outback warmth she found herself sensitive to the building’s ventilation, felt the chilled air breathing upon her face. Now what? She checked her surroundings: a corridor, white walls, blue shiny floor. There was only one door close by, and no one was in sight. She walked forward slowly, quietly, looking for the beemav. Had Uriel put her in the wrong location?

	Laura stopped outside the door, put her ear to its surface. There were faint voices, like ripples of water. Female? She couldn’t tell. A sudden movement drew an abrupt intake of breath. There it was, the beemav, no more than a metre from her face.

	Uriel’s voice sprang out of the crucifix. “This is the best we can do. The only ones we found. There are six in there.”

	“Why am I not in the room?” Laura demanded angrily.

	“Too crowded, too dangerous,” came the reply. “If you emerged even partially in someone else’s space …” he paused, then added, “Messy.”

	Laura glanced at the beemav. “The spy thing’s been inside?”

	“Under the door.”

	“Are they monitoring this?”

	“You’re well away from their surveillance area and lower down. Much safer than the previous cell. If you’re in danger I’ll bring you out.”

	Laura grimaced. Not quite a negative. She tried the door pad. There was no reaction.

	“Thirty minutes to find a way in,” Uriel said. “Then you’re coming out anyway.”

	Laura didn’t argue. There was no other way.

	Singh sprang to her mind. She had seen a spark of sympathy in his eyes. Maybe he would help. He could perhaps grab a keypad from somewhere.

	“Can your flying insect lead me to the labs?” Laura asked.

	After a moment’s delay, Uriel responded. “It’s on its way.”

	Laura followed the beemav as it floated down the corridor, turned right and approached a pair of elevators.

	“Down two more,” Uriel’s voice, a whisper in the thankful silence. Laura opened the nearest door. She and the beemav entered. Down two and into another corridor, green floor, white wall.

	There was a man in the passageway, in green garb.

	Laura hissed a profanity, one she hadn’t used for some time, and spoke into the crucifix: “There’s a man here.” The green figure turned in the corridor light and Laura nearly fainted. “Oh my God! He’s carrying!” She turned back to the elevator door. It had automatically closed behind her.

	Facing the corridor again, she saw the man approach. A laboratory technician, she guessed, one of Singh’s men and definitely carrying.

	“It’s alright,” Uriel hissed. “He won’t harm you.”

	A sudden and unpleasant heat surged through Laura’s body at Uriel’s words. Her heart rate ran amok until her ears seemed full of strenuous beats. She was in a dream, part of her on some unknown escapist plane seeking to gain a tenuous foothold on reality. Her mouth was abruptly dry, but she whispered, “What?”

	“He won’t harm you,” Uriel repeated. “Act naturally.”

	She was trapped with nowhere to go. The beemav hovered silently a metre from her ear. The technician grew closer.

	“You are First Seen’s mother,” the technician said. He was a slimly built man of average height with some Chinese ancestry. Overall his face was pleasant as he offered Laura a gentle smile.

	It was not what Laura had expected. She just stood there, trying not to stare at the alien within the man’s body. She had never seen one as clearly before and briefly wondered if her powers were increasing.

	“Can I help you?” the technician asked.

	She still could not speak, a victim of thoughts that were spinning wildly around her head: crazy thoughts. She wondered if Uriel knew more about this, if indeed he was part of it. Licking her lips, she attempted to show no fear.

	“I’m looking for … Dr Singh.”

	The technician’s smile grew broader. It reminded her of Dek’s smile, but sometimes Dek had smiled when he was sad. “He is with Major General Ord. Has been for some time now.” He put his head on one side, reminiscent of the alien gesture. “Three up, right, third door left.”

	Heart still pounding, Laura palmed the elevator panel. When she turned the man had gone, the lab door shivering shut behind him.

	She didn’t immediately touch the ascent panel. Did she really want to face Ord again? The proximity of the beemav brought her back to reality. There was no retreat.

	Her head was still spinning as the elevator suddenly stopped. She checked the corridor and stepped out into what seemed like an immediate danger zone: Ord’s territory.

	The thought crossed her mind that Uriel had known there were aliens within the base, or perhaps he was just assuming they wouldn’t harm the First Seen’s mother. More than ever in the events of the last few weeks she felt used; near to paranoia, terribly, terribly alone.

	Ahead a door abruptly hissed. Third on the left, Ord’s office. She sought the lift again and closed the doors. Then she just stood there; hardly daring to breath, sweat breaking on her brow, sick to the stomach.

	She heard the other lift move and, after what seemed like an eternity, entered the corridor once more. Glancing at the other elevator panel, she saw it had descended one floor. The cell!

	For a second, she froze, questioning whether Ord was on his way to execute the women. Then she sped down the passageway to his office door. She tried it. Locked.

	“Stand back,” Uriel whispered.

	She did so without thinking as the beemav sunk to the floor and slipped under the door.

	After a moment Uriel whispered, “It’s Singh. He’s dead. I can show you.”

	The beemav emerged and hovered at Laura’s eye height, a metre from the wall. A thin red beam sprang from robot to wall, and Laura saw images of Singh dance across the wall’s pale reflective surface. She saw Singh lying on the floor, one hand over his heart. The image moved to his face, a melting pot of agony, lips drawn back in pain. It seemed he had died fighting for the women. Ord had murdered him and was now on his way to finish the job.

	Adrenalin took over and she sprinted back to the elevators, the beemav in hot pursuit.
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	Laura flew along the corridor. Somebody opened a door but paying no heed, she swiftly entered the lift, keyed one floor down and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. She had no idea what she was going to do or say to Ord, but knew she had to do something. Remarkably, considering the rapidity of her movements, the beemav still patrolled the space by her ear.

	Bursting from the elevator, she suddenly stopped in her tracks. Ord was in the corridor, standing uncertainly outside the cell door. He seemed to be muttering to himself, one hand hovering over the door pad.

	She ran closer, slowing as she neared him, called out, “Ord! What are you doing?”

	The major general turned and Laura was shocked as she saw he, too, was carrying. Although not as surprised as when she saw the technician, Laura’s need for urgent action was immediately deflated by fear and perplexity. For a moment she considered the possibility that the base had been overcome by an alien force. But surely she had seen with her own eyes the main group ascending to the mother-ship.

	She halted four metres from the major general. He took his hand away from the door pad and met her eyes. For a moment neither spoke.

	“What are you doing?” Laura repeated, endeavouring to keep her voice calm.

	“You can’t stop me,” Ord replied.

	Laura glanced at the cell door then back to Ord, then checked out the alien inside him.

	Ord raised a pistol, and it seemed to Laura the weapon had suddenly appeared by magic in his hand.

	She raised her palms and took a step back. “Stop you from what?”

	“Releasing the women,” Ord said, his lips twisting around the words.

	“You’re – releasing the women?” Laura whispered.

	“You cannot stop me.” The pistol rose higher, pointing at her face.

	Laura felt her mouth drying up once more, but she managed, “I do not want to stop you.”

	Ord frowned. “You always want to stop me.”

	Laura shook her head vigorously and almost wished she hadn’t as the sudden movement appeared to spook Ord. His head jerked, and his pistol arm jerked with it.

	“I can help you with the women,” Laura said with some urgency.

	“Help me?”

	“Help you get them outside. Help you make them free.”

	Doubt flowed onto the major general’s face, but he lowered his pistol arm.

	“Put the pistol away,” Laura said, summoning all the persuasive vocal intonations her nanobotics could give her. “You won’t need it. We will leave here together.” She glanced at the alien. God forbid it should choose to leave Ord at this moment. He would undoubtedly die, and she would not be able to open the cell door. God forbid, also, that Uriel, fearing for her safety, should call her back.

	The being inside the major general remained still, and Laura sensed it was fully aware of the consequences of any rash action. She also understood the alien could instigate Ord’s death at a time of its own choosing, a consequence of it leaving the major general’s body. Laura most certainly did not wish that to happen.

	And that was when she realised the creature had been inside Singh, had gained access to Ord’s office and left the scientist for dead as it transferred to Ord.

	But now Laura surmised it was her ally, controlling Ord, endeavouring to release the pregnant women. The pain this was causing the soldier was evident in his face. He was fighting it all the way. But, of course, he could not win. Nobody had won yet.

	The major general slowly sheathed his laser. Laura breathed a sigh of relief. In a way, it was pitiful to see this proud fighting man at the mercy of an alien intelligence that was still beyond understanding.

	“You will help me?” Ord said.

	Laura nodded. “Let’s help the women. I’ll talk to them if you like.”

	There was still the possibility, of course, that she could gather the prisoners about her and get Uriel to whisk them away into the desert as had happened before, leaving Ord to the mercy of his internal nemesis. However, she wanted Ord and Uriel to meet again. She wanted some kind of forward plan, something positive out of all the incongruity; most of all she wanted something to make sense, even if that something was alien.

	Ord opened the cell door.

	Briefly, Laura thought the room was bare, that Uriel had somehow transported the women when the beemav had previously entered the cell. It wouldn’t have surprised her, not one little bit, but it was not to be. There the women were, clustered in a darkened corner, wide-eyed and fearful as if expecting the devil’s executioner to stride through the door. Like the others, all now wore defence uniforms.

	Ord was just standing there so Laura pushed past him.

	There were six in the room, as Uriel had said. Laura kept it simple: “Follow me,” she said. “We’re getting out.”

	The prisoners looked at each other then out of the door, but made no move. Laura realised they could see Ord standing in the corridor.

	“It’s fine,” the major general said. “You’ll be safe. We are all leaving.” One of the women took the lead, and the others followed. Laura checked the alien within Ord, no change there. She stared at the major general. “Your lead, sir.”

	Ord nodded then tapped his wrist phone. “Get me a ten seater TC, main entrance, five minutes.”

	Laura frowned then said, “What about the other women, sir?”

	“Other women?”

	“Yes sir. There are more women we can take out.”

	Ord shook his head. “No. There are no more.”

	Laura went cold and her eyes turned to slits. “There are no more women with child?”

	Ord shook his head. “No. I am sorry. Singh killed them. He wanted the embryos. It didn’t work out.”

	Two of the women gasped, and Laura shook her head vehemently. Her voice cut the air like ice. “That cannot be right.” It was too convenient, much too convenient.

	Ord’s face twisted into a parody of its normal self. He mimicked Laura’s head movement, but it seemed more like a nervous twitch. “It is, it is,” he affirmed, then cast his gaze down the corridor. “Follow me to the troop carrier.”

	However, they hadn’t walked more than five paces before the major general held up his hand and stopped. “Wait here,” he said, “I need to get someone else.”

	Before Laura or the women could react, Ord turned and strode purposely back to the elevators. “Five minutes,” he called over his shoulder. Laura tried to quell the inopportune panic that abruptly surged through her mind. God forbid the major general was back in control of his body and thoughts! God forbid he returned with reinforcements! She took a deep breath as Ord disappeared, momentarily mesmerised by the drone of the lift motor as it left the corridor in its wake.

	“I’m Sergeant Susan Carmody.” The voice at Laura’s shoulder caused her to blink and jerk her head. It was the woman who had led the group out of the cell. Laura nodded, not really interested in introductions.

	“Do we wait for him?” Carmody asked. She was small for the police militia, thin, wiry, and probably as tough as they come. Her hair was black, just short of shoulder length, skirting the limits of regulations, her face young and earnest, topped by a frown.

	“We have no choice,” Laura responded. They did, of course. She could ask Uriel to take them out now, leave Ord alone with his alien and his base, if it still was his base. She expected Uriel to say something but the crucifix was silent. Either he respected her judgement or had some newfound ulterior motive for wanting Ord to stay with them.

	Laura stared at Carmody. “What he said about Singh, could it be true?” It couldn’t, of course. Only one person had slaughtered the other prisoners if, indeed, they were dead. Only one person had the authority.

	The sergeant shrugged. “I don’t know. Singh did take two of the girls from our cell and they never returned.” Her pleasant face creased with anxiety. After a moment, she added pensively, “This used to be my home before I joined the police specials. I hate it now.”

	Laura looked around, searching for the beemav. It wasn’t there, and she realised it must be tracking the major general. She hissed into the crucifix, “Where’s the spy?”

	There was no instant reply but shortly Uriel said, “He’s getting Simon Cordell.”

	Not quite an answer but Laura understood. “What the hell for?” she queried, still hissing. She was not sure about the miner. He was the original First Seen, albeit on the moon and not on Earth. Did he still have a role to play?

	“Is it Ord or the alien within?” Uriel rejoined.

	Initially, Laura did not comprehend. Then she realised Uriel was asking who was in control of Ord, who actually wanted to bring Simon Cordell. “I’m not sure,” she said. “For a moment, he seemed like the old Ord.”

	“He’s coming back,” Uriel said. “No more comms.”

	They waited in silence until the elevator sighed, and Ord reappeared. From habit, Laura checked for the alien. It was still there, apparently latent, but no doubt taking everything in.

	Cordell, in wrinkled shirt and pants, looking bemused and still in pain, followed the major general hesitantly, clearly not sure where things were heading. He gave Laura a brief nod and raised his eyebrows questioningly.

	Laura nodded back but did not speak.

	“Right,” the major general said. “Let’s find the TC. Line up two abreast. March like we’re going somewhere.” He took the lead and Laura partnered Cordell at the rear, the beemav hovering once more around her shoulder.

	Here’s to freedom, Laura thought hopefully as they stepped out like lost school children about to enter a snake infested swamp.
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	As they emerged into the gathering dusk, Laura saw the troop carrier was parked near the front gates. Two guards and presumably the driver stood near its only door, a small round portal, currently hinged open. Six wheels, each over a metre in diameter, supported the vehicle’s body. There were two dark and diminutive windows in the side but no discernible windscreen. All communication devices must have been buried within the armoured shell as the body did not carry external accoutrements. It looked like a half-rotten giant peapod on wheels.

	In the labyrinthine corridors of the base, they had passed two groups of soldiers, and Ord had swept past them with style, even managing a smart salute for good measure. Now, in the grounds, the major general marched his charges up to the carrier and ordered them to board. He then walked over to the gate guards. Laura watched nervously through one of the tinted, reinforced windows of the vehicle. The beemav had disappeared somewhere en route, and she hoped Uriel had sent it back inside on further reconnaissance duties; in particular, to discover what had happened to the remaining women.

	With a departing salute, Ord abandoned his men and entered the carrier. “I’ll be driving,” he said simply, sinking into the lone forward seat. He palmed a button and a wide screen lit up, effectively showing a panoramic view from the vehicle, as good, if not better, than any windscreen. A low hum rang around the cabin as the soldier started the engine.

	As the others settled into the two-abreast seats, Laura left the scant window and went down the narrow central aisle to sit at the rear of the cabin. On the back of the seat in front was a screen depicting the forward view shown on the large monitor. Next to it was a small joystick. Experimenting, she found she could sweep the terrain all around the carrier.

	They drove through the gates, the descending sun turning the surrounding bush into a miniature forest of golden fire. To the northeast, however, darkening cumulonimbus threatened a rare and sudden deluge. Rotating the camera further, Laura spotted a group of kangaroos browsing to the right of the vehicle, heads lifting in fearless curiosity as the carrier rumbled past. Obviously, they had seen such vehicles before.

	She felt a sudden deceleration and the troop carrier ground to a halt no more than two hundred metres from the base. Laura couldn’t see the alien inside Ord as it was hidden by the driver’s seat, but for a terrifying moment she feared it was about to break free.

	The major general turned slowly and asked, “Where the hell are we going?”

	Taken by surprise, Laura did not answer immediately. For some reason, she expected Ord to have a destiny in mind, and if not Ord, then the alien within. All faces in the cabin turned to look at her.

	Remembering Nomi, she waved a hand. “Just drive north.” She didn’t really know where they were going to end up, but she knew they needed distance between themselves and the base.

	She turned to the rear and whispered into the crucifix. “Exactly how far from Milijun are we?” There was no reply, and she recalled Uriel’s last words: no comms. Perhaps their transmissions could be picked up easier in the open than in the bowels of the base. On the other hand, maybe it didn’t matter, as long as Ord was with them.

	Laura realised she didn’t really want to return to Milijun and briefly toyed with the idea of guiding Ord to Caiguna with the intention of finding the camper. However, it was only a passing thought. She needed to find out about Jason and the best way of doing that was to get to Milijun, preferably bringing Ord and Uriel together. Explanations may not be forthcoming and mysteries may remain as indeed may antagonisms, but there was only one place to go.

	The troop carrier surged forward and everyone seemed to relax. There was, however, no chatter, just the occasional clearing of nervous throats.

	Simon Cordell left his seat to sit with Laura at the back. He moved his tall frame gingerly, medical wrappings showing through his clothes, spray-on skin adorning his neck. Laura felt a pang of regret at not insisting that Cordell stay behind. Burn treatments were powerful these days, but it would take at least a week for the miner to heal the damage from Ord’s drastic first aid.

	Laura wondered if that was the reason Ord had brought him along. She asked him, “Are you here to return the favour to the major general if the alien should leave him?”

	Cordell smiled ruefully. “He did tell me he had an alien on board so maybe so.”

	Laura studied her rangy companion before continuing. The stubble around the minor scald marks on his face looked extremely uncomfortable, and his hair needed a trim and a wash. His craggy features reflected the horrors of what he had been through recently, and she began to feel sympathy for the miner who, in a relatively short period of time, had been accused of murder, careered in desperation halfway across the moon, been kidnapped and then practically boiled in water to keep his heart beating. Eventually, she just said, “Or do the aliens want you?”

	“Christ, I hope not.” He looked at the back of his hands, surveying the patterns created by the synthetic skin patches.

	“You may need further treatment,” Laura said.

	“Not by the military,” Cordell replied. “Perth would be nice.”

	“They can probably help at Milijun.”

	“Milijun? Where’s that?” He gave her a hard look. “What’s going on here?”

	She didn’t know if he was asking why they were in the carrier or querying the bigger picture. She also did not know how much Ord had told him.

	Laura decided to keep to the basics. She told him about Jason’s purported role, about the pregnant women and about Milijun being a research station in the middle of the outback. She didn’t mention Uriel or the directions of his research, or his capacity to move people through thin air.

	“So we’re in the middle of some weird alien breeding experiment?” Cordell questioned.

	Laura shrugged. “It seems that way. But I don’t think it’s just the aliens. There’s something about Milijun that doesn’t seem right.”

	Cordell played with his seat camera. “Dark clouds ahead, then,” he said.

	Uriel studied the face of Gem as she lay beside him. She possessed a noble profile, proud and confident, distinguished, perfectly framed by dark lustrous hair. Under the single sheet, her breasts rose rhythmically with every slow, slumbering breath and even now, after so many months, he relished the tenderness such moments of intimacy brought to his life.

	It was not a frequent occurrence, her lying with him, but they did share a common purpose, a common bond, which almost made their lovemaking subservient to their intellectual rapport. She always came to him, and he never sent her away.

	She was, he realised, the staff upon which he leaned. She shared his passion for advancement of the human race, the elimination of wars and, above all else, the elevation of the human spirit, which had all but been bludgeoned into oblivion over the last two hundred years.

	The beemav was her idea, her technology to be honest. It also, of course, put Laura in more danger, something that Gem had no qualms about, even though the newcomer was not really a rival for Uriel’s affection. At least not yet.

	She murmured in her sleep, and he leant closer to listen. Too indistinct. Something about the Eucla women no doubt.

	Uriel rolled away and closed his eyes.

	It would resolve itself. It always did.

	They had been travelling for a little under two hours when the ominous shape of a large choppa suddenly dropped from the twilight sky. Desert soil rose then fell in swirls as the aircraft settled squarely and confidently in front of the troop carrier, blocking any further forward motion. Strong lights danced over the ground and clamped onto the carrier’s camouflaged windscreen.

	Ord slid the vehicle to a halt. Outside the sun had dropped to kiss a burgundy horizon, and the light was starting to fade. Two silhouetted figures descended from the choppa’s cockpit. Both seemed to be clad in Milijun robes.

	Laura heaved a sigh of relief. “It’s okay,” she said to Cordell. “They’re not from the base.” She waited a moment, surveying the robed figures on her screen. One of them waved to the carrier occupants and pointed to the circular door.

	“Major general,” Laura called out. “Open the door please.”

	Ord released the door but stayed in his seat. Laura moved forward, exited the carrier, dropping gingerly to the desert surface to face the two newcomers. As she stood there she heard the whine of another choppa and saw a smaller dark shadow descend and land near the other aircraft. No lights on this one though and, as best as she could make out, no pilot.

	One of the dark figures spoke. “That’s your choppa, Laura. And Ord and Cordell.”

	Laura immediately recognised the voice and breathed a sigh of relief. “Nomi. You’re safe. And the other women?”

	“Are safe also.” Nomi gestured to the carrier. “We can take these women in the large choppa.” She swept past Laura and entered the troop carrier, spoke a few words then backed out. Moments later the Eucla escapees hesitantly emerged into the maturing desert night.

	“What about Ord?” Laura asked, suddenly anxious for the man who may have killed Singh, may have killed women at Eucla and would have eventually killed her.

	“Better if you get him,” Nomi said. “He’s currently teamed with you. Get him to the small choppa.”

	Laura felt an unexpected chill, not caused by the night air but by a dire threat to her immediate future. Fearful doubts sprang to mind concerning whether Milijun really wanted Ord, Cordell and herself. Uriel had made it clear that his prime focus was on the women. She was abruptly afraid and suspected her usefulness may have expired. Once they were airborne in the remote choppa they were at the mercy of Uriel. Or was she being paranoid again?

	“Get Ord, Laura,” Nomi said. Her voice seemed harsher than normal in the deepening dusk. It was more of an order than a request.

	Laura sighed. “Very well.” She approached the troop carrier and scrambled aboard. Ord remained sitting, eyes fixated on the large choppa. It was only then that Laura noticed the laser pistol cocooned in his belt, not that there had been any reason or opportunity to steal it previously. But now it felt different, it was almost as if Nomi was giving her the opportunity to arm herself. In any case, it wasn’t really stealing as Ord had previously taken her own weapon.

	Laura knelt beside Ord and gently withdrew the laser from his belt. The soldier did not move a muscle, seemingly mesmerised by the choppa’s lights dancing upon the carrier’s head-up display, or by the controlling actions of the alien, or maybe both. She stored the weapon in her robe.

	Laura shook the major general’s shoulder. “Come on, sir. We have a flight to catch.”

	Ord said nothing but switched off the forward display causing the interior of the carrier to darken abruptly. He rose and followed Laura out onto the desert’s surface. Behind them storm clouds gathered.

	The other robed figure stepped forward, and Laura recognised Gem. She repeated Nomi’s earlier words, directing Laura, Cordell and Ord towards the smaller unmanned choppa.

	Laura still sensed some kind of trap and shook her head. “You go in the small choppa. I’ll stay with the women.” Next to her Cordell was sizing up the situation, empathising with Laura’s unease.

	For several seconds, an awkward silence filled the outback air.

	“Ma’am,” Cordell said, addressing Gem. “We are a little uneasy about sharing an air vehicle with our military colleague. As I am sure you know he is carrying. Should our small friend choose to emerge …” He left the sentence unfinished.

	Gem stepped closer, offering a brief smile. “It’ll be fine, I assure you. Please, board the remote-controlled choppa.”

	Laura grimaced and withdrew Ord’s laser. “Back off, Gem, or I will fire.”

	Gem held up both her hands. “Look, your fears are unfounded. We wish you no harm. We have worked well together so far.”

	Laura glanced at Nomi. “Are we safe in the other choppa?”

	Nomi looked uncomfortable, not replying immediately, and it was enough for Laura. “Who’s flying the large machine?”

	Nomi responded. “It’s serv piloted.”

	There was a sudden flash of lightning and Gem swiftly sprung at Laura. Of all people, it was Simon Cordell who reacted quickest. He grabbed Gem’s arm with one hand and dealt her a savage blow to the temple with the other before Laura could even raise her pistol to cover the attack. Gem slumped unconscious to the ground and Laura swung her weapon around to cover Nomi.

	With her free hand, Laura stifled her crucifix. “Do I thank you or shoot you?” she asked Nomi, as Cordell knelt to check out Gem.

	“Thank me,” Nomi said. “You got the weapon, did you not? And perhaps you would not have been safe.” She shrugged. “I do not know.”

	Thunder rumbled in the distance, sonorous and threatening.

	“And that was the wish of Uriel?” Laura said, and then fiercely into the crucifix, “You bastard, Uriel, after all I have done.” There was no response, she hadn’t expected any, but she was sure he had heard.

	“Ladies,” Laura beckoned to the group of women. “Please enter the large aircraft.” The rescued prisoners, looking frightened and dazed, did as they were bid, silently and apprehensively.

	“You getting all this, Uriel?” Laura’s vitriolic words seemed to be part of the coming storm. There was no response but as if in answer, the engine of the small choppa started up and the vehicle ascended into the darkening sky. Laura levelled the pistol at the aircraft as if expecting an attack, but the choppa banked and sped rapidly away to be swallowed by the growing bulk of menacing clouds.

	Almost immediately, the deeper drone of the large choppa signalled its imminent departure. The hatch shut on the women, and Laura watched in astonishment as it too ascended, adroitly pivoted and headed northwards.

	On the ground, the echo of the choppa’s engine surrendered to a silence that momentarily held the confused group of remaining individuals spellbound.

	Lightning flashed and thunder rolled. Intermittent raindrops started to fall, and two brave early stars fought their way out through the scudding clouds.

	“Well,” said Laura to Nomi, “I didn’t expect that. It looks like you and Gem are dispensable too.”
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	The troop carrier crossed the Trans-Australia Railway track within half an hour of setting off north again. Milijun was just a few hours away. After ten minutes, Gem had recovered, and now lay curled up on the front seat behind Ord, her temple as heavily bruised as her ego.

	Laura positioned herself at the back, hand on the pistol, not sure whether she could trust Nomi, but thankful she had a strange but honest ally in Simon Cordell.

	Ord was all concentration. They had not risked the headlights as an aerial attack from one party or another was always a possibility, the only illumination supplementing the vehicle’s night-vision cameras came from infrequent lightning as it zipped open the sky.

	Laura left her seat and moved forward to sit across from Gem at the front.

	“What really happened to the other women?” she asked Ord. By her reckoning, there were over twenty unaccounted for.

	Ord didn’t take his gaze from the green-grey head-up display. “I told you before. Singh needed to find out more. It didn’t work out.”

	“At your behest.”

	The soldier didn’t respond, choosing instead to swear at oncoming bushes as they danced across the screen.

	Laura jumped as Uriel’s voice suddenly sprang from the crucifix. “Laura, go and sit next to Nomi.”

	“And why should I do that?” Laura countered caustically. “You want to kill us, do you not?”

	She heard him take a deep breath and try again: “Just go and sit next to Nomi. Look at her wristband.”

	Laura glanced back at the young Milijun female, pursed her lips then went to sit next to her. Nomi held her arm against the back of the seat in front of her so Laura could see her wristband screen.

	Death was everywhere upon it. The corpses of women, most naked, were arranged on operating tables, their faces at peace, their midsections obscenely violated. The camera moved closer to a body. There was no blood, not even from the open wounds. Were they all there? Had any survived?

	“This came from the beemav ten minutes ago.” Laura hardly heard Uriel’s voice; she was so horror-stricken. “A cold room, adjacent to Singh’s laboratory.”

	The image on the screen moved, the beemav entering a wound as would a real fly, but with a different purpose. Laura felt sick and looked away.

	“Look,” Nomi insisted.

	Reluctantly, Laura returned her gaze to the screen. She saw a close-up of a minute embryo. She could see the central axis, the beginnings of the spinal cord around which the brain, heart and digestive tract would soon form. It was moving; it was still alive, fighting against the cold, perhaps aided by alien genes.

	The image was so graphic, tears sprang to her eyes. These women were butchered in the name of … what? Not science, she reflected. Surely science would have taken them to full term.

	In the name of understanding your enemy, Laura thought. In the name of investigating how to eradicate them, eradicate her own grandchildren! And in the name of fear, the omnipresent fear of the unknown, which nibbled around the edges of the human psyche and threatened to send them all insane.

	“I would have transported you out of the choppa before it went down,” Uriel whispered suddenly. “Maybe Cordell too. Back to Milijun. It would have been a fitting end for the major general, do you not think?”

	Laura didn’t know what to think. No matter what way you looked at this now, Ord was a doomed man. She murmured as much beneath a cupped hand. “When the alien, robot or whatever it is, leaves him, Ord will die anyway.”

	“Maybe and maybe not. But not by me.”

	Unless Ord was like the sole male survivor, Laura mused, unless he had a chromosome abnormality. That particular survivor, like the Eucla women, was probably dead by now anyway, killed by the hand of frenzied research.

	Shaking her head, Laura returned to the back seat. Even though the unborn were part alien, they were still part of her son, still part of her. She should hate Ord now, even if she hadn’t before. She should want to kill him. She toyed with her seat screen. It was raining hard now. She could see the drops splashing in the newly born puddles. Fingering the pistol, Laura stared at the back of the major general’s head.

	The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had started. Clouds had parted and departed and moonlight now caressed the saucer-shaped access domes of Milijun, turning them into a flotilla of extraterrestrial spacecraft, an alien formation in the outback, awaiting the descent of the mother-ship.

	Laura went forward and whispered into Ord’s ear, “I have seen the dead women. I should kill you.” She gestured to the alien within. “If it wasn’t for that I would.”

	Ord turned, facing her, his eyes full of conflict and appealing for her understanding. “We are … still under threat.”

	Laura inhaled sharply. Who, she deliberated, was under threat: the people in the troop carrier, the inhabitants of Milijun, the entire human race, or all of the above. Or was it the alien talking? Were the aliens under threat?

	Laura spoke into her crucifix. “Can we come into Milijun please?” Then she added meaningfully, “All of us please, no exceptions.”

	“You are all welcome,” Uriel replied. “Well, all except one.”

	“All of us,” Laura repeated. “Gem will lead you in.”

	“Not Gem, Nomi.”

	“As you wish.”

	And suddenly Gem was gone, surrounded then replaced by blue light and pulsating spheres.

	“Jesus!” Simon Cordell croaked. “What’s happened there?”

	Laura realised it was the first time the miner had witnessed one of Uriel’s teleportations but she wasn’t in the mood for explanations. “It’s alright,” she said. “It can’t happen to you.” She looked around the carrier. “Let’s get out of here.”

	The desert surface, washed by the rain, reflected silver, black and brown under a sky where moon and waxing stars now reigned supreme. Laura realised she was at a crossroad. She was also uncomfortably aware that Uriel could whisk her away at a time of his own choosing. As they stood surveying Milijun, she asked Nomi, “Why has he taken Gem?”

	Nomi leaned forward and put her hand over the crucifix then replied, “They are close.” She smiled. “He can now only hear your heartbeat.”

	Laura was astonished. “You mean they are lovers?”

	“More than that. They are lovers, probably. But they are also soul mates. That is more important to them.” She shrugged slightly, a strange gesture, resembling a shiver in the damp night air. She took her hand away but indicated that Laura should cover the necklace.

	Laura fingered the crucifix, was briefly tempted to discard it, but that would have been pointless. The means for Uriel to teleport her was inside her body and, in any case, she needed to see the Milijun leader, convinced he was the only person who could liberate Jason.

	Laura shielded the crucifix as Nomi had done. “Did he think I would harm her?”

	“Someone here might,” Nomi replied ambiguously.

	“Would he have harmed me?”

	“I told you before, I do not know. I am not privy to his plans.”

	That surprised Laura. She had assumed Nomi was close to Uriel.

	“He has plans then?”

	Nomi ignored the question. “We should go inside.”

	Laura nodded and called out to Ord and Cordell, “Nomi will take us inside now. Please do exactly as she says.” She cast a glance at the major general. Even in the dim light the alien was clearly visible to her, motionless, seemingly inert. Ord may yet survive, Laura thought bitterly. Despite the atrocities at Eucla, she was not totally displeased about that. She wanted no more bloodshed. All she wanted was Jason back.

	“We normally disarm people entering the complex,” Nomi said, “but I won’t insult your intelligence by asking you to surrender the pistol.”

	Again, Laura found herself questioning Nomi’s words. Was there a hidden meaning? On the other hand, a firearm in the hands of someone who could readily be moved out of range was an impotent weapon indeed.

	“After you,” Laura said to Nomi and put herself at the tail of the group.

	As they walked towards the blue clamshell entrance, Laura found her mind racing. She felt as if she had been Uriel’s pawn ever since the original sojourn at Milijun, enhanced yes, but subjected to intense emotional pressure and frightening technologies that seemed to control her every move, which may indeed be controlling her now.

	Or maybe everyone was like that. Maybe everyone was a prisoner of their own DNA, the universe a predictable tableaux of interlocking spirals. The thought both amused and terrified her.

	Somehow she had to break the mould. She had to instigate a course of action that Uriel would not expect. But what, she wondered, did he expect of her. Total compliance, she suspected, the submissiveness of a mother aching for the return of her prodigal son.

	The answer to what was happening, she was sure, lay buried somewhere within Milijun. However, she had no allies there. Ord was out of it. Cordell was a lone ranger. Nomi was – well, what was Nomi, friend or foe? Angel or demon?

	She increased her step rate.
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	OFF EARTH

	 

	 

	 

	All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveller is unaware.

	[Martin Buber Austrian-born Jewish Hasidic theologian 1878-1965]

	 

	 

	As he slowly awakened, Jason felt as if he could have been asleep for an hour, a month or even an entire year. Initially, he sensed his surrounds, rather than actually observing them. His eyelids fluttered, stuttered in a mock opening, and the smell of ozone assailed his nostrils. Somehow his mind caught spherical images, one inside the other, like soap bubbles in an orgy of procreation. He lay for a while, remembering, though there was precious little to remember.

	He recalled ascension, air whipping the flesh of his cheeks, hair tugging at his scalp, a mechanical scream assaulting his ears. And then came darkness as a blessed relief, and an alien song as a lullaby, lowering the curtain on consciousness.

	And now he was wakening. He was not moving. He lay, or thought he lay, in a horizontal position, though he could not really ascertain as he appeared to be floating.

	Eyes wide open he scanned around. A curved wall, equidistant from him, the surrounding sphere his only world. He stretched out an arm, but the wall was too far away to touch. There was no shadow or focussed light, and distance was impossible to judge. But there was light and as he moved his arm, radiance grew to show more detail of the wall, but nothing else.

	Jason didn’t feel fearful. Nor did his heart beat with anguish. However, something, some mysterious mental monster, lurked within the covert corners of his mind.

	His spherical shell was pale purple and luminosity stemmed evenly from beyond it. He took a deep breath and was relieved to find the air was fine, even the temperature was fine. He was not hungry nor did he desire fluids. His mind seemed at peace and …

	His clothes had changed! He wore a silver one-piece robe, seamlessly gathered at his neck and running down to his ankles. Conical and slender in shape it left his arms free, naked to the shoulders. The garment seemed to be continuous around his body with no evidence of fasteners of any kind. Jason caught a fold between index finger and thumb; smooth and cool, like the skin of an endangered python he had once stroked at a Melbourne wildlife park.

	The light grew stronger and the purple wall dissolved, only to be replaced by another wall of similar hue a little further out. Bubbles within bubbles, spheres within spheres.

	“Are you ready yet?”

	The voice was stentorian in accentual English, but it was not an intonation he was familiar with. Nor did it sound digital.

	He did not answer, unsure who was being addressed. Even so his tongue felt frozen to the roof of his mouth, that mouth as desiccated as a well in a savage drought. He had expected to meet the aliens but now the moment was upon him Jason felt his entire body riddled with anxiety. The mysterious mental monster was upon him.

	The voice repeated the question, somewhat singsong with a lilting, inquiring cadence. Jason raised his head to look around. His body reacted by a faint rotation to balance momentum. The aliens! The real aliens! His voice whispered, “Who’s there?” Something niggled at the back of his mind; do I really want to know?

	“First Seen. You are woken.” There was a pause and then, “I am named Rkapthgerrsel.”

	It did not sound like one of the names the flying creatures possessed. In fact, it sounded like two names.

	“You should call me Rkapth, if you desire to call me anything.”

	Jason took a deep breath, finding his nerve. “Where … where am I?”

	“You are in two places, but you are safe.”

	Jason recalled a throw-away comment in a school lecture, intended to get their moronic teenage minds ticking: An atom can be in several places at the same time according to quantum physics. And then there was: Eighty percent of universal matter is completely invisible to humans, and only revealed by its gravitational effect. However, he didn’t feel either split or duplicated. He shrugged the thought from his mind. “What – two places?”

	“Your home and our home, but we are quite close.”

	Jason did not know what that meant. “Where are you?”

	The second purple wall dissolved, and the radius of Jason’s virtual capsule grew larger. And there was Rkapthgerrsel, what seemed like no more than ten metres away.

	Jason had prepared to cry out in fear, or scream, or blaspheme, faint or curl up in a foetal ball. But in fact, he just stared. His heartbeat may have quickened, also his breathing, but he took the revelation of Rkapth in his stride. And, he realised, it was not too difficult to do so, for Rkapth was humanoid in appearance, seemingly a little taller than the average Homo sapiens but similar in many respects, at least at first glance.

	The alien was attired in a similar robe to Jason. His bare arms were cream in colour, his face like alabaster, and he would have looked like a hovering ghost save for the vivid red hair that swept back from his brow in thick folds. His bright green eyes were half again larger than the human orb and his nose was flat with a single nostril. What mouth he did possess was small but fully lipped, the lips a light grey – a deeper hue than the rest of his face.

	As far as Jason could see there were no eyebrows or other facial hairs; not even eyelashes. And, he suddenly realised, there were no ears.

	Not afraid for his safety, at least for the time being, Jason felt an overwhelming urge to ask a question that had tormented him from first seeing the flock of aliens over the Nullarbor. And yet he hesitated, in fear of the answer. His tongue had loosed, but his throat was still parched. He asked the question but was unable to meet the alien’s eyes.

	“Are you good or evil?” There, it was done, but would there be an answer.

	“You have your beliefs and your creeds, but you do not know the much of it,” Rkapth said. “Truly, you only see what you are able to see and weave your theories accordingly. There is so much more, more than you can even imagine. The truth is immense, perhaps even larger than the universe within which we, and you, endeavour to plot our future.”

	Jason realised that the ‘you’ Rkapth referred to was the entire human race and immediately felt the burden of emblematic responsibility, as if the whole future of Earth was in his hands. And yet, had they not taken his genes? Had they not chosen him on that strange moonlit night on the Nullarbor Plain?

	“And so,” Rkapth continued, holding out his ivory arms, “if we say we are good would you believe us? And if we are evil we would not say as such.” What Jason thought of as a smile fleetingly crossed the alien’s face. “We are what we are as you are what you are.” Rkapth paused and then said, “Do you understand?”

	Jason, full of doubts, whispered, “Yes.”

	“Do you understand you know nothing?”

	Jason did not answer, feeling any answer would sound like a betrayal of the human condition.

	“Even all together you know nothing. Even your complexities are simple. And your simplicities are nought,” Rkapth continued.

	“Your robots have killed humans,” Jason responded eventually. He felt he was being trapped in a corner and wanted to fight his way out.

	Rkapth offered a barely visible nod. “There is an automatic self-defence system. It is designed to protect their mission. They would never attack without provocation or just cause.”

	Jason mulled this over for a moment. The incident he and his mother had witnessed within Cocklebiddy Cave did not appear provoked. He said as such.

	“No human was killed at that location nor were there any hurt,” Rkapth replied as if proving his point. “Our RNasia were just endeavouring to complete their mission.” He paused for a moment and then meaningfully added, “Several of them were terminated as I recall, beings your forces believed to be sentient.”

	So the alien robots had a collective name – RNasia. Jason closed his eyes. As the First Seen it appeared he was taking responsibility for the entire human race. Yet what Rkapth said was true. But …

	“Males die when your robots leave them.”

	Rkapth rotated his right hand around his wrist, his long fingers looking like the probing tentacles of a small octopus. It was an apparent gesture of sorrow. “That was not anticipated. It is regrettable and we humbly lament for their souls.”

	“So what is the mission?” Jason didn’t really expect an answer, not one that made sense anyway, but he had to ask, especially as he was categorically part of the aliens’ plans.

	“You are the First Seen, and you have the right to know,” Rkapth replied. “However, first we will go somewhere more comfortable for both of us.”

	Purple curved walls reappeared one after the other and Jason momentarily thought the alien had departed, but then he found himself in a secular room with conventional furniture and lighting.

	Jason sat at the short side of a long table with Rkapth at the other end. Green walls emanated muted light; a cloud-white ceiling reflected an indistinct likeness of the simple rectangular space. Two other chairs, unoccupied, contrasting black, were positioned at the long sides.

	Jason glanced down and saw he was still wearing the robe, which now shimmered iridescently under the room’s lighting. He felt small in the chair, a shifting grain of sand in a mediaeval hourglass, his mind confused by the spatial shifts. His heartbeat seemed arrhythmic, and he felt nauseous. His lips were dry again. He wondered where he was.

	“Your species, like ours, possesses many qualities that can help it survive the cosmic journey,” Rkapth continued as if nothing had happened, “but by its very nature that journey is arduous, and many have been swallowed by the maw of the universe.”

	Jason blinked. The alien seemed to speak a different language to his version of English and his lips hardly seemed to be moving. Many? Swallowed? Did Rkapth refer to people, races or planets?

	“If we combine we will be stronger. United we will be better prepared for both the manifest and the mystifying challenges we commonly face.” Rkapth paused, as if checking that Jason comprehended his words.

	Eventually, Jason said just one word, “Interbreeding.” Not a question, just a word. He studied Rkapth, trying to imagine what the female of the species looked like (if there was one), trying to gauge whether the few girls he knew would find the alien attractive. Thoughts along that line were abruptly quashed when Rkapth, as if reading his mind, said, “Not as you know it. Not in the – conventional – sense.”

	The alien laid both arms on the table and rotated both hands simultaneously about their respective wrists. “This is difficult,” he said, “but I hope you understand me.” His lips were moving, Jason decided, but didn’t really seem to match his words. Perhaps his vocal cords were different. “Quieten your thoughts and listen to me with an open heart.”

	Jason listened. The alien hands stopped rotating, and the room was filled by Rkapth’s stentorian tone.

	“There is an essence to life, a spirit to life, what your species oft calls a soul.” The alien stared intensely at Jason. “This we know as a fact, not just a belief, or even a hope.” A fleeting smile crossed his countenance, alien but remarkably human. “It is a good thing to know and perhaps not a good thing to know, but it is a definite thing. We do know it. We do understand it. We oft celebrate the fact, just as some humans celebrate the belief. The essence survives beyond what you call death and we call nedar, the gateway.”

	Jason was full of questions but kept quiet.

	“And so,” Rkapth continued, “if our species are to work together we must be sure our respective vital essences, our souls, are compatible; that we are, using your terminology, cosmic soul mates. For if we work together it is inevitable interbreeding, as you put it, will occur. This will take time, but it will surely happen as our species combine in all things. We are not that much different on the physical plain although there are micro-cellular differences that will seem large to your sciences.

	“But if our essences are mismatched the result would be disastrous, and both our futures would be in jeopardy. Our joint offspring would be of malformed mind and malevolent disposition and turn against the both of us. This we also know as fact.”

	Jason now found himself full of conflict. His parents did not embrace formal religion; nevertheless, his mother clung to a semblance of spiritual belief, which his father scathingly described as superstition. He had never discussed scripture of any kind with them, certainly never talked about creation or a Creator.

	He understood the concept of spirituality, had even formally debated it with classmates. That dialogue seemed almost a part of the ritual of growing up, an expression of the freedom of thought so prized by his culture. Yet it had never seemed meaningful. Certainly, spiritual life in his part of the world was minimal compared to that practised north of the Wide Australian Border. It was so much easier to believe there was nothing beyond this life, to react to just what their basic senses recorded.

	There before him was a being with an almost routine view of the afterlife and who presumed he had the right to impose change on the human condition without the need for consultation. Unless that consultation had already taken place, Jason reflected. But if it had, then who on Earth with?

	“I see you are full of thought,” Rkapth said.

	Jason frowned and found a question. “So the pregnant women; their children are some kind of genetic spiritual experiment?”

	Rkapth joined his hands together on the tabletop. “We hope they are a catalyst for cooperation. If it is not to be, then at least we will know.”

	“If it fails, what happens to the children?” Jason knew the answer but had to ask anyway.

	“If our tests show variance, we could not let them prosper.”

	Jason felt a sudden chill. They were his children, his mother’s grandchildren, however remotely they had been given life.

	“But they would have souls just the same.” Desperate, looking for an alternative aspect.

	“Out of balance. Aberrations. The essences would not survive in unity. Good essences, souls, are immortal. Unbalanced souls whither and are dispersed to the winds of the cosmos. Their energy is garnered and divided countless times. This we have learnt.”

	Jason shook his head. “How can you possibly know this?”

	“The duty of all cosmic intelligence is to fuse the universe, to create harmony from discord. From the many the one.” Rkapth smiled his strange smile. “Come on a journey,” he said.
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	OFF EARTH

	 

	 

	 

	The journey must have been long. However, the time was but an instant, a mere flicker of the eye. Jason’s eye.

	They stood at the mouth of a cave, looking out over shimmering water. The sky was full of stars, more than Jason had ever seen, more than he ever imagined there could be.

	There was a noise from the cave, a whirr and a hum, machines working, perhaps pushing air, perhaps warming the ground, or perhaps just making alien music.

	The water was a huge purple lake. Around the lake, columns rose, from the edge and from within the water, stretching high to a grey-violet sky. Many columns were topped by spheres, others, taller, disappeared into intermittent swirling clouds. The spheres looked like habitats but there were no obvious entry points, nor were there any viewing ports.

	In the water, there were other buildings, floating like huge shell-backed molluscs, each carrying a vertical sail that may have been designed for anything but the wind.

	Three moons rode the sky, two close, one a little more distant.

	And there in the sky, a flock of RNasia, weaving and peeling between the towers, intent on some alien errand that Jason could never comprehend.

	Beside him, Rkapth raised a hand.

	One of the floating shells moved closer, gliding silently over the water, touching the land where they stood.

	“Come,” Rkapth said.

	An arched portal suddenly beckoned, and they were inside. A plain triangular room with no obvious controls. In the wall, a window opened looking out on the lake. And then they were rising, past the towers, past the spheres, past the clouds, into the field of stars.

	The space station was suddenly upon them. Two huge geodetic rectangular pyramids, base to base, six substantial spheres at the corners, twelve thin ovoid columns along the connecting lines.

	“To each world a sphere,” Rkapth said with no further explanation.

	The ship entered the nearest sphere, and Rkapth beckoned Jason to disembark.

	And he was home.

	A blue sky met his gaze. A sun shone through wispy cirrus clouds. A waterfall tinkled nearby. Grass was under his feet. Trees were but a stroll away. Carefree coloured flower heads waved in the breeze. And down a path, a score of homes, set around a circular green.

	A thousand questions ran through Jason’s mind, surged to his lips, only to stall as Rkapth abruptly walked to one of the homes.

	It was small but neat, a perfect replica of a Terran home of 2179AD, even down to the video screen set into one wall.

	Rkapth entered a bedroom.

	“For the mother and child,” he said by way of explanation.

	Comfortable, Jason thought, but it somehow lacked soul. It was a clone of a bedroom, for a clone of a home.

	Rkapth shepherded him back to the shell ship. The wall melted, and they were in space once more.

	“See, Glieze,” Rkapth said, raising one arm.

	Jason looked down in awe.

	The planet hung beneath them, adorned by one of its moons. It was a purple-grey world with icy-violet poles. There were verdant islands on the equator, besieged by a storm within which spasms of lightning displayed the power of this world’s particular nature.

	Like Earth but not like Earth. An alien world. For his children.

	“We’ll return,” Rkapth said.

	
46

	MILIJUN

	 

	 

	 

	Laura’s disquiet escalated as they approached the Milijun entrance. She looked around the open terrain, tried to relieve the darkness swamping her mind. A post-rainstorm breeze was gathering from the west. Stars were popping out all over the immense sky, and exotic night sounds gently caressed her ears.

	Something was required, something that would take Uriel by surprise. Was that possible? The burden of impending teleportation invaded her thoughts, a sword of Damocles hovering only millimetres above her head. Uriel, she realised, held the aces.

	Nomi was reaching for her keypad when to everyone’s surprise, Simon Cordell spoke out. “You don’t need me anymore do you?”

	Laura wondered if he was talking directly to Ord, but the miner continued as if addressing them all. “The major general will be safe now. He only brought me in case the alien left him – to try to repeat what he did to me at Eucla, to try and save his life.”

	Cordell looked at the group desperately. “I’d have had to use the vehicle’s cooling fluids. Turn up the heating to a maximum. Scorch his flesh like he did mine. Doubt if it would have worked.” He gazed out into the desert. “I can take the vehicle back to Eucla.”

	It sounded like he was rambling, perhaps an after effect of him carrying. But then Laura thought he might not want to go underground, not after his traumatic experience on the moon.

	Laura glanced at Cordell. “You may be here for another reason,” she said. “It may be the aliens want you along.” All the time she watched for movement from the creature, aware it could leave Ord for dead at any moment. “You were the instigator of all this. Maybe they want to know more of what happened at the beginning.”

	Cordell shook his head. “They had their chance at Rawlinna.”

	Laura shook her head. “Not the creatures, their masters.”

	Cordell paled, not understanding. Everybody looked at Sebastian Ord. Laura and Nomi also saw the alien. Laura wasn’t even sure who was in control. She just knew Ord was fighting the ingression harder than all the others had.

	“We’re all going down,” Ord said.

	The saucer hinged back as Nomi operated the mechanism. Cordell looked at the sky, as a wolf would search for the moon, as if it was the last time he would see it.

	As the platform stopped at level three, Laura made her decision. On the brief descent, she recalled her initial visit to Milijun, the first impressions of it being a harmless alternative lifestyle commune, the sycophantic behaviour of Gem and Tham. There had always been a dark secret, life altering for her already, even before the mystery was unravelled.

	“Follow me,” Nomi said, a shepherdess and her sheep.

	The pistol felt good beneath Laura’s robe. And suddenly it was at Nomi’s head, hard pressed as if it was trying to make electrical contact.

	“I believe you can hear me, Uriel,” Laura said, deliberation and trepidation vying for control of her expression. “I have a pistol on Nomi. It will take you over three seconds to teleport me, in less than one, I can pull the trigger.”

	Nomi looked at Laura, wide-eyed. “He may not care,” she said.

	Laura shook her head. “He’ll care, care enough anyway.” She was thinking back to Uriel’s words underground at Eucla, He won’t harm you. Act naturally. She asked herself how he had known the carrying technician would be harmless. Because she was the First Seen’s mother?

	Something connected inside her frantic mind, an invisible umbilical cord; Uriel and the aliens, the aliens and Milijun. Or was it just paranoia surfacing, focussing, like a starving shark?

	“It’s alright, Laura.” Uriel’s voice through the crucifix at last. “Take it easy. Nomi, you’ll be fine.” He didn’t sound surprised, but Laura suspected he was a master of deception.

	“You’re not playing me anymore, Uriel,” Laura said bitterly, and turning to Ord added, “And neither are you.”

	“What is it you want?” Nomi asked calmly. She did not appear fearful of death, Laura thought, but that may be the nanobots. Nor had her aura changed significantly.

	Laura did not reply immediately. With the laser still at Nomi’s head she turned to the two men. “Stay here. Uriel will collect you.” She looked at Nomi. “He will, won’t he?”

	“Ask him yourself,” Nomi responded.

	“I can do that,” came through the crucifix.

	“It’s you and me then,” Laura said, keeping the pistol at Nomi’s temple. She mouthed slow, silent words at her prisoner. “I want to go down, to the lowest level.” Even if Uriel could not hear he could probably track her, but discretion was the better part of valour. “Don’t speak,” she said aloud.

	Nomi shrugged and Laura jerked her head, signalling it was time for them to move. Nomi pointed down the corridor, and they walked away, Siamese twins joined arm to head.

	Laura wondered if the alien and Ord would follow. To her utmost relief, the military man stayed, appearing to converse with Cordell.

	They wound their way cautiously to the hub of the complex and entered the large central elevator, the laser growing heavier by the second at the end of Laura’s arm. “Lowest level,” she whispered, her face gripped by steely resolve.

	Nomi shrugged, palmed the control, and they descended for what seemed an eternity in silence. Laura recalled the words of an architect colleague, If you want to get to the heart of a building look in the bowels. Well, she thought, let’s do just that.

	Movement ceased. Laura glanced nervously at Nomi as the door hissed open. For a while neither moved. Laura pointed with the pistol. “Out we go.”

	They left the sanctuary of the elevator and freezing, biting air hit their faces. Their breaths became visible, running from their lips like vaporised dragon fire. The first thing Laura thought of was a morgue, but it was a single room with a circular wall surrounding the lift shaft – the base of the inverted cone that was Milijun. As they stepped out further the space seemed full of echoes: not only their footsteps but also something less tangible, something unworldly. Laura noticed Nomi’s aura fade, as if invaded by icy droplets.

	“You haven’t been here before?” Laura asked, words resonating, knowing the answer but wanting confirmation.

	Nomi shook her head, dislodging the pistol’s tenacious grip on her temple. “I did not think I could get access to the nadir.” She looked as anxious as Laura felt. “I don’t know why we were admitted.”

	Laura frowned, dropped her arm away but kept the weapon aimed at Nomi’s midriff.

	The walls appeared wrapped in mist, ethereal and distinctly threatening. They are, in fact, dimensionally transparent. Laura shook her head, puzzling over who had lodged that particular thought in her mind, and what it might mean. She felt a slight movement of air, a cold breath on her cheek. Maybe it was just the air conditioning but there were no diffusers visible. They could still be there, somewhere beyond the wall.

	Laura felt distinctly uneasy, like she didn’t belong, an intruder in someone else’s domain.

	Her heart suddenly jolted as two indistinct figures materialised from the haze of the wall. A cry froze in her throat, caught in time. She did not move her feet, but the pistol wavered in her hand with a mind of its own as if caught between two worlds. She expected Uriel but it appeared he was not one of the two.

	The mysterious newcomers stepped forward and gained substance. One of the figures spoke – it was Gem, and with her, Major General Sebastian Ord. “We expected you to come here.”

	Uriel was definitely not there, and Laura was surprised. She examined Ord’s face. She saw great anguish. His features were twisted with abhorrence. His aura suggested substantial uncertainty, mottled with fear. Fixing her gaze on Ord she talked to the crucifix. “Uriel, are you there?”

	There was no reply. Beside her, she sensed Nomi stiffen, saw the alien was still within Ord.

	The major general suddenly stepped forward, one hand held out before him. His words shocked and frightened her: “I am the truth. Forgive them not.” Laura didn’t know whether it was Ord speaking or the alien.

	Ord took another step. Beyond him, Laura saw Gem’s eyes boring into her as if willing some kind of physical challenge. Laura’s vision deserted Gem and found the alien inside Ord. Panic rose in her throat. She didn’t understand any of this.

	Not sure of Nomi, she felt suddenly alone, vulnerable, as certain of death as she had ever been.

	The room became colder yet, and all breaths swirled and writhed as if possessing a life of their own. Suddenly and unpredictably Ord clasped Laura’s hand and pressed something against her palm. She could not, dared not look down, but swiftly and instinctively placed the object deep in the pocket of her robe. Ord stepped back, and Laura would never forget the look of agony upon his face, a mirror reflecting the tortuous battle for inner control.

	And as the major general stepped further back, the alien left him.

	He cried out; forlorn wails that rang and clanged around the vaporous walls, rang and clanged around Laura’s head, eventually lodging unbidden within her soul. She knew that sound would live there forever.

	There was no heat in the room, and he would be sure of death. He staggered away from them and crashed to the floor. Laura surprised herself by producing an unbidden tear for the deceased soldier. However, it was soon gone, frozen, in the blink of an eye and she hoped she wasn’t becoming callous about death.

	Nomi screamed, “Major general!”

	The alien robot swayed and balanced on spindly legs. Its head rolled, and its huge eyes surveyed the room.

	Laura grimaced and demanded of Gem, “Where is Uriel?”

	“He is welcoming the soldier,” Gem replied strangely, a scornful tone colouring her words and her aura.

	Laura did not understand at first, then found faint words: “Are you saying he is dead?”

	Gem shrugged. “Whatever that means.”

	Nomi took a step forward and screamed, “Have you killed him, you mad, stupid bitch?”

	Laura’s mind was in a whirl. That wasn’t Nomi, at least it didn’t sound like Nomi.

	And suddenly there were two more figures approaching through the wall, vague and ghostlike at the edge of the room, but present nevertheless.

	From the corner of her eye, Laura became aware of Nomi crouching down over Ord’s lifeless body, but the wall had her attention and believing she saw Jason, she uttered a sharp cry of disbelief.

	The two newcomers stepped forward, and now Laura was sure it was Jason, a spectral shadow like the figure beside him. His companion looked strange, unquestionably alien to her eyes, and she knew this person was not from Earth, was made of another chemistry.

	The room suddenly shaded purple, and the walls shimmered, and Laura was immediately disorientated. The figures around her disappeared and she found herself in a clearing, green grass beneath her feet, a bright blue sky above her, infinite in its majesty, and in the sky a sun-like luminosity growing ever stronger.

	The purple pall waned and she could make out large, brown boulders nearby, sheltering under towering trees with silver leaves and, beyond them, a tall and jagged mountain peak – familiar items, but she was terrified of them.

	She took a breath, and could breathe. She looked around. The people were back; Nomi, Gem, Jason and the strange alabaster alien. The robotic alien, the people rider, was not there. However, Sebastian Ord was there, lying on the ground, as in the Milijun base.

	To Laura’s amazement and horror, the military man suddenly rose to his feet, his body gaining inner brightness with every passing second. Momentarily, she saw an aura, similar to his earthly signature, but it was gone in a flash, absorbed by the radiance of his entire being. She put her hand on her heart as if to quell the fluttering beneath her breast.

	More people entered the clearing. Ord held out his hands, and they surrounded him, smiling and taking his body in their arms. Laura did not believe this, any of it. It was surely a dream, born of the culmination of recent traumatic events. Even so, unbidden tears leapt to her eyes. This was another place, another world, real or unreal, where she did not belong.

	Ord’s body shone brighter and abruptly reduced to a perfect sphere of light. His carriers did the same, and then they were all gone as swiftly as they had appeared, dancing like Min Min lights to be swallowed by boulders and a conjured groundswell of mist. Laura blinked away a tear, took a breath and searched out Jason. He was smiling like a newborn infant and Laura was fearful that his mind was now way beyond her understanding.

	The purple returned, initially just spheres and then all around them like a creeping fog.

	They were back in the Milijun nadir room, the gateway between two worlds. Though somehow worlds was the wrong word.

	Laura wanted to scream, but her vocal cords were paralysed. She looked around desperately, searching for Jason. He was there and relief coursed through her veins, a flash flood of potent emotion. Nomi was there, too. And Gem. And, near the wall, the winged robot.

	The alabaster alien also returned, he who bore hair the colour of blood. Next to the planetary invader, her son appeared somehow inferior, nondescript, but at the same time he somehow belonged. Ord still lay crumpled on the floor, death having seized his frozen heart and taken his soul to – where? To where they had just been?

	“Jason! Is that really you?” Nothing else mattered to Laura, not questions about what they had just witnessed or the presence of the tall and striking alien. Maternal love took over and she took a step forward, then another step until she could fling her arms around her son and kiss his face and hug him tight, so he could hardly breathe.

	Swiftly, Gem confronted her. “Leave the First Seen alone. He is no longer yours. He will return with Rkapth, as will all the fertilised women.”

	Fury invaded Laura like an instant fever, heaping its contents on top of maternal love until it spilt from her mouth as if she was vomiting words. She whirled upon Gem, her eyes blazing with hatred. “You are not taking my son! He stays with me. From now on, he never leaves my side!” She almost spat into Gem’s face as she screamed the next words. “You understand? He never leaves my side!”

	Gem stood her ground without flinching. “That can be arranged,” she said, her voice menacing, her eyes full of hostility.

	For the first time the alien, Rkapth, spoke: “I am Rkapth. You can all return to Glieze with us. There will be great benefit for all.” His voice was sonorous, almost hypnotic, and his dark-green eyes seized upon Laura, willing her to accept without rancour.

	But it was Jason who replied, saying quietly yet decisively, “Rkapth, we don’t want to go to your home. I didn’t even want to be the First Seen. We want to stay here.” Watching her son, pride filled Laura’s heart until it seemed it would burst.

	Rkapth’s eyes appeared to blink in slow motion, and Gem suddenly attempted to come between Laura and Jason. Without thinking, Laura drew her pistol. Determined not to lose her son again she seared Gem across her midriff, slashing from right to left. Gem’s mouth opened silently, and she collapsed with a thud beside Ord.

	Gem’s Milijun robe leaked blood; her eyes became lifeless, even before she hit the floor.

	Laura gazed down in horror. Her heart was suddenly racing, her brow fevered, for she had killed again!

	Rkapth was raising his hands, but the purpose of his action would never be revealed. Nomi withdrew a hand weapon from her own garb and beamed the alien in the chest. Then she cut down the robot, moving as swiftly as any paid assassin.

	Totally stunned, Laura felt herself panting for breath. This was not the Nomi she knew. This could not be the demure girl she had met so little time ago.

	And abruptly Laura feared for her life and that of Jason.

	She stared wide-eyed at Nomi and gasped, “Who are you? What have you done?” She glanced at Rkapth, and he seemed to be altering in death; his white skin was turning grey, his body becoming emaciated, his fingers elongating. However, he did not look any more alien or any less.

	“It’s alright,” Nomi said, “but we need to get out of here.” She glanced at Laura and Jason apologetically. “Sorry it had to end like this. We need to check on Uriel on the way out.”

	Laura shook her head slowly. “Sorry, but who the hell are you?” she asked again, fear spilling bile into her throat. She waved her pistol around her. “We have more deaths here, one of them down to me.”

	“Put your pistol away, Mum,” Jason said quietly.

	Nomi pocketed her firearm and after some hesitation, Laura did the same.

	“My name is Noelene Millane, Lieutenant. I am, was, the major general’s mole in Milijun.”

	“You’re military!” Jason exclaimed.

	Nomi nodded and said, “We really must get out of here. Ord had a life signal patch. My guess is that it’s there for a purpose.” She started towards the elevator, and Jason grabbed his mother’s arm. “Time to go,” he said.

	Laura was frozen to the spot. Three seconds of cyclonic thoughts flashed through her mind. Could she trust Nomi – she was Ord’s minion, was she not? And why had the lieutenant shot the alien? She wondered where all these deaths were leading to, where it was all going. But there was one thought in particular she hated – could she trust Jason, who had spent time with the aliens?

	Her son tugged her arm, called her name. She thought she saw a small figure emerging from the vaporous wall, slowly approaching the prone body of Rkapth. Reality hit home and she ran.
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	They entered the central shaft, and Nomi explained as they ascended. “Uriel wanted to keep the women here,” she said. “Gem didn’t. She was in league with the aliens, not Uriel.” She hit her forehead with the heel of her hand. “I never saw it. She was so close to Uriel in other ways, and it never crossed my mind.”

	As the lift eventually slid to a halt Laura asked, “Where are the women now?”

	“My guess is that Gem sent both groups back to the surface, ready for gathering.”

	Jason asked, “What about Uriel?”

	Nomi raced into the corridor without replying. Laura and Jason followed at pace. They swept through a mini-maze of passages and burst into Uriel’s office through an open door.

	Uriel lay on the floor beside his desk, and Simon Cordell occupied a visitor’s chair in a corner of the room. The miner seemed in a trance, staring with despondent eyes at Uriel’s unnaturally twisted body. For one brief moment, Laura thought Cordell had killed Uriel.

	Nomi sped to Uriel and knelt down, testing for signs of life. She looked at Laura and shook her head. “He’s gone. Don’t have any regrets about shooting Gem, she did this.”

	Laura needed confirmation and went over to Cordell, shook him roughly by the shoulder. “Is that right? Is it?”

	Cordell nodded and found his voice. “We were brought here by a serv as soon as you left. They started arguing about the women. The woman, Gem, wanted them to be sent up top again – to be collected, she said. But the guy, Uriel is it? He wanted them to stay here. The woman struck him with the back of her hand. Not hard. He seemed paralysed, like a stroke, then fell from his chair and never got up.” Cordell shrugged. His eyes were wild as he stared helplessly at Uriel’s body.

	Nomi turned Uriel’s head. “Probably poison,” she said. “There’s a deep puncture wound on his neck.”

	“We need to find the women,” Laura hissed urgently. “They went with the serv,” Cordell said. “She ordered it to take them up the blue shaft. Then she just disappeared with Ord. More madness!” He shook his head vigorously. “Christ! I feel responsible for all this.”

	“Look.” Jason was staring at Uriel’s monitor. Nomi’s name was on the screen along with a pulsing message: ACCESS TO NADIR VAULT GRANTED.

	“Not instantly paralysed,” Nomi said, pointing at the dancing words. “His last act before his body failed. He gave us a chance against that mad, scheming bitch!” For a moment her eyes lost focus, then she looked at her wristband. “Time passes. Let’s move out.”

	It was Jason who remembered Janice Mepunga as they entered the blue elevator. Nomi shook her head. “We can’t afford the time to check,” she said. “The serv may well have collected her also.”

	“So what’s the rush?” Laura asked.

	“It’s not just finding the women,” Nomi replied. “The major general may be dead, but he was good at planning ahead. That life signal patch isn’t standard issue. It’s an attack as last resort signal.” She palmed the lift control. “We really do need to get out of here.”

	They heard the throbbing before they reached the surface, the sound of a million beating wings from countless frenzied wheeling birds. Concussion waves explored the confined volume of the elevator shaft, like thudding heartbeats within their skulls.

	“We have visitors,” Jason mouthed against the cacophony.

	As Nomi prepared to open the hatch, Laura felt in the pocket of her robe. Without a word, she held up the key of the military transport.

	Nomi grimaced and nodded. “There’s a reason for that. Now I know he wanted us to get away. Someone is going to do mischief here.”

	The great clamshell opened and the air thrashed around their heads, their ears assailed by a relentless pounding. The colossal mother-ship hovered less than a kilometre above them, dominating the sky, numerous pulsing cilia flashing along its periphery, resembling an army of dancing swords in the moonlight.

	Dragging her eyes from the sky and looking left, Laura saw the group of women. She judged both rescued parties from Eucla were there. She also thought she recognised Janice Mepunga among them. To her right, fifty metres away, the Eucla troop carrier stood as if enticing them to board.

	And suddenly Simon Cordell, silent on the elevator ascent, was running towards the women, arms and legs like piston rods, raising moon-kissed dust. At the same time, two large rings of rotating alien robots sank swiftly from the mother-ship.

	Cordell was yelling. “Take me! I need to go! Take me, you bastards!”

	“Jesus aid us!” Laura cried. “He’s mad! What the hell is he doing?”

	Nomi shook her head and pushed Laura and Jason towards the troop carrier. “To the carrier quick.”

	However, Jason twisted away and raced after Cordell. Nomi swiftly grabbed the key from Laura’s hand.

	“Jason!” Laura screamed, as Nomi sprinted for the troop carrier.

	Still yelling, Cordell reached the women as the robots circled over them. Laura could see the women were already being lifted up, as if they were human debris caught in a powerful tornado.

	Cordell grabbed the nearest woman and held her tight, acting like a human anchor against the suction from the alien vortex.

	Jason grabbed the wrist of the woman and pulled her away. In the moonlight, he recognised Janice Mepunga, her face a picture of horror, her hair writhing like demented dark tentacles trying to escape the tethers of her scalp. “Get out of here!” he screamed.

	He frantically tugged her in the direction of Laura, but it seemed as if she was frozen to the spot and had lost the will to fight the alien tower of suction.

	Simon grabbed at another body but now he, too, was being sucked up. Jason hung onto Mepunga’s arm like a limpet. He cast a glance backwards and saw the fear in Cordell’s eyes, yet also a strange and calm acceptance.

	“You go!” the miner screamed. A surreal smile suddenly played around his lips as he calmly added, “I’m with them.”

	Jason tugged Janice towards Laura. His mother had drawn her laser and was firing into the sky as another vortex of aliens appeared out of nowhere. Jason felt the force trying to tear him and Mepunga skywards. More laser beams climbed through the air. Nomi was firing the troop carrier’s cannon.

	The threatening vortex swerved away enabling Jason and Janice to gain ground and reach Laura. With one eye on the hostile sky and the returning vortex, the three of them surged towards the troop carrier. Reaching the door, they heard Nomi’s urgent screams above the howling approach of the alien maelstrom. “In! In! In!”

	Laura pushed her charges on board then hurtled into the cabin, slamming into a seat as Nomi slewed the vehicle around and gunned it away from the Milijun entrance. She hastily checked outside with the seat camera. In the midnight moonlight, she saw two vortices rising to the mother-ship. The desert was empty. The women were gone. Cordell was gone. Nobody was left on the ground.

	Pescos held the five strikers until the predetermined time had passed, then she pressed the red button on her console. Ord was dead. And now so was Milijun. She had seen the alien craft drop down but decided it could wait. Whatever its business with Milijun was, it would be the last business of its kind.

	Nomi brought up the carrier’s scope as they ploughed away from the research establishment. She saw the mother-ship’s huge signature, but she also saw five other signals, designated on the screen as air force fighters. They would be armed with ground penetrating nuclear shells, at a guess.

	There were still people inside the research station, of course, complicit or otherwise in the interplanetary conspiracy. All would be colleagues; some would be friends. She bit her lip. There was nothing she could do. “Belts on!” she screamed at the others.

	The mother-ship obviously saw the fighters. It suddenly vanished from the screen, hurtling skywards to join the floating moon, the harvest of earthly mothers presumably safely gathered in.

	Nomi drove like a mad woman with one eye on the scope.

	Laura scanned upwards with the seat screen, and to her dismay found an ominous halo of alien robots trying to keep pace with the carrier. The vortex abruptly descended and she felt the military vehicle lose some traction; heard Nomi’s series of profound curses and a shrill shriek of alarm from Janice Mepunga. She gestured to Jason, who took one look and said, “Probably want Janice. Maybe me too.” He tried to reassure his mother, grabbed her hand. “I don’t think they can lift this vehicle.”

	Instantaneously, it seemed, two more vortices joined the fray, sinking from the sky like avenging eagles with whirling wings.

	“Wheels within wheels,” Laura muttered as she felt the carrier’s aft end rise. She held Jason’s hand tighter. They were to join the aliens after all.

	Suddenly, all they could see on the monitor was light, a flash so intense that the screen momentarily phased out as if the signal was sucked away, gobbled up by some frenetic, insatiable monster. Seconds later, when the external view returned, they saw a plethora of unleashed energy where Milijun once was, huge palls of black smoke spiralling upwards against the starlit sky. There came another burst of light and yet another.

	Feeling the rear wheels hit dirt again, Nomi brought the carrier to a wild, sliding halt and instantly stabbed the anchor button. Immediately, all tyres partially deflated and four large expanding-bolt anchors exploded from the vehicle’s chassis. Specially designed to hold the carrier firm against nuclear blasts, the anchors stabbed into the ancient desert soil, greedy for urgent purchase among the stones and the shale. They were only ten kilometres away from Milijun and Nomi didn’t hold out much hope. Her heart sank as she recalled the recent earth-dampening rain, and she hoped against all hope that the anchors would hold.

	A furious wind was abruptly upon them, a howling beast, screeching and hurling debris at their vehicle, beating upon the carrier’s armoured shell like some demented banshee.

	Laura uttered a silent prayer as she felt the ground move beneath them.

	“Damned aliens!” Jason yelled angrily above the growing furore.

	Nomi shook her head and simply said, “Friendly fire.” Nobody heard her. She hoped the carrier would hold tight, that the weapons used against the research base had not been overkill.

	Air Vice-Marshal Jean Pescos called a halt after three drops and ordered the fighters to go after the mother-ship. Not that they had much hope there.

	Earthly job done at least, she thought. Milijun was dead and buried: nobody would have survived. Perhaps more importantly, their alarming and heretical technology would have perished also.

	There would be the inevitable enquiry, but she had Ord’s wishes on record, which meant there was only the alien incursion to worry about. Only! They had taken the women so maybe they wouldn’t return. Or maybe they would return somewhere else on Earth. She hoped that was the case. Their new contacts could have the pleasure of the aliens’ company with her best wishes, and a modicum of information – if she was ever asked of course. That would be over to you, Madam President.

	She smiled as she watched the rapid ascension of the fighters on her monitor. Will of the wisps chasing a shooting star.
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	Laura feverishly gripped the arms of her seat, knuckles gleaming white through tanned skin. She felt the carrier lurch and slither, stagger and sway, as a violent squall threatened to break the vehicle’s tenuous grip of the desert soil.

	And then the vehicle toppled, rolling like a beetle onto its back, deflated tyres submissively pointing skywards.

	They started to slide and as she hung painfully from her seat restraint, Laura willed the hull of the carrier to remain intact. Scraping sounds rang around the cabin, like nails on glass and claws on rock. She prayed fervently and silently, hoping they could survive this latest ruthless assault.

	The internal lights flickered but held.

	There was another blast, another roll, and yet another, pitching them onto their side. Finally, a deep hush descended, broken only by a few bewildered and petrified cries.

	Nomi yelled, “Quiet!”

	They obeyed her, desperate for some kind of order to be restored. Despite the pain of her harness digging into her ribs, Laura turned her head to look at Jason. He was beneath her now, wriggling in his seat belt. She listened. Nothing more. Pray there was nothing more.

	Nomi released her harness and dropped to the side of the craft. She made her way aft, helping her companions to unbuckle their belts. They stood in a row, leaning against the seats, recovering from being shaken and stirred like dice in a children’s game.

	“Maybe if we stretch across and push the floor,” Laura suggested. “Perhaps we can get this thing back on its wheels.”

	Nomi shrugged, not wishing to demoralise the group. “Worth a try,” she said, not really hopeful: action and reaction and all that good academy stuff. “Everybody push on the count of three.”

	They pushed simultaneously, a good team effort, but the carrier didn’t budge.

	“One thing’s for certain,” Nomi commented, “we sure as hell can’t go outside and try.” She gestured towards the driver console. “Radiation is through the roof.”

	“Not through this roof, I hope,” Janice Mepunga said. Laura grimaced at her. She hadn’t said much since they had left Milijun. At least she was trying to be cheerful.

	It didn’t last long.

	Janice screamed and ploughed heavily into Jason as she suddenly tried to force her way to the front of the toppled carrier. She pointed frantically to the rear, eyes wide with fear, breaths coming in short gasps. “My God! What the hell’s happening?”

	They caught her hysteria and looked beyond her, not believing what they saw. The head of an alien robot was piercing the rear bulkhead of the carrier, arms and wings following, then body and spindly legs.

	“Oh Jesus, help us!” Laura gasped. It was like the birth of a butterfly from a chrysalis, but this was no butterfly.

	With a nimble leap, the creature stood before them, just a few metres away, small but dominating, eyes full of wisdom, or love, or loathing.

	It was Jason who kept his cool. “Take it easy,” he whispered. “It can’t get into any of us. We’re all protected.” He took a glance at Janice, the only one of the group who had not been through Uriel’s nanobotic treatment, at least to his knowledge. “It won’t harm an expectant mother, either.”

	There was perfect silence. Laura could feel her heart beating, but could not hear herself breathing. She sensed her hand creeping slowly towards her pistol, almost a subliminal movement.

	Jason noticed his mother’s movement and also took a swift glance at Nomi. “Do not shoot, either of you,” he hissed. “Just wait.”

	“For what?” Janice hissed back. “I don’t know. Just wait.”

	They waited. They stared.

	The creature slowly raised one arm, the arm next to the roof, displaying the remarkable membrane, which must be full of millions of energy receptors. It cocked its head and looked at Jason.

	Jason mirrored its movement, leaning to stretch his arm and brush his fingertips against the carrier’s roof as he moved his hand upwards. He gave one deliberate nod, staring firmly into the velvet black eyes of their visitor.

	Something caught their ears, faintly audible on the other side of the hull, and for one dreadful moment, Laura thought the nuclear wind was back. But then she realised it was the familiar sound of whirling air, a circle of aliens undertaking their powerful lifting manoeuvre. Another fear struck her cold, turned her blood to icy water. They were going to take the entire carrier to the mother-ship!

	The vehicle started to rotate, pivoting on its wheels. The alien with them hovered slightly, remaining vertical as the carrier, wallowing and grinding against the shifting soil, slowly but surely righted itself.

	“My God!” Janice Mepunga whispered. “They’re helping us.”

	“But are they taking us?” Laura said uneasily.

	Jason shook his head. “No.” He pushed forward towards the creature, oblivious to his mother’s gasps.

	Kneeling before the alien, ensuring eye contact, Jason held out both hands with palms upwards. Like communion, Laura thought fleetingly. However, the creature was no priest, and the carrier was no church.

	The three-fingered claws of the alien moved to rest on Jason’s hands, and they both leant closer until their heads almost touched. Laura reined in the urge to scream, bit her lip, felt helpless. This was totally abhorrent to her, against all of her better instincts. But it appeared Jason knew exactly what he was doing.

	A small white orb materialised from above the creature’s eyes and drifted gently towards Jason where it permeated his forehead and mysteriously disappeared into his skull.

	Conflict waged in Laura’s mind. Should she do something? She had to fight the impulse to reach for her pistol and blow the wretched creature away, yet on the other hand, the scene before her was strangely beautiful, a compelling representation of human and non-human contact. Or was that just self-delusion? After the events of the last few weeks, such a communion seemed like a dream.

	Jason’s aura was changing, shining bright like the sun’s halo, like a silver moon’s reflection upon a placid, mirror-like lake.

	And then the creature was gone, through the hull as swiftly as it came. Jason’s aura returned to normal. The dream, if it was one, was over.

	Jason stood, turned and simply said, “Let’s go.”

	Nomi stared at him, head on one side like an alien. “Really?”

	“Really.”

	They went to their seats, and Nomi brought up the anchors and gunned the engine.

	They moved off, slowly at first, and then faster as Nomi grew more confident she could drive safely and freely.

	Laura felt a sudden rising sensation in her chest, gulped and then heaved, took deep breaths, and then unaccountably wept like never before, not even in Pena Robert’s paddock as Jason had disappeared into the sky. She felt Jason’s arm around her, solid and real, and she dropped her head to her aching chest and savaged heart, pent-up emotions rolling from her like a massive tsunami, not to be stopped and relieving the intense pressure within her mind.

	“You’re weeping nanobots,” Nomi joked as she peered into the night. And then to Jason, “Tell us what happened later, when we’re clear.” She smiled briefly. “Tell us all you know when we stop.”

	Hours later, Nomi halted the carrier on a small rise overlooking, in the far distance, a sunlit Eucla base. She turned in her seat. She was tired; they all were. “Let’s eat,” she said, breaking out the carrier’s ample rations.
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	EUCLA

	 

	 

	 

	They sat in a circle beneath a clear blue sky drinking mineral water and eating protein bars, keeping their contemplations to themselves, uncertain about their futures, with or without aliens.

	Laura was deep in thought. Both her puppeteers were dead, but she felt no relief. Her world had changed; her son had changed. She, herself, had changed. How, she reflected, could she embrace such events?

	No one wanted to start conversation. Eventually, Laura shrugged and said, “He must have felt an intense burden of guilt.”

	Jason knew whom she meant and nodded. “Simon Cordell. Yes, I think he did. In a way, he was right. He was the true First Seen, though not for this planet. They will accept him as another genome source.” He smiled. “And now he will visit their home.”

	“But what about you?” Nomi queried with one eye on the sky. “You are the genetic father of the unborn.” She frowned then added, “At least partially.”

	Jason nodded again, taking a slow bite of his food bar. He glanced apologetically at Janice Mepunga. “I am. They can clone my DNA anytime. But they now have a physical father-figure in Simon, who will be among them.” He looked compassionately at Laura. “They may have no further use for me.”

	“And that is what the creature in the carrier told you?” Nomi was intrigued, wanting to know more. They all did, even Laura.

	“In some ways,” Jason said. “She indicated as such.”

	“You say she,” Janice said. “But they were robots?”

	“They serve Rkapth’s race, but they are not strictly robots like our servs. They are bred under controls and can hibernate for hundreds of years, thousands. They are robots, they are servants, but they are living.”

	“On the moon, when Cordell found them, they were hibernating?” Laura asked.

	“They were waiting. They were hiding. Planted to await commands from their creators.”

	“Commands?” Nomi asked. “What commands?”

	“Waiting to instigate the impregnation trials we have witnessed,” Jason said. “Using DNA from a suitable First Seen human male, combining it with the alien helix, implanting human females.”

	“Without permission,” Laura said bitterly.

	“Certainly without mine!” Janice echoed.

	“With the permission of Milijun who they were already cooperating with,” Jason responded. “They understood that to be adequate enough. They are aliens. They don’t think like we do. They were working with Milijun, and that was permission enough.”

	Laura shook her head; her face set in stone. “But what about the Milijun hierarchy? Uriel and Gem and whoever else was involved. They must have known it was wrong, that they couldn’t assume accountability for the entire human race.”

	“They were researchers, looking to enhance human understanding of the universe, to enhance humans themselves,” Nomi said. “They saw it as a golden opportunity to make a quantum leap in their investigations.”

	“Imbeciles,” Janice grated bitterly. “Crazy bastards.”

	Jason held up his hands. “Let me tell what I was told.” He looked around the group, wondering if they would accept his words. Regardless, he had to try. The future was the future, no matter how it turned out, and knowledge, alien or human, was the foundation that would serve their hopes. Their eyes were upon him, wide and seemingly trusting. Even Janice Mepunga appeared ready to listen.

	Laura said quietly, “Go ahead, Jason.”

	“They believe … sorry … they claim the certainty of life after death,” Jason said. “Rkapth said it was a good thing to know but maybe not such a good thing. They celebrate the fact, not the belief or the faith. They call the gateway, nedar.

	“They want our species to work together. But there may be a problem. Our souls must be compatible, as well as our physical bodies, our DNA. They can manoeuvre DNA if necessary, but not so our spiritual essence. Long term they understand interbreeding must occur, if our respective souls are companionable, and we are to journey together.”

	Jason searched their faces. Laura looked sick to the stomach; Nomi had a strange smile upon her lips. Janice appeared defensive but said nothing.

	“If our souls are incompatible the resultant hybrids will be of malevolent disposition. The consequences would …” Jason’s face twisted as he struggled for the words, “… would not be beneficial.”

	“I’m a guinea pig,” Janice said acidly. “How wonderful.”

	“If things worked out,” Jason continued, “they would share all their technologies with us. We would combine in all things. Our joint race would be much better placed to develop our collective knowledge – and expand into the cosmos.”

	“And if it didn’t?” Laura asked. “If our souls are incompatible?”

	Jason shrugged. “We never got into that detail.” He looked at the sky and then at his mother. “But I would think they would leave us alone.”

	“And the experimental children will be killed,” Janice said bitterly. “And probably their mothers, too.” She shook her head. “I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but how could those Milijun fools go along with it all?”

	“I’m sure only a small group at Milijun were involved,” Nomi corrected. “Gem certainly wanted to be part of it. Probably Uriel, too, and maybe a few others, those who could access the nadir. They saw it as a great advancement for mankind. It evidently got out of hand, after Cordell inadvertently released the aliens from the moon. But Gem and Uriel couldn’t agree on how to proceed with the women. Give Uriel his due. In the end, he wanted to keep them, and their children, here on Earth.”

	Janice gave a nervous laugh. “Too kind.”

	“Did Uriel get the teleportation technology from Rkapth?” Laura asked.

	Jason shrugged and Nomi said, “I couldn’t find out. He may have done. You saw the power such technology gives. But I’m sure now it was mainly Gem who supported the hybrid-breeding program. She wanted a new type of human, a better one, one that didn’t create wars.”

	“And I killed her,” Laura said quietly.

	There was silence for a moment. “You had no choice,” Nomi said, grasping Laura’s hand.

	“Did she believe in the afterlife?” Laura locked eyes with Nomi. “Did she desperately want proof? Maybe above all other things.”

	“I don’t know,” Nomi replied gently. “It is possible.”

	“Cordell certainly accelerated events by his discovery on the moon,” Jason said hurriedly, as he saw a tear flow down his mother’s face. “The aliens had to act quickly. They were revealed and had to focus on the prime mission.” He looked pale as he surveyed the group. “Even if humans were killed in the process.”

	“Which they were,” Janice Mepunga said meaningfully.

	“Why didn’t they just pull out?” Nomi questioned.

	“As the aliens flew from the moon to Earth, the final process was underway and Rkapth and his people were not in our space, or even our realm.” Jason gave a brief hollow smile. “They were caught by surprise, just as we were.”

	“Covert collusion with Milijun had been established by Rkapth, but now the creatures had been discovered by other humans,” Nomi reasoned, “the robots thought they were threatened.”

	“Which, in essence they were, by the taking of one from the cave,” Jason added.

	“So they fled the moon and came prematurely to Earth to start their mission,” Nomi said. “I can understand that.”

	“But the Milijun nanobotic enhancements acted as a preventative against a human becoming a carrier,” Laura stated. “Not coincidence surely.”

	“That technology was not alien. There was probably alien help on the teleportation but the nanobot enhancements, their ability to improve and protect, were a human discovery, researched for years before the alien contact, under Uriel’s direction.” Jason looked wistful. “He was quite brilliant really.”

	“That’s true, and he was,” Nomi added, just as pensively.

	“Any type of extensive blood contaminant prevents bodily invasion by the alien robots, especially one that attacks aggressive viral invaders; although we can’t rule out that Uriel engineered nanobotic changes when he gained knowledge of the hybrid plan, perhaps from Gem.” Jason smiled. “They were very close to each other.”

	“Jesus!” Janice interjected. “Uriel and Gem must have had a tightrope relationship. No wonder it fell apart.”

	“Putting it mildly,” Laura agreed. “They were both obsessed with power.” Then her face creased with horror, and she stared at her son as his words hit home. “You mean you and I could have been guinea pigs for Uriel’s new nanobots, ones protecting against being a carrier?”

	“Not could have been, you were,” Nomi interjected. “So was I, essentially. But it was quite safe I assure you. I had the same nanobotic implants as you, just before you came.”

	“You’re military,” Laura said, as if that made it perfectly acceptable without quandary.

	“All this stuff,” Janice said, turning to Jason, “the robot creature in the troop carrier told you?”

	“Some of it,” Jason replied. “Some was told to me by Rkapth, the true alien you did not meet, Janice. Some of it is intuitive hypothesis. We can never be sure how much Gem kept from Uriel, or how much they shared for that matter.”

	Laura looked at Jason with her mouth open. Since when had he used expressions like intuitive hypothesis?

	“So what’s in it for the aliens?” Janice asked sharply. “What did they tell you?” There was a tone in her voice that led Laura to believe the police officer was suspicious of what the aliens had told Jason. And, of course, she may very well be right. Sebastian Ord had certainly been mistrustful of the aliens’ motives, had assumed them belligerent from the start.

	Jason pursed his lips. “It was a trial.” He stopped and looked at Janice thoughtfully. “Sorry, is a trial. You saw how they could manipulate structures; apparently pass through what to us is solid material. That technology is related to the survival of the living spirit in all of us, their knowledge of the afterlife, of other dimensions. They say the universe teems with life.”

	Janice nodded. “They know how it ticks.”

	“They don’t know everything,” Jason rejoined, “far from it. They are a much older race than us, but they admire our courage, our fortitude, our recovery after the last great conflict. But they are ultimately aware of spirit, theirs and ours. I’m not sure Gem really understood this aspect of their purpose.”

	“And they wanted to join the two,” Laura surmised.

	“They wanted to trial the compatibility of body and spirit across both our species. They knew that even if our bodies are compatible, as they are with tweaked DNA, combination of spirit is much more crucial to a successful hybrid process. We are, after all, of different origins.”

	Laura sighed as she stared out over the Eucla base. “Simon Cordell unwittingly did a terrible thing. Without the lunar discovery, the whole process could have been peaceful, albeit clandestine.” She smiled fleetingly at Jason. “And we wouldn’t have been involved.”

	“The aliens were remiss too,” Nomi pointed out, “by trusting Milijun to represent humanity.”

	“And Milijun is now gone,” Laura said flatly. She looked at Nomi and added, “Friendly fire?”

	Nomi nodded, was silent for a moment, and then said, “Forever.”

	“But,” Janice declared, “the unborn children are still alive.”

	“And they have all but one,” Laura stated, maintaining her poignant mood. “The experiment continues.”

	“But we have one.” Nomi smiled at Janice. “A precious one.”

	“But we don’t have a shared approach anymore.” Laura bit her lip. “We messed up.”

	“I’m still not sure why they wanted to undertake this trial,” Janice said. “What was the advantage of joining the races together, in producing hybrids? Was there a purpose? It can’t just have been a scientific experiment.” She looked around from one to the other, her face full of desperation. “I hope the child I carry is more than that.”

	Jason nodded. “All being well it will be. It will possess an intellect as powerful as theirs, a body as robust and versatile as ours. It will read the universe like an open book, and relate to its spirit like a sibling. It will be two times what they are and four times what we are.”

	“Or so they told you.” Janice again, fearful in her doubts.

	Jason looked at her, his eyes full of passion, his face full of truth. “That’s what they wanted. Something better than our separate races. A new race that could go out and face a universe that teems with life.”

	They were silent after that, each gathering their own thoughts.

	Eventually, Laura said, “Then let us pray the spirits of our peoples are compatible.” She didn’t extrapolate any further because she caught the look in Jason’s eyes.

	She looked at Nomi and saw she felt the same; read her aura like Jason’s universal open book.

	There could be evil spirits too.
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	The woods are lovely, dark and deep. But I have promises to keep. And miles to go before I sleep. And miles to go before I sleep. 

	[Robert Lee Frost, (American Poet), 1874 - 1963]

	 

	 

	Laura and Jason were parked just off the Eyre Highway, three hundred kilometres west of Caiguna next to the Dundas Nature Reserve. Far to the west, Norseman lay beyond a swirling heat haze. The Milijun robes had gone and they both wore khaki shorts, sunhats, white sweatshirts and sunglasses.

	There was nobody else for company, just occasional birdsong and a posse of bull ants to remind them they were safely back in the real world. They sat in the open, backs against the shady side of the camper, sharing a decadent lunch of chocolate, iced coffee and sublime vanilla slices.

	“Before Janice and Nomi left,” Laura said, “you mentioned that Simon Cordell would go to the aliens’ home.” She looked at her son, face full of anguish, then asked hesitatingly, “Did you … go to their home, I mean?”

	Jason nodded. “Somehow. For a while.” He searched out his mother’s eyes. “It was different, beautiful, but in a different kind of way.”

	“Were there other aliens?”

	Jason shook his head. “I only saw Rkapth, and some of the winged servants flying around their buildings.” He frowned. “They have an Earth-like biosphere in orbit, for the mothers they took.”

	“I see,” Laura responded. However, she did not really see.

	“There were other biospheres,” Jason added, deepening the frown.

	“For other women?”

	“Maybe. But maybe for other races, other worlds.”

	Laura shook her head. She didn’t want to know any more. She let her thoughts drift back to the parting of the ways for the four survivors of Milijun, those that were still on Earth at least.

	Janice was the first to leave. She had just stood up and walked into the bush towards the northeast, heading for a thriving Indigenous settlement according to Nomi. Over her shoulder, she had said, “Farewell First Seen, goodbye elf, see you soldier.” And as she became a silhouette against the sun-blasted sky, Laura had dropped a single silent tear onto the dusty ground.

	Smiling at Nomi and Jason, she had said, by way of explanation, “She looks so lonely.”

	Jason had nodded, saying, “Pity she became a carrier.”

	Nomi could, of course, have taken Janice into Eucla. She did, after all, have a pistol. However, she had let her go. Laura liked to think the lieutenant didn’t have the heart to subject Janice to the indignities of a military interrogation, not to mention incessant medical examinations. And as for the child, Jason’s part-child, and her part-grandchild – what would happen to it under the auspices of the defence authorities?

	Turning to Jason, Laura asked, “Do you think they’ll return?”

	Jason could read the apprehensive thoughts clouding his mother’s mind. He saw the anxiety darken her ever-changing aura. “To collect Janice or our child, you mean?” Laura nibbled her lip. It was the first time she had heard Jason refer to Janice’s baby as his. It sounded strange.

	“Perhaps,” Laura replied. “There is a strategy called second wave.” Following a shrug, Jason said, “They didn’t say. But if the newborns are fine, why wouldn’t they?” He looked wistfully at his mother. “Would it be so bad? To move out like we should have moved out. To forget the past, forget wars and escape.”

	“If the children are successful, if the hybrids are totally compatible, body and soul, then surely …” Laura let her words tail off. Nobody really knew, she reflected. They could return tomorrow, next month or in a hundred years. Deep in her heart she knew they would return.

	Her thoughts drifted back again, caressed by the warmth of the heat rising from the ground.

	Nomi drove them beyond Eucla to Caiguna East and headed the carrier towards Robert’s house.

	“No rush for me to get back to military life,” she said, after contacting Eucla. She patted her chest. “Milijun is still close to my heart.” Or perhaps she had wanted to give Janice more time to find freedom.

	They found the camper still outside Robert’s house, but with a serv guard in ominous attendance. Laura’s stomach churned as she looked at the seat screen. It was less than three days since they had left the vehicle there. She wondered if they were both still wanted for homicide and if the military had told the police about burning Pena’s house. She voiced her concerns to Nomi.

	Nomi shook her head. “It’s one of ours,” she said, referring to the robot. “Wait here.” Dropping to the ground, she brazenly walked down the road and talked to the serv. So confident of her authority, Laura thought, moving up to the windscreen to get a better view, yet so young.

	“It’s okay,” Nomi called. “Please disembark.” She was moving back to the armoured carrier, her face decorated by a smile.

	Remaining frozen to the spot, doubts clouding her mind, Laura felt Jason’s warm breath on her neck. From the corner of her eye, she noticed his hands alternately clenching and releasing.

	Nomi’s sun-kissed face looked up at them. “Come on out, it’s fine.”

	Laura turned to look at Jason. There was fear in his eyes. She took a deep breath and stepped slowly onto the road. A flash lit her face, and she gasped. Another flash hit Jason. At that moment, she expected capture, or worse.

	“You are cleared to drive your vehicle,” the serv said. “I will unfreeze the locks.” It turned, cheeped at the camper and adroitly boarded the carrier, only pausing to add, “The major general wishes you a safe journey.”

	Laura was shaking and suddenly felt Jason’s arm on her shoulder. The last few moments had felt surreal, as if she was watching her ordeal from some celestial plain outside her corporal body. Except there had not really been an ordeal.

	“The MG’s last plan,” Nomi said. “In the hope we would escape Milijun.” Her eyes held a tear. “He was a good planner.”

	“To keep the camper safe,” Laura whispered. “My God! Just for us.”

	“He admired you,” Nomi said. She gestured towards the camper. “Let’s get you in there.”

	As they walked, conflicting waves of emotion swept through Laura’s mind, voraciously fuelled by her mixed feelings about the major general. Ord had been a soldier, devoted to his cause. His treatment of the women was extreme to put it mildly. He had seen a heavy threat to the planet and tackled it in his own way. However, somewhere beneath that severe exterior had beaten a human heart. Nothing would change her views on the treatment of the women but she did realise there was cold logic behind it.

	“Your police file has been negated,” Nomi said as they neared the camper. “I did confirm that.”

	“Thank you,” Laura said somewhat stiffly. “We are grateful for the major general’s assistance.”

	“So all is right with the world,” Nomi added, looking deeply into Laura’s eyes. Laura smiled. She wished she could believe her.

	Nomi hugged both of them tightly for several seconds, and Laura felt what she presumed was a scabbard of computer drives hidden in the lieutenant’s robe. Milijun and all its secrets. Not lost forever then.

	Laura did not say anything. There was no point. But she knew the military could grab Janice from the outback whenever they desired. Or maybe Nomi would keep that particular secret. Or maybe not.

	They stood back, studying each other with silly grins on their faces, and Nomi said, “Travel well.” Laura and Jason simply replied, “You too,” and watched the military carrier head along the dusty street to return to the highway and to Eucla.

	They had slept in the camper; fitfully it was true, but for the first time in weeks they were free.

	Now, back on the road, Laura had her own secret to divulge, a secret she needed to share with Jason but was frightened of revealing lest she should lose him again to the rebellious teenager he once was.

	With them both resting against the camper she suddenly grabbed his hand, turned her head to look him squarely in the eye. Before she could even open her mouth, he said huskily, “I know, Mum. You don’t want to return to Melbourne. You want to settle in the west.”

	Laura’s eyes clouded and she nodded, not saying anything, wanting her son to finish it.

	Jason just gazed at the sky and said with a smile, “Perth should be better than Glieze, maybe.”

	For a moment, silence held sway as they soaked up the warmth from the air and the radiated heat from the ground.

	“What was it that Nomi pointed out?” Laura said abruptly. “Some things survived the war, and some didn’t, but the Karri forests did.”

	“Something like that.”

	“Let’s go that way, through Esperance and Albany and the forests.”

	“It’s longer,” Jason responded. “And there aren’t too many people there anymore. Not too many in Perth for that matter.”

	“Don’t exaggerate,” Laura said. “There’s at least half a million at the last count, going up all the time.”

	“And two million in Melbourne. Less in Sydney.”

	Laura grabbed his hand. “I know. They tell us it used to be a lot more. But that was a long time ago.”

	“We stuffed up, Mum. Stuffed up bad. For all our promise, all our technology, we never even got past Mars, never even got a decent base on the moon.”

	Laura nodded. “Too much stupidity. Too many egos. Too many false prophets. Too much greed.” She stopped herself before she went any further. “God! Were we really that dumb?”

	“The aliens thought so,” Jason said. “Not enough racial memory. Lack of universal humility. No sense of destiny. No awareness of anything but our immediate selves, not even of the creatures around us.” He threw a pebble to land a few metres away. “We were grasping at half-truths and calling them truths. That’s why they want to change us.”

	“But they didn’t know how to ask,” Laura said. “There must be a better way.”

	“Nobody to ask anymore.” A tear leapt to Jason’s eye. “Nobody dependable. Nobody who wouldn’t try to take advantage for themselves, or for their own country.”

	“So they chose you,” Laura said softly.

	Jason turned his head. More tears came. “And you, Mum,” he said. “They also chose you.”
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	Home-sickness is a wasting pang;

	This feel I hourly more and more:

	There’s healing only in thy wings,

	Thou Breeze that play’st on Albion’s shore!

	[Samuel Taylor Coleridge: 1772-1834]

	 

	 

	Janice sat cross-legged, looking into the distance, one hand at dalliance with a small silky pool refreshed from the recent rain. She could see smoke rising from a cooking fire, imagine the banter shooting back and forth. Her child would need a totem, gifts from her people. The totem would link her child with creation time and the spiritual world: The Dreamtime.

	She was Anangu, a speaker of Pitjantjatjara, and so would her child be. The child would be safe among her people, the elders would protect it from the military, should they come in day or in night.

	She did not want the aliens to return. She did not want the flying creatures as her child’s totem, although their claims were not so distant from the beliefs of her own people.

	And what would the totem be? She would seek a place at birth-time, a place with ancient rocks and clear water. The land was an inseparable and crucial part of her people’s identity, abundant with stories and messages. And so the ancestors would decide.

	A movement caught her peripheral vision. Her mother, waving her arms slowly and gracefully like a bird. She was Anunda!

	Ahead smoke drifted. Janice stood and walked. Her planet.

	Deep within Eucla, Nomi regarded the surviving embryos with fascination. She pondered if she was looking at the future, or the sad remnants of a failed mission. And if their mothers had been sacrificed in the name of science or military paranoia.

	She shrugged, suspecting it did not really matter now. Ord and Singh were dead. There was no point in pursuing it.

	She touched the scabbard, now taped to her skin beneath the bulk of her military blouse. Initially, she had flirted with the idea of not returning to base, not returning to the defence force at all, just hitting the road like Laura and Jason. But duty had won out, an ingrained loyalty to Ord, misplaced or otherwise.

	However, she had not informed her new commanding officer about the suite of research files. Something prevented her from doing so; something that fed on hesitancy, fear and uncertainty. She constantly asked herself if she wanted to see a rebirth of Milijun, and what the world would do with such technology.

	Who could she really trust?

	“Lively little beasts, aren’t they? Such a strong will to live.”

	The laboratory scientist stood at her shoulder. She knew his remark was tongue in cheek, but it stung her all the same.

	She glared at him. “They’re children.” He nodded and walked off.

	Her fingers felt for the scabbard again as she contemplated whether to pass the data to her superiors, the government, the president or nobody at all.

	The embryos drew her gaze like a magnet. Something caught her eye. She turned up the magnification and inhaled sharply.

	She could see they had auras already. My God! Are they good or bad? That is the question.

	She leaned closer, a smile playing around her lips.

	Laura gave a long deep yawn, stretched, and glanced across at Jason. He was still asleep. No surprise there. She sat up in the camper bed. Already the sun’s rays had driven away the cool of the night from the inside of the vehicle.

	Dek had haunted her dreams like a broken tree branch tossed in a swollen river, sinking and resurfacing as if fighting to remain afloat; a subconscious final farewell perhaps. She wondered if she would ever see him again. The fact that she might not was a little disturbing, even though it had been five years since the divorce and two whole years since she had actually seen him. Jason had seen him, of course, off and on, but always came back pleased to be back.

	She pondered whether she was finally trying to break the knot, casting part of her life aside like a spent battery, as if it were of no significance. But that was nonsense, of course. They had been a complete family once, in the past, wherever that had gone. She sighed. Perhaps she would phone Dek when they were in Perth. Just to be polite. Jason, of course, would want to see his father occasionally. No harm in that. It had worked so far.

	Today they would drive the final leg into Perth. Glancing again at Jason, she rose, pulled on white slacks and a blue shirt, donned cotton socks and sneakers, and padded to the door.

	She should have sunk to her knees and cursed Rkapth and all his kind. She should have run with her pistol to annihilate every alien life form in sight. She should have collapsed in an embryonic heap and wept waterfalls of tears, sought refuge from this madness, this strange foreign world.

	But she did not.

	Instead, she gazed at her surroundings in awe. This place where two moons waned in the sky, where the sky itself touched purple from blue, where the grass beneath her feet was long and lush, where the trees were giant spiders in conference. Where everything was the same, but all was different.

	The breeze whispered in her ear. Stranger in a strange land.

	She felt the clasp of Jason’s hand.

	“Did you know?” she said.

	He shook his head. “I did not. But there was always the chance.”

	“Why?” she asked, though she thought she might know.

	“The women. The children. They will need someone like you.”

	“You are their father.”

	“Their part-father.”

	“Will they take us home?”

	Jason nodded. “When the time comes. For the second wave.”

	“The second wave,” Laura reflected. She fingered her crucifix. There were things she could do here.

	They saw the women at the bottom of the hill. They walked towards them, hand in hand, towards an unknown future, towards a strange new world born in alienation from their own.
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