
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Paella That Saved the World

    

    




      
        Elle Simpson

      

    

  


  
    
      For Mum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      The thing about the Akanarin invasion of Earth? I didn’t actually notice it happening. Not at first.

      And I know what you’re thinking: Hannah, it was the start of an actual, literal alien invasion. How is it even possible not to notice that? But in my defence, I was attempting to finish my physics homework at the time, and there’s only so much one brain can handle.

      Like, I could remember force = mass x acceleration or I could notice the alien ship plummeting to Earth in a ball of fire – but I couldn’t do both, you know? So I didn’t. I just grimaced down at my textbook instead and muttered, “What is the actual point of you, physics?”

      (Incidentally, my mum would like me to point out that because she’s an actual, in-real-life astrophysicist, the point of physics is to pay the actual, in-real-life bills, but that seems like a totally boring point, so ignore it if you want to.)

      Anyway, my textbook didn’t answer me. Never does. Just sighs in a really disappointed, floppy-paged kind of way whenever I flip to the back to copy the answers.

      Which is totally what I was doing when I didn’t notice the ship crashing – streaking across the sky, burning up, on fire like a very fiery thing – because life is too short to do your physics homework when you can just cheat at your physics homework instead.

      (Totally, right?)

      But the timings the eggheads worked out later from satellite imagery and blurry photos and really complicated maths-type sums suggest that it was around about the time I was cheating at my physics homework that the sonic boom occurred.

      I also didn’t notice the sonic boom.

      I mean, you’d think a sonic boom would be a thing I’d notice, but it wasn’t a thing I noticed – partly because of the aforementioned ‘only so much space in one brain’ issue, but mostly because the podcast I was listening to at the time had plumped for death metal as its incidental music.

      Which was…not all that weird? I guess? It’s just that the podcast was a gardening podcast that my nan had recommended. And my nan lives in a flat with no garden. She might, however, be a secret death metal fan. I’ll get back to you on that.

      (This is me getting back to you: “Is that the boom-boom, thump-thump music, Hannah? Is that what you’re asking about, love? Well, it does make me tap my toes!”)

      But before you assume I have the observational skills of a soggy tea biscuit – and like, totally get you on that – I’m going to tell you about the one thing I actually did notice.

      When the alien ship crash-landed in the middle of Mr Jenkins’ heirloom potato field, I noticed that.

      I mean, I really noticed that.

      Mostly, has to be said, because the shockwave shattered my bedroom window and knocked me unconscious for somewhere, the eggheads estimate, between thirty seconds and two minutes.

      Yup, definitely noticed that.
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      When I did wake up, somewhere between thirty seconds and two minutes later, I was lying on my bedroom floor, my brain felt like the ball from a gorilla ping-pong match, and the voice in my ear was telling me how best to fertilise soil in preparation for planting soft fruit.

      (Well-rotted manure, apparently.)

      I yanked out my earbuds. “Whu…?” I asked the weird, buzzy silence.

      But the silence, just like my textbook, had no answer.

      (So okay, not ‘just’ like my textbook, which does actually have answers, but, you know, metaphorically.)

      I hauled myself up and staggered over to the window. I had to blink a few times before my eyes rediscovered their passion for focusing. But when they did?

      “Oh my god.”

      My bedroom window was empty – mostly because all of the windowpane was in the bedroom with me – but that didn’t matter, not even at all. Because either way I could see the Big Dish. It was in one piece, still standing, the observatory buildings below still intact, and miles away across the fields, The Snail’s Arms looked its usual white-washed, lumpy self.

      “Oh god. Oh, thank god.”

      I remember the weird thumpy thing my heart did then. Like, skipped one beat and then slammed out the next. I legit thought I was having a heart attack. But when I told the Welsh vampire doctor lady about it later, she said it was just the effects of adrenaline I was feeling – and relief.

      Relief because Mum was fine. And Toni was fine.

      But let me tell you – I was not fine. I was not fine in the slightest. I was, in fact, the least fine I had ever been in my fifteen years of existence.

      It took, I don’t know, maybe ten more dodgy blinks before what I was seeing began to make sense. And even when it did, it didn’t seem real. Because across the lane, where Mr Jenkins’ heirloom potato field used to be, Mr Jenkins’ heirloom potato field wasn’t. Not anymore.

      There was a crater instead.

      But not just a crater – a crater. This huge churned-up scoop of earth and roots, like some massive sinkhole from a horror news report. And at the bottom of the crater? A big mangled lump of shiny silver metal.

      “Oh god.”

      I don’t even know what my brain was thinking. The wreckage so obviously wasn’t a fighter plane or a glider or whatever other excuse the old ding-donged grey matter was churning out.

      “Oh god.”

      I mean, it was aliens. It was so obviously aliens.

      “Oh god.”

      But I wasn’t thinking aliens. I was thinking, I can see something moving down there. I was thinking, I can see someone moving down there. I was thinking, someone’s still alive down there!

      “Oh my god!”

      I took the stairs three at the time, banged into the suddenly wonky front door jamb, whacked my arm off the garden gate, then whacked my knees on Mr Jenkins’ boundary fence when I tried to vault over it. But thirty seconds later I was there, skittering down the crumbly crater side, clambering up the wreckage to the open cockpit hatch.

      “Hold on! I’m coming!”

      It probably should have occurred to me how weird it was that the smooth, shiny metal under my hands felt completely cool, or that handgrips appeared as I climbed to help me on my way.

      (Probably should have. Didn’t. Shock, I think, and the fact that my bell was still pretty ding-donged at the time.)

      The back of a head came into view as I climbed level with the cockpit – the pilot! It was the pilot who’d survived the crash.

      And he had to be a military pilot, if the weird helmet was anything to go by: all moulded in slats that ran down his neck, this freaky metallic black that matched his flight suit. Same black as the gloved hands clawing uselessly at the harness holding him tight to his seat.

      “Oh god! Are you okay?” I clambered over the lip and into the side of the cockpit. Stood on some weird, futuristic-looking console. Didn’t register it even at all. “Can you move? Can I help?”

      The pilot’s head rolled towards me. The front of his helmet was a black glass visor – and the visor disappeared.

      It didn’t retract. It didn’t shatter or slide. It just disappeared. And so did the entire helmet. There one instant and gone in not even the next.

      My brain couldn’t handle it. Froze for five whole seconds. And then unfroze quicker than a fancy American freezer defrost setting.

      Because the face looking back at me had all the things a face should have. A mouth, a nose, two eyes.

      But the eyes…

      Too big, too wide, tilted upwards at the outer edge – and they were silver. Molten silver from rim to rim.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered. “Oh my god. You’re not…”

      Human. The pilot wasn’t human. I mean, obviously the pilot wasn’t human.

      “Oh my god.”

      Because the pilot was a one hundred percent actual, literal, in-real-life alien.

      “Oh. My. God.”
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      All I could do was stare. Like, all I could do.

      Just stare at the silver freckles that ran along the alien’s weird, too-sharp, something-straight-out-of-Photoshop cheekbones, that splotched his forehead right up to his hairline.

      Stare at his eyes. Completely silver. No pupils. No irises.

      We were face to face, me and Cheekbones, but it was impossible to tell if he was looking at me or if he even knew I was there at all.

      “Oh god,” I whispered. “I have literally no idea what to do.”

      Cheekbones groaned, like a freaky reply. It was a horrible sound, all rattly and full of pain. His hand moved, this sudden scrabbling that made me flinch back until I saw what he was trying to do.

      Clawing at his harness again. Trying to break free.

      So I took a breath and I stowed the panic. Alien or not, Cheekbones was trapped and he was so obviously hurt. I had to help.

      “Oh my god,” I muttered, but I pushed Cheekbones’ hands out of the way and pressed my own to the harness instead, right at the centre of his chest where the slats of the straps came together like a rotary buckle.

      A light flashed on the console, just silly bright. I blinked, and the harness was gone.

      “Okay, that’s freaky. That’s really, really freaky. Oh my god, that’s so freaky.”

      (I mean, it wasn’t more freaky than the actual, in-real-life alien sitting in front of me, but I was dealing with an increasing scale of freak at the time, and all the stuff disappearing into thin air was certainly up there. So, you know, forgive my lack of an exact freak-out measurement, please and thank you.)

      Cheekbones groaned again and dropped his hand, but the scrabbling didn’t stop. I could hear the scratch of his gloves against the stiff fabric of his flight suit.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked, leaning over for a better view. “Cheekbones, what’s wrong? What are you… Oh god.”

      His leg. That was the problem. The flight suit was torn high up on his thigh. I could see a patch of silver-freckled skin through the tear, and this horrible, deep gash running straight across it, silver liquid rushing from the cut.

      It was blood – had to be – and so much of it.

      “Oh god.”

      I had to swallow past the sick feeling in my throat before I could reach down and yank Cheekbones’ hand away.

      “You’ve got to stop,” I told him. “You’ll make it worse. We need to get you out of here so I can, like, put pressure on it. Stop the bleeding and stuff.”

      Because if I didn’t stop the bleeding, I wasn’t sure how much blood there was left to bleed.

      “C’mon,” I said. “Grab on to me. I’ll help you up.”

      I slipped my arms under Cheekbones’ arms, wrapped them tight around his back, a freaky intergalactic hug, heaved—

      “Oof!”

      —and Cheekbones moved not a single centimetre.

      Wasn’t going to work. That was so, so obvious. It’s not like Cheekbones was built or anything – he wasn’t much taller than me – but he was solid. Heavy with muscle in that way cheesy romance novels call corded, which sounds totally disgusting, yeah, but turns out is actually a pretty accurate description. I couldn’t move him. Not on my own. He was just too heavy.

      “Cheekbones,” I said desperately, pulling back so I could meet his out-of-it silver gaze. “You have to help me. I can’t move you by my—”

      “Hannah Stanton! That you, girl? You all right down there?”

      I startled and twisted around. There was a tall figure up at the lip of the crater – wellies, flat cap – already moving, easing himself over the edge.

      “Mr Jenkins! Help!” Legit, I had never in my entire life been so relieved to see Mr Jenkins.

      (In fact, I’d never actually until that moment ever been relieved to see Mr Jenkins. Seeing Mr Jenkins usually involved him accusing me of nicking his potatoes or his peapods or that one time with the butternut squash that was absolutely, totally not my fault.)

      “Quickly! I can’t move him on my own and he’s bleeding really badly!”

      “Who is?” Mr Jenkins shouted.

      “The pilot!”

      “Jesus Christ! He’s still alive?”

      “Just!”

      I turned back to Cheekbones. He was looking at me now. Watching me. It was weird, but I could tell I had his attention, even if it did seem completely ding-donged.

      “Don’t worry,” I told him. “We’re going to get you out of here. You’re going to be just fine.”

      (Which was a legit, total lie, because I was already pretty sure even then that Cheekbones was going to die. And I mean, he did die, like two minutes later. So, um, you know. Ten out of ten for my lying skills?)

      “Hannah!” It was Mr Jenkins, hauling himself up beside me. “What do you need me to do?”

      “If you get that side, I’ll get this one, and then we can just try hauling him—”

      “Christ!” Mr Jenkins yelped. He flailed backwards and stumbled to the ground, landing hard on his bum. “What is that? That thing…it’s not…it isn’t—”

      “Well, freaking duh!” I shouted down at him. “I know, okay! But he’s hurt, and I have to stop the bleeding, and I can’t do that unless I get him out of here. Please, Mr Jenkins!”

      “I can’t,” Mr Jenkins said, scuttling backwards like a bladdered crab. “We can’t – we can’t touch it.” His eyes were all wide and panicky. “I’m not – I’m not touching it, dear god.”

      “Then you’re as much use as a fricking bendy spanner, aren’t you!”

      I gave up on Mr Jenkins and turned back to Cheekbones. He was still watching me, but with his big silver eyes half closed. And his hands were lying in his lap now, not moving at all. I could hear his breathing though, like a whistle, but all faint and wet and yet somehow still crackly. It didn’t sound in any way good.

      I hauled off the ratty school hoodie I was wearing, balled it up, tried to reach down to press it to Cheekbones’ leg, but the angle was all wrong, the console got in the way, and I just couldn’t reach.

      “Oh god, I’m so sorry.” I had that stinging in my eyes you get before you cry, the one that burns in your throat too. “I can’t move you. Not on my own. I don’t know what else to do. I just…I don’t know what to do.”

      Cheekbones took a hiccupy breath. One hand twitched open.

      Was he…? Did he want me to…?

      I put my hand in his.

      Gently – so, so gently – Cheekbones folded his fingers around mine. It was like a mouse breathing on me, the pressure so faint. But he was holding my hand, like somehow that mattered.

      Like somehow that helped.

      Mee-maw! Mee-maw! Woop! Woop!

      Sirens in the distance but not far away. I could hear them coming from up where the Buckford road passed the village. A few minutes away maybe.

      But judging by the look of Cheekbones, that was so obviously a few minutes too many.

      I swiped at my eyes. The sting wasn’t a sting anymore. It was full-on snotty crying. I didn’t want to just hold Cheekbones’ hand while he bled to death. I wanted to help him. I wanted to—

      “…please.”

      I legit forgot how to breathe. That was a thing that happened, right then, in that moment. For five full seconds I forgot. Then I gasped and said, “Did you just…? Oh god, no. Of course you didn’t. Don’t be stupid, Hannah.”

      It wasn’t a word. Couldn’t be a word. It was a weird breath. A groan. A weird, breathy groan that sounded like a word. He hadn’t—

      “Please,” Cheekbones whispered. “You have to…to…”

      I sucked in another breath and then choked on it coming back up. My words came out in a rush. “Oh god. You can understand me? Cheekbones, you’re understanding me right now? What is it? What do you need me to do?”

      “Stop them…” Cheekbones said. “Must…stop…” He trailed off, and his eyelids flickered half shut again.

      “What are you even saying?” I muttered. God, he was so loopy from the blood loss.

      “Have to find him…he will…help…stop her…stop them.”

      “Shh.” I squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. I get it. I’ll stop them.” Whoever they were. “You just lie still, okay?”

      “You’ll…stop them?” Cheekbones managed, but his voice was barely a voice anymore – just this cracky, wet whisper.

      “Yeah, of course. I promise.”

      Cheekbones’ eyes slipped closed then. Properly this time. And with his face not all crunched up in pain, I could see that Cheekbones – he was young. He couldn’t have been much older than me, if he even was at all.

      My first thought? God, what was a teenage alien doing crash-landing a spaceship in the middle of Mr Jenkins’ heirloom potato field?

      My second thought? I don’t think he’s breathing.

      “Cheekbones!” I slapped him hard enough to make my palm sting. “Cheekbones, wake up! You are too pretty to die! I mean it, wake up!”

      Cheekbones did. Instantly. He heaved up from his seat, eyes gone wide, and took this huge racking breath. Then he fell back with a thump. That was when the black film closed over his eyes – vertically, I should point out, in totally the opposite direction that eyelids are supposed to close – and then his actual eyelids fluttered, once, twice, fell half shut.

      And then…

      “Oh god,” I whispered. “Oh my god, you’re dead, aren’t you?”

      Sirens – coming from up by the boundary fence. Too late, though. Far too late.

      I sat back on the console and started to cry. But I’d hardly worked up half a sob when someone shouted down at me from the crater edge. I looked up – a policewoman – saw her mouth moving, heard this tiny, tinny voice coming out, like music from dangling earbuds.

      She wasn’t that far away, was the thing. I should have heard her perfectly clearly. But I didn’t, I couldn’t, because what I was hearing instead was this thrum – the one coming from somewhere deep inside Cheekbones’ spaceship, getting louder and angrier and—

      “Not good!” I yelped. “Oh my god, so not good!”

      I clambered out of the cockpit and flail-climbed down the side of the ship.

      The policewoman was waving frantically at me now, but I couldn’t even hear her earbud voice anymore. The thrum was just too loud. But if I watched her mouth form the words instead…

      “Run!” is what she was shouting.

      “Freaking duh!” is what I was shouting.

      But I did run. And I made it almost to the ladder the firefighters were sliding down to me when I remembered – Mr Jenkins!

      I whirled around, searching for him. Not so difficult to spot. He was still sitting there on the ground by the ship. The shock and the fear had frozen him solid, like a bag of old peas.

      God, I had to help!

      I took a step towards him. That was when the thrum stopped – and the shockwave started.

      It caught me in the chest and threw me backwards, slammed me hard into the crater side. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t get any air into my lungs. All I could do was collapse in this pathetic heap against the crumbly earth and try desperately to keep my eyes open.

      I remember a swarm of hi-vis jackety people skittering down towards me. I remember Mr Jenkins lying crumpled at the crater bottom. I remember Cheekbones’ half-blinked eyes staring, unseeing, up at nothing.

      But that’s all I remember – because after that I was so completely and totally unconscious.
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      I woke up in a hospital bed to an oxygen mask on my face, a heart rate monitor clipped to my finger, and just a ridiculous number of hazmat suits fluttering about in my peripheral vision.

      “You back with us, sweetheart?” said one of the hazmat suits. It had a Welsh accent.

      This is what my ding-donged brain was thinking: it seemed like people in hazmat suits shouldn't have Welsh accents. Welsh accents were nice. Hazmat suits were not. Ergo – fancy word alert – there was no such thing as a Welsh hazmat suit.

      And then I thought, “Am I high?"

      "You're a very little bit high, pet,” said the Welsh hazmat suit. Something started bleeping frantically. I don’t think it was me. Might’ve been something attached to me, though. “Little scratch on your arm now, my darling. It’s going to make you feel sleepy.”

      “I don’t want to feel sleepy,” I told the Welsh hazmat suit.

      I did not. There had been far too much sleeping that I hadn’t agreed to in the past few hours.

      But there was no arguing with the Welsh hazmat suit. Because the ‘feel’ sleepy thing was a total lie. The only way it wasn’t a lie is that ‘feel sleepy’ in Welsh somehow translates to ‘knock you unconscious for the rest of the night while we try to find out whether you’ve ding-donged your brain in a way that’s un-ding-dongable.

      Also? Whether alien spawn are about to burst out of your stomach.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Turns out the Welsh hazmat suit was a doctor called Major Davies.

      I mean, her first name wasn’t Major. That was her rank, because she was in the Army. Still is, I suppose, unless she’s decided to become, like, a water buffalo farmer? Or an artisan cheesemaker? Or, you know, something that’s not the Army but also not necessarily related to water buffalo or cheese.

      (Incidentally, writing your memoirs is really difficult on the tenses. Because you’re in the present and your memories are in the past, but they’re both happening at the same time as the time you’re telling them…

      Like, legit extra confusing.)

      Anyway, here’s the point: Major Davies was – and also still is – possibly, maybe a vampire.

      I say this not because she shone torches in crevices no one should ever shine torches in, or because she made me say ‘ah’ more times than anyone who isn’t a professional opera singer  should ever have to say ‘ah.’

      (Because neither of those things, though definitely weird and absolutely Not Fun™, are vampirey things to do.)

      I say it because she took enough of my blood that I’m pretty sure that even if Major Davies was/is actually an army doctor-type person in her spare time, she was/is actually also a full-time vampire.

      “Your mum and dad are here, Hannah,” said the definitely Welsh, definitely a doctor, possibly also a vampire Major Davies. She said this to me very early in the morning, but I’d been unwillingly asleep for most of the night, so I felt pretty rested.

      “They’re just going through security,” Major Davies told me. “They’ll be here in a second.”

      I squinted up at her. Mostly, I’ll admit, to see if she had a shadow.

      (She did.)

      Then my brain caught up. “Wait – my mum and dad? Both of them?”

      “Both of them, my love. And your dad’s a little upset, so don’t let that upset you. You’ve been so brave.”

      “Sorry, just to be clear – my dad’s upset?”

      “Just a little teary, pet.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, even though that seemed unlikely given that my dad was a donation from a sperm bank in Wolverhampton. I didn’t think sperm could cry.

      Then the hospital room door burst open, I had a giant, snotty Valencian octopus clinging to me, and all at once I understood. “Hiya, Toni. I’m fine. No need to fuss.”

      “I think fussing’s the only thing the man knows how to do,” Mum told me. Then she relented. “Except maybe cooking.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I agreed, grinning up at her from my hospital bed. “What with him being a chef and all.”

      Mum snorted a laugh and we exchanged some reassuringly restrained shoulder pats over Toni’s bent head. He had Mum more than covered on the hug front. He was squeezing me hard enough to make my ribs creak.

      “Actually, literally going to pop here, Toni Mac.”

      “Sorry,” Toni said hurriedly, pulling away. “It’s just, you know, we were so worried.”

      “That we were,” Mum agreed. She smoothed a hand over my hair. “You all right, love?”

      I had to think about that one for a second. “Like…aliens exist, apparently? And then I was unconscious, and my doctor is probably a vampire. But I haven’t freaked out yet. I mean, might still. But – yeah. I think I’m surprisingly okay. I think?”

      Mum nodded. “Good. You were never one to make a fuss. Glad to see you haven’t started now.”

      “I think she has reason to make a fuss,” Toni said, sniffing dramatically. “For sure, Tracy, she has reason to fuss.”

      “Having reason to do something and doing that something are not the same thing, Antonio. In fact, as even the most basic theory of self-determination would have it—”

      But I interrupted before Ranty McMotherson could get going. “Um, point of order?” I said, looking between them. “Apparently, Toni is my official dad now? Not that I’m complaining or anything but—”

      “White lie,” Mum said briskly. “It was the only way to get him past security, and I wasn’t leaving him on his own. Look at the state of him.”

      Snotty and forlorn was the state. I picked up the box of tissues on the fancy half-across-the-bed table in front of me and offered Toni one. “Blow your nose, Toni Mac.”

      “I don’t need to blow my nose,” Toni said, sniffing again. “For sure, I’m fine.”

      Mum raised an eyebrow at him. Toni blew his nose.

      So,” I said. “Aliens?”

      “Aliens,” Mum said.
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      They were called the Akanarin, Mum told me. A peaceful race of spacefaring merchants passing through our solar system on their way to a distant trading outpost. Contact with Earth hadn’t been their plan, but a malfunctioning scout ship had put paid to that. And now, with their existence known, the Akanarin were determined to see things done right and ‘to induct Planet Earth into the universal sorority of peoples to which she now belonged. Apparently.’

      Toni turned on the TV while Mum brought me up to speed, but it was stuck on mute and none of us, not even our resident astrophysicist, could figure out the ancient remote control, so Mum got to keep on narrating, which she always enjoys.

      “There’s a much larger ship in orbit. Upwards of two hundred Akanarin on board. We’re waiting for it to arrive in New York right now.” She nodded to the screen, where a live broadcast showed a bunch of suits milling about in the flood-lit dark. “They’ve done the ‘we come in peace’ rigmarole with the Army and the like. But New York’s where the official welcome’s to be, outside the headquarters of the United Nations. See the woman in front there, in the grey suit? That’s Dorothy Mensah, Head of the Department of Space and Outer Atmospheric Affairs.”

      “That’s an amazing job title,” I said.

      Mum ignored me, probably because her job title wasn't even half so amazing and she was well jel.

      “Dot’s the official greeter. First contact, first handshake, all that. We did our PhDs together at Manchester, you know. No idea how she ended up in the world of international bureaucracy. She’s too clever for it all by a long shot.”

      “She gets to shake the pretty aliens’ pretty hands,” I said. “I think she’ll be okay with it.”

      Mum threw me a puzzled look. “Pretty? Well, different strokes, I suppose. Can’t say I’d call them exactly pleasant to look at.”

      “No, not pleasant,” Toni agreed, shuddering a little. “At all. For sure.”

      “The eyes freak you out a bit?” I asked, nodding knowingly.

      “The eyes,” Mum said, “the oversized head, primarily the lack of a mouth, must be said.”

      “Lack of a—” I began, but Toni shushed us.

      “Look, they’re landing.”

      On the screen, descending out of the darkness, was the Akanarin ship.

      But…

      My forehead scrunched up in confusion. Because this ship – it didn’t look like Cheekbones’ ship. It was a huge, bulbous lump, black but with a reddish gleam. Nothing shiny and silver about it.

      “An orbiter, apparently,” Mum said. “Though landing the thing does make the name somewhat redundant. Christ, what I wouldn’t do to get my hands on that big ugly beast. Just think of the technology in there…”

      As we watched, a hatch appeared at the front of the ship – suddenly enough to startle the cameraman into a shaky zoom – and then it opened, more like a vine twisting up and away than anything door-like. There was a bright light inside, and it silhouetted the aliens waiting to disembark.

      And just that silhouette was enough to see that something wasn’t right – too tall, too skinny – and then when the aliens stepped out of their ship and into the spotlights, what wasn’t right was as clear as anything.

      “They’re different,” I said. “Oh my god, they don’t look anything like Cheekbones.”

      “Who?” Toni asked, glancing over.

      “Cheekbones,” I said. “The alien from the crash. These ones look completely different.” Completely alien. “He looked human. I mean, not his eyes. Or his freckles. Or his cheekbones. But everything else.”

      Toni raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Everything that I could see!”

      And everything that I could see of the alien shaking Dr Mensah’s hand just continued being not right. All skin and bones – greeny-grey skin – weirdly big head, nostril slits like a lizard, huge black tear-drop eyes. No corded muscle, no silver freckles, and no mouth.

      Just like Mum said. No mouth at all.

      “Oh god. They’re different. They’re, like, a totally different species. There were no aliens and now there’s two different kinds of aliens. It’s alien freaking pick-and-mix!”

      Toni reached out and squeezed my hand. Something was beeping kind of frantically again. Still wasn’t me. Definitely might’ve been something attached to me, though.

      “Deep breath, kiddo. Take a deep breath.”

      “A few of the initial reports mentioned the alien from the crash being some type of pilot drone,” Mum told me. “Maybe that’s the difference.”

      “A drone?”

      “As I understand it, from what I’ve heard, some sort of simple organism programmed to fly the ship and not much else, hence the crash, when things went wrong mechanically.”

      “But he wasn’t simple. He couldn’t have been. I mean, he – he—”

      He talked to me, is what I was going to say.

      Then didn’t say.

      “Hannah?”

      I don’t know why I didn’t say it. Even thinking back, knowing everything I know now and didn’t then, I don’t know why.

      Not exactly.

      But if anything stopped me, it was this little voice in my head, the one whispering, something’s wrong.

      Whispering, there was nothing simple about him. He was a person. Just like you.

      Whispering, you promised you’d help him. You promised you’d stop them.

      (Incidentally? The voice in my head, the one doing all the melodramatic whispering? Was my own voice. I’d recommend you remember that – you know, just for future reference.)

      “Hannah, you listening, love?” Mum said, then, sharper, “Hannah, is your head hurting? Hannah.”

      I startled to attention “What? No. No, it’s fine. I’m fine. Listen, I need to tell you about—”

      But I never got the chance.

      “Good morning.”

      Because standing there, in the suddenly open doorway, all calm and collected like he hadn’t just slammed the door open hard enough to cause another sonic boom, was a tall, broad-shouldered man. He had on fancy mirrored aviators. His hair was black, his suit was black, his tie, weirdly enough, was black too.

      “I apologise for the delay,” he said, accent very much not from this side of the Atlantic, “but I’m here to take Miss Stanton’s statement.”

      There was a long moment that involved a lot of silence and a bumtonne of blinking. And then—

      “Is that an actual, literal man in black?” I whispered. “Oh my god, it so totally is, isn’t it?”

      And it so totally was.

      (Well, sort of.)
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      The man in black turfed Mum and Toni out of the room. The door clicked shut behind them like the clicking of…like, a suitably ominous clicky-type thing?

      (Do guns click? Or knives? Or maybe, I don’t know, like the click the classroom door makes when your evil maths teacher surprises you with a test first thing on a Monday morning? That was how the door clicked. It was an evocative click. A surprise maths test-type click.)

      “Um?”

      Mr Man in Black turned back to me. He still had his sunglasses on. “My name is Agent Schwarz.”

      “I’m Hannah,” I replied automatically. Then, “But you probably already know that, don’t you?”

      “Among other things—” a black eyebrow climbed up from behind the sunglasses “—yes.”

      I gulped. “So, uh, my statement?”

      Agent Schwarz extracted a notebook and pen from his inside breast pocket. “Shall we begin?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I told him everything I could remember – from waking up on my bedroom floor, to Bendy Spanner Jenkins, to storytime with Cheekbones, all the way up to spaceship go boom and Hannah go snooze.

      Agent Schwarz wrote it all down in his little man-in-black notebook, in his loopy man-in-black handwriting, nodding and motioning for me to carry on, even when I was babbling about stuff that didn’t seem like it should matter, like the colour of Bendy Spanner’s wellies or how pretty Cheekbones’ eyes were.

      In fact, he only interrupted once, just to ask, “And to be clear, Mr Jenkins wasn’t present when the conversation between you and the drone took place?”

      “I mean, he was sitting on the ground being useless when it happened, but he was probably in earshot, so…”

      Agent Schwarz added an ominous-looking scribble to his notes. “Hmm.”

      And while we were on the subject of bendy spanners. “Is he okay, by the way? Mr Jenkins, I mean. He was pretty out of it when I saw him last.”

      Agent Schwarz didn’t look up from his notes. “Mr Jenkins is  currently in a medically induced coma and will remain so until the swelling on his brain has subsided.”

      Um. “That sounds like the exact opposite of okay?”

      Now Agent Schwarz looked up, and he cracked a smile in the process. It was like watching a block of granite cleave in two. “I understand Mr Jenkins’ prognosis to be a relatively optimistic one.”

      I didn’t know in what world a coma and a swollen brain could be considered ‘relatively optimistic,’ but I also didn’t want to ask in case that was all the incentive Agent Schwarz needed to, like, lock me up in a warehouse in the middle of a Nevada desert, shoot rayguns at my brain, and—

      “Miss Stanton?”

      “Sorry. Just, uh…uh…rayguns.” I shook my head. “What were you saying?”

      The granite-cleaving smile did some more quarrying. “I was asking if I could draw your attention back to the conversation you had with the pilot drone.”

      “Oh yeah, sure. Let’s do that.”

      So we had another nice little chit-chat about the nice little chit-chat I’d had with what was apparently just a drone, except who was totally not just a drone, and I made sure to tell Agent Schwarz that very much totally.

      “So like, all the ‘stop them, please’ stuff? Is that, I mean, should we be worried about that? Like, is something going on that we should be worried about? With the Little Big Green Men? The Aka-whatsits? The hay fever medicine people?”

      Agent Schwarz put down his pen. When he looked up again and met my eyes, I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the state of my reflection staring back at me from his sunglasses.

      (Legit don’t want to tell you what my hair was doing right then. I don’t think even it knew.)

      “The Akanarin are a peaceful race,” Agent Schwarz said, sounding so bland and unconcerned that no lie, totally wanted to punch him a little. “The ship suffered a catastrophic malfunction and the pilot drone, attached to the ship’s systems as it was, suffered the same fate. There’s no need to be concerned, Miss Stanton. No need at all.”

      “Oh…”

      It was weird: when a secret agent from some shadowy government agency tells you not to be concerned about something, you’re going to be concerned about it, right? Because that’s just pink elephant stuff.

      But somehow, for some reason, I wasn’t concerned.

      Don’t get me wrong, I felt – distantly – like I should be. But I wasn’t, not properly, because there was something bizarrely reassuring suddenly about Agent Schwarz, with his monotone American accent and his weirdly expressionless face.

      “So like, nothing to worry about then, basically, is what you’re saying? Is the gist of, you know, all this? The underlying theme of the moment?”

      “Nothing to worry about in the slightest.”

      And that made sense. It really did. And my brain agreed that it made sense. But…

      “I mean, I get what you’re saying. I do. So don’t get me wrong, I just think…I just think…I think…” And then I said, “Why are your sunglasses changing colour?”

      Because they were. The mirrored surface of the lenses was swirling, splitting apart into blobs of drifting colour, like in Art when your teacher’s feeling brave and/or hungover and she lets the whole class do ink marbling instead of still lifes. “Why are your sunglasses doing that? Wait, what’s going on? What are—”

      “You don’t need to concern yourself with the whys and the wherefores, Hannah,” Agent Schwarz said. “You need only carry on looking at my reflective ocular protection device until the relevant memories in your cerebral cortex have been identified, stored within a temporary repressional module, and replaced with more suitable artificial recollections.”

      Uh…

      “Okay,” I said faintly, “sounds legit.”

      And it so totally did. Honestly, it sounded like the most legit thing I’d heard all day. So I just stared at the swirly ink-blot colours and let the gentle, fuzzy feeling in my head take over.

      I wasn’t worried. I didn’t need to be worried. And Agent Schwarz was right, I didn’t need those memories either.

      Just as quickly as they’d started, the colours stopped swirling.

      Agent Schwarz said, “Now, Miss Stanton, you were telling me about the alien speaking with you?”

      “Whu…what?” I said, still blinking. My eyes were kaleidoscoping a little for some reason. “No, I wasn’t.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “Cheekbones didn’t talk to me,” I said, valiantly repressing the duh. “I’ve already told you that.”

      “Oh.” Agent Schwarz flipped back in his notes. “I see. But just to be absolutely clear – at no point did the pilot of the ship speak with you?”

      “At no point whatsoever.” I made sure to talk really slowly and clearly, because it was becoming increasingly obvious that poor old Agent Schwarz had lost both his socks in the tumble dryer. Messed about with too many rayguns, probably. “Cheekbones groaned a lot, because he was dying a painful death, but he didn’t groan any words.”

      “Great,” Agent Schwarz said, snapping his notebook shut.

      “Uh. Is it?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      “Oh…kay,” I said, thinking it’s not just the socks, it’s his undershirt and his y-fronts too. “Like, are we finished then?”

      “With your statement, yes.”

      “So I can go home?” I sat up straighter in bed. “Because Dr Vlad says I’m good to go, and I’d really like to take a shower that doesn’t involve flip-flops and people in hazmat suits with scrubbing brushes, and I’d also really like to wear some clothes where my bum isn’t just, like, saying ’hi!’ to everyone it meets, so y’know, actual clothes and not a hospital gown, and I’d just – I’d really like to go home,” I finished, finally, aware how small and pathetic I sounded and not caring even slightly at all.

      The granite cliff face didn’t shift, but there was maybe the tiniest hint of sympathy in Agent Schwarz’s robotic voice when he said, “And you can go home, Hannah. Very shortly—”

      I groaned. “God, that’s a sentence with such big hanging but.”

      “—but,” Agent Schwarz agreed, “first, there’s someone outside who’d like to meet you.”
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      You’ll probably have seen this bit on TV. I think everyone has by now. But if you haven’t – and, I mean, really? – you should go and youtube it or something. Search for ‘evil aliens hospital landing.’

      I’ll wait…

      …

      …ready?

      So this is what you saw, but instead of being shot from miles away on a ridiculously shaky camera phone zoom, this is it in full on, spot-the-blackhead closeup: me in a wheelchair in the middle of Buckford Infirmary’s hastily emptied car park, Mum and Toni standing behind me, Major Doctor Vampire, a bunch of men in black – all of us looking up at the orbiter as it dropped out of the sky like one of those huge black blood clots you get the months Auntie Flow’s feeling totes vindictive.

      “Well, knock me over with a feather,” Mum muttered, craning her neck for a better view.

      The rest of the adult contingent wasn’t faring any better: Toni swore quietly, one of the dicey ones about communion wafers that I’m supposed to pretend I don’t understand; Dr Vlad looked so pale I guessed she’d have to feed on the blood of innocents soon; and the men in black were shuffling about like a flock of nervy goth flamingos.

      I was doing okay, though. At least this spaceship wasn’t crashing. That seemed like a bonus.

      Plus, my head…it felt kinda spacey. Like, I’ve never been drunk – because I am far too young to drink, just for the information of any relevant authorities who might be reading – but let’s imagine I might’ve gotten a little tipsy on some wedding prosecco once. Y’know, entirely hypothetically.

      So my head felt a little hypothetical wedding prosecco tipsy. I was mellow. I was chilled. I was good.

      (Spoilers? I wasn’t good. My brain was about to start bleeding in a tiny yet very bad way. But I didn’t know that at the time, though. Had to wait for a cockroach to tell me.)

      The Akanarin ship landed a few metres away from us.

      “Oh, my giddy aunt,” Toni whispered.

      I say landed…

      Hovered, with most of the ship’s huge, bulky bum still hanging in midair above the car park. A hatch twisted open. No dramatic backlighting this time. Just aliens. Lots of aliens. More aliens than I’d ever seen before, and considering I’d only seen one in-real-life, seeing more than one wasn’t hard to achieve but it was still freaky, and mind-bending, and not gonna lie, really fricking scary.

      Only two aliens stepped out of the ship, though. One was Akanarin, ridiculously tall and completely mouthless, and one wasn’t. He was shorter, with more human proportions. Both his gloved hands were propped against the butt of the gun-like thing strapped across his chest, and his big silver eyes stared out blankly at—

      “Oh my god,” I whispered. “Oh my freaking god.”

      Cheekbones. It was Cheekbones. Cheekbones was alive.

      It went like this in the poor old noggin: I saw Cheekbones, I registered seeing him in a fuzzy sort of way, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t call out to him or try to speak to him. Partly because I didn’t remember that I could, but mostly because there was this tiny little voice – still my own voice, just for the record – deep down in my head chanting, Don’t. Don’t, Hannah. Don’t.

      So I didn’t. I very much didn’t.

      Instead, I just waved my hand a little pathetically at the huge, skinny, greeny-grey alien in front of me, and said, “Um…hi?”

      “Hannah Stanton,” the Akanarin said, taking the slightest of bows. “I am so very glad to meet you.”

      Behind me Toni squeaked. Seemed a sensible reaction, to be honest, and I’ll tell you why – even though the Akanarin didn’t have a mouth, it had just spoken to me.

      In my head.

      Without me using my ears.

      My own mouth fell open. “What in the actual fu—”

      “I must apologise,” the Akanarin cut in, the skin and bones of its face shifting like a hidden mouth was moving, the weird tonelessness of its voice pinging about in my head. “Please, do excuse the intrusion. My kind have no way of communicating as is the human wont. I apologise if you find the telepathic transference involved discomfiting.”

      “I…” I said. “I…” Then I shook myself and managed a really intelligent, “Whu…?”

      “I can see that apologies do nothing to alter the strangeness of the experience. Perhaps if we were to begin with some pleasantries, you may find a degree of equilibrium within the moment. Perhaps a reciprocal exchange of names, as is the human tradition? And though my kind claim no names of which the human mind can comprehend, I wonder…” The Akanarin cocked its massive head to the side, like a really freaky intergalactic nodding dog. “Perhaps you might wish to suggest a human moniker I could utilise instead.”

      “Uh…” My brain was in no fit sate to deal with Intergalactic Thesaurus and its little silver-eyed buddy, Alien Zombie Jesus. “…what?”

      “The gentleman wants you to give him a name,” Toni told me in a vaguely hysterical, vaguely mind-blown whisper.

      “Give him a name? Me?” Which was so much more responsibility than I’d signed up for when I threw myself into a steaming crater twelve hours ago. “Uh…just, like, any name? Or? I mean? Uh?”

      “A name you think would be suitable,” the Akanarin replied politely – and completely unhelpfully.

      Oh my god. “I mean, you’re kinda putting me on the spot here.” Understatement of the century. “But you also kinda look like my Uncle Bob. Just, just around the eyes and stuff. So, um…Bob?”

      “Bob,” Bob repeated, making Bob not seem like a name at all, with the freaky, empty accentlessness of his voice. “Baw-buh. Yes. A fine name. From henceforth, to the Humans of Earth, I shall be Bob.”

      “Okay,” I said faintly, fairly sure I was still high. “Okay, Bob. Cool beans.”

      Bob pressed the tips of his weird fingers together. He looked thoughtful, maybe, but it was hard to tell. “Now, having exchanged the appropriate local pleasantries, I feel I should address the point I think has discombobulated you most. I have seen you cast a number of startled glances towards my security drone.”

      I managed to clear my throat. “Well, you know, that kinda happens when you see someone die and then come back to life the next day.”

      Bob’s huge forehead crumpled in a way that seemed to suggest sympathy – or maybe constipation. It was a fifty-fifty chance. “I’m most sorry to tell you that this is not the same creature as the one you attempted to rescue from the wreckage of our scout ship. Or rather, it is the same creature, in that they are clones of one another. But the first is dead, I am truly sorry to say.”

      I had to let that process for a second. I probably should have let it process for longer, though, because what came out was, “Creature? No offence, but that’s like a sieve calling a colander leaky.”

      “Miss Stanton!” said one of the men in black.

      But Bob waved a four-knuckled, three-fingered hand. “No, please do not scold her. Hannah’s reaction is understandable. To learn that life exists beyond the confines of this world, and then to discover so soon afterwards that such life is multitude – I can only imagine how disconcerting that must be.”

      Mum took a step forward. She put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “You speak of multitudes of life, sir,” she said, her voice completely steady, because my mum is awesome, “and yet you call this young man a ‘creature.’ Has he not intelligence?”

      “Of a much limited kind,” Bob allowed. “It is a primitive being, and when left to its own devices, it is also a creature of mindless destruction. Perhaps the best comparison I can draw is that of an insect – the cockroach of this biosphere, for example.”

      “A cockroach?” I echoed, disbelieving. Cheekbones hadn’t looked anything like a cockroach. He was far too pretty for one thing.

      “Indeed. Though when taken in hand,” Bob said, “when brought under control, even insects can be useful – and as you have seen, so can this creature.”

      My memories of Cheekbones hadn’t come back yet.

      No hand-holding, no talking, no pleading with me to help him. So I shouldn’t really, technically, have been suspicious. But, you know, women’s intuition – and something was pinging mine hardcore.

      “That just sounds really…like, really…not right.”

      “But it is the truth,” Bob said.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “But it is the truth, Hannah, and you can believe it.”

      Mum’s hand dropped from my shoulder at the same time as Bob’s voice washed through me. The words were already in my head but they seemed to go deeper. I thought, I can believe that, and it felt nice to think it, so I thought it again, and again, until I did believe it.

      Cheekbones was a drone. Nothing more. Just an insect.

      “And now, Hannah,” Bob said, “I require you to answer a vitally important question. You will do that for me, won’t you? You will answer?”

      “Yes.” It didn’t even cross my mind to disagree, because my mind was so totally full of this wash, this you will do that for me.

      You will answer.

      You will.

      “I will,” I said, and I wanted to rub my eyes, to shake myself, to try and clear the sudden feeling of pulsing pressure in my head. I wanted to.

      But I couldn’t.

      Because something…something wasn’t right. I couldn’t – think. Had to. Answer.

      Answer Bob.

      “I will answer,” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Bob said, somehow managing to sound amused. “I imagine you will.” He motioned Cheekbones over to stand in front of me. “Heed my words, Hannah, and answer when asked. You will hide nothing, and you will not lie. When you pulled this creature from the wreckage, did it speak with you?”

      “No,” I said. And that was the truth, as far as I could remember right then. I wasn’t lying.

      Bob cocked his head. “No?” he asked, voice light. “But I do wonder…” He shouldered Cheekbones out of the way and crouched down to meet my eyes. His own eyes weren’t so black anymore – they looked like ink swirling on dirty water. “Hannah, did the creature speak with you?”

      I opened my mouth to answer – and that was when a voice in my head, faint and far off, shouted, “Lie, Hannah! You must lie!”

      (This is why I wanted you to remember – the current voice in my head? Wasn’t my voice. Wasn’t Bob’s voice. It was another voice. In my head. In as many minutes. And it sounded like a nervy old-school newsreader.)

      Lie? I thought fuzzily, painfully. Why would I…?

      And all at once, as I stood there staring up into Bob’s weird, swirly eyes, I remembered. Like a lock bursting in my brain, the memories came flooding back.

      Help me. You have to stop them. Please.

      And I thought: the creature did speak with me. He spoke with me. Cheekbones spoke to me.

      The words hovered on my tongue. I wanted to say them as much as I didn’t. But either way I couldn’t make them come out.

      No, but I could. I had to tell Bob.

      But I didn’t want to.

      No, I did.

      “He sp—” I began, but the newsreader voice interrupted, louder this time, closer, deeper in my head.

      “Hannah, you must listen! The Akanarin cannot know that the young man you call Cheekbones spoke with you. It is imperative to your safety, and moreover, to the safety of Planet Earth.”

      “Answer me,” Bob said. “Now.”

      “Lie, Hannah! You must—”

      “Hannah Stanton!” Bob roared, thunder in my head. “You will answer!”

      “It didn’t speak to me. The creature didn’t say a word.”

      The lie came out easy as anything. The pressure in my head was still there, but something was pushing back against it now – and it gave me space to think. To lie.

      “Is that the truth?” Bob asked. He took a four-knuckled finger and tipped my chin up until all I could see was the absolute, total, sudden blackness of his eyes. “Answer me. And. Do. Not. Lie.”

      Pain flared, horrible and sudden, a cramp deep down in my brain. I wanted to reach up and clutch at my head. The pressure was almost too much. And I knew if I told Bob the truth, it would go away. But I couldn’t tell him. I knew that too.

      Had to – had to—

      Hold on, Hannah.

      It could only have taken seconds; it felt like hours. But just when I thought my head was about to explode, Bob’s metaphorical mind-arm went thumping to the table top.

      The pressure was gone. My brain was my own again. Sore and mushy as smooshed-up jelly, but mine.

      So I looked Bob dead in the eye, I didn’t blink, and I said, “The creature didn’t speak to me. Not at all. That’s the truth.”

      I thought he’d never look away. He didn’t seem to need to blink, so I just concentrated on keeping my face blank, maybe a little out-of-it, trying to mimic how I’d felt before. And I must’ve been an amazing actress – because it worked.

      “Prepare the ship for departure,” Bob said, glancing over his shoulder.

      That was for Cheekbones, who did blink – not the proper blink, the sideways blink – and turned on his heel. I caught a flash of silver as he walked away, this strip of shiny metal stuck across the nape of his neck.

      Another figure appeared in the orbiter doorway then – another Akanarin. Taller than Bob but pretty much identical otherwise. He didn’t come over. Just stepped aside to let Cheekbones past, nodded once at Bob, and then stood there watching. Waiting.

      “Listen to me now, all of you,” Bob said. His voice was so much stronger than before, more like a pulse of energy than the weird feeling of empty sound. No use trying to hold on – it was far too strong now to resist.

      Bob said, “You will remember these past moments as nothing more than a daydream, brought on by shock and a lack of sleep. You will think it odd, when you think of it at all, and you will only think of it if your mind notices a gap in your recollection. You will have no suspicions or errant memories, not of this time or any since the landing of the ship, and you will be entirely content. As far as this morning’s events are the concern of anyone else, I came to thank Miss Stanton for her help the evening last – and nothing more. Do you understand?”

      All at once, me, Mum and Toni, Doctor Vlad, the men in black, we said in one faint, blank voice, “We understand.”

      “I should think that you do,” Bob said, satisfied. He waved a creepy hand and the tall Akanarin disappeared back into the darkness of the ship. “Awaken. Now.”

      Everyone did, blinking like our eyelids had weights attached.

      “I will take up no more of your time,” Bob said. “I return now to the city of New York, to meet once again with the leaders of your world.” He cocked his head towards me, another old-school bow. “But I do so dearly hope, Hannah Stanton, that we will meet again.”
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      I don’t remember much of the trip home. Bob – hereafter known as Creepy Bob because reasons that be obvious and evident – had messed with my head too much by then. Too much to fix properly, at least.

      But I remember flashes of it: the lumpy back seat of Toni’s car, Buckford whizzing by, checkpoint after checkpoint, until…

      “You’re looking a little green, love,” Mum said, eyeballing me in the rearview mirror. “You feeling all right?”

      No. I wasn’t. Not even slightly at all.

      I wanted to tell her, Creepy Bob’s mind-whammied all of you. He’s lying about Cheekbones. There’s no way in a chilly day in hell he’s not up to something.

      But it didn’t matter what I wanted. I couldn’t tell Mum anything. Because as far as my ding-donged brain knew, Cheekbones was a insect. Bob just popped over to say thanks. My memories of the crash were faint and fuzzy because I’d banged my head.

      That was all. Nothing to worry about.

      I definitely should’ve been worried about the throbbing in my head, though. Definitely should’ve told someone about that. But I didn’t. And I hadn’t. Because there was no reason to – that was what the voice in my head kept telling me, this comforting echo that sounded a lot like Creepy Bob.

      You don’t need to tell a soul, Hannah. You’re fine. There’s nothing to worry about.

      “Hannah?”

      “Nothing. Sorry, Mum. It’s fine, I’m fine. Don’t worry.”

      Toni turned off the main road and the suspension bottomed out on a familiar, bumpy lane. Ahead of us the countryside was flat and green. And it only got flatter and greener as we went, until the tallest thing for miles and miles around was a gigantic white satellite dish in the middle of a sheep field – the Big Dish.

      Little Buckford.

      We were home.

      Toni rolled to a stop at a checkpoint at the edge of the village. The little temporary car park there was overflowing with satellite vans and people holding giant fluffy microphones. A few of them shouted in our direction, but the supersecret SAS-type supersoldiers milling about had them well penned in.

      “Won’t keep you long, Professor Stanton, Mr Garcia,” one of the soldiers said, nodding to Mum and Toni in turn as he stuck his head through the open window. “Just had to radio ahead for clearance to lift the next cordon.”

      “That’s all right,” Toni told him. “There’s no hurry. Listen, while I’ve got you here – I’m making paella for lunch. Big pan, for sure. Plenty to go around. You and your colleagues, you should all come and try Toni’s paella, huh?”

      “That’s very kind of you, sir, thank you,” the soldier said, looking as touched as a six-and-a-half-foot tall wall of muscle and body armour could. But his radio mumbled rhubarb at him before things could get properly emotional. “And you can proceed now, sir. Way’s been cleared for you.”

      Toni set off at a crawl, slo-mo slaloming around all the razor wire and concrete blocks. And when we swerved close enough, I could just about see over the hedgerow at the edge of the road, and beyond it, down into the crater, maybe a mile away.

      It was empty now, surrounded by armoured jeeps and cranes and police tape. No sign of Cheekbones’ ship. If you didn’t know what had happened, there were a thousand more likely explanations for how the crater got there: old WW2 bomb, potato harvest gone horribly wrong, really gassy cow.

      In fact, the only thing to suggest that anything weird had happened at all was the fact that Mr Jenkins’ barn was listing to one side.

      Mr Jenkins’ barn…

      Mr Jenkins…

      In my brain, a teeny, tiny train of thought started chugging.

      But it barely left the station before it derailed. I couldn’t hold onto the thought. Anything too close to the crash just faded away. My mind felt slippery, and fuzzy, and foggy, and I just couldn’t—

      “I’ll have to phone the insurance company. The demolition people too, should think,” Mum said as Toni rolled us past the turning we should’ve taken to the cottage. “Sooner it’s done, the better.”

      “Um…” I could see our house, though, a way across the fields. And I could also see that all the cottage’s windows were gone and a huge crack ran straight up from the front door to the roof. “The demolition company? They’re doing what, exactly?”

      Which, yeah – definition of a redundant question.

      “The impact undermined the foundations,” Mum said. “We’ll have to demolish. The fire brigade let me in this morning so I could pack our things. Recoverable electronics and the like. Clothing needed more extensive decontamination, so I didn’t bother with any of it.”

      “Don’t worry, kiddo,” Toni cut in quickly, before the indignant squawk could leave my mouth. “I bought you some new clothes on the way to the hospital.”

      “We’re staying in the guest rooms at The Snail’s Arms until the insurance company sorts us out with something more permanent,” Mum carried on, completely and utterly oblivious, as if she was discussing the weather and not the fact that our house was about to be bulldozed and we were setting up home in a gastropub instead. Then she said, “Oh, let me tell you, they better not have boxed in my bike or we’ll be having words.”

      They were tanks, by the way. No media people in The Snail’s Arms’ car park. Just tanks. Lots of tanks, and troop carriers – and Tony’s purple banger of a Fiat when he finally managed to squeeze it into the only parking space left, holding his breath all the while.

      Mum went to extract her bike while Toni hauled shopping bags out of the boot. He was still at it – bit of a shopaholic is our Toni – when Mum wheeled back over.

      “Now,” she said, yanking me down to kiss the top of my head, “if we’re sure you’re all right, I have to go and check on my other child.”

      I grinned and glanced over at the Big Dish. “Your favourite child, you mean?”

      “Well…” Mum said, considering, as she clambered onto her bike. “My second favourite child, perhaps?”

      “Oh my god, Mum. I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      (I mean, it so totally was, but I was still legit touched. You don’t know how much she loves that big, ugly satellite dish.)

      Mum snorted. “Bring me some paella for lunch,” she called over her shoulder as she pedalled off, “and we’ll consider making that favourite child position permanent!”
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* * *

      Speaking of paella – you probably hadn’t heard of The Snail’s Arms, right? I mean, prior to the whole ‘Paella That Saved the World’ shenanigans?

      I’ll forgive you if you hadn’t. It’s not like it was particularly famous back then: just a gastroboozer in the land of Michelin stars, overpaid footballers, and quadruple-barrel, inbred investment bankers who wouldn’t know a decent tip if it smacked them on their flabby bums.

      But if The Snail’s Arms was famous for anything or, like, known even at all, then that was for Toni’s paella. Because before Toni’s paella was the Paella That Saved the World, Toni’s paella was also the thrice-time winner of the Best Paella in Cheshire Award.

      That’s thrice.

      (I have to stress the thrice because Toni always does. Partly because he’s proud of his shiny awards, but mostly, I think, just because he likes saying thrice. Sometimes, when he’s had too much perry, he likes to keep on saying it until Mum throws a slipper at him.)

      And I’m not here to question the authority of the esteemed judging panel of the Best Paella in Cheshire Award, but I don’t think it’s rude to wonder just exactly what they were smoking the day they made their decision.

      Because here’s why: despite the fact that he’s a trained chef and, you know, Valencian, Toni can’t cook paella properly. Because Toni thinks paella should be made with snails.

      Yes, you read that right – snails.

      “Clothes, toiletries, new phone,” Toni said, piling bags into my arms before he turned to tackle the lock on The Snail’s Arms’ huge front door. “Come down to the kitchen when you’re finished getting changed. Shout if you feel sick. Shout if you feel dizzy. Paella for lunch.”

      “Proper paella, though?” I asked as he herded me inside. “No snails?”

      “Hannah, you know, if you would just try—”

      “No snails, Tone.” I stopped with one foot on the first of the big flagstoned steps that led up to the guest rooms. “I will fight you.”

      Tony heaved a put-upon sigh. “Okay, no snails. I’ll hack off another part of my soul, huh? Make it the proper English way.”

      “Jolly good show, old chap. Also, where am I going?”

      Toni nipped behind the bar to fetch a set of keys. He balanced them on top of my wobbly shopping pile. “Room 5’s clean.”

      “I thought Room 5 had ramblers in?” I had the vague memory of a flock of neon anoraks having dinner yesterday. But it was a totally vague memory, like most of them were then.

      Toni huffed out a laugh. “Oddly, you know, aliens? They crash land in the field next door and our ramblers feel the need to leave in a hurry.”

      “It’s, like, miles away,” I said, glancing out of one of the big stone-linteled windows. You couldn’t even see Mr Jenkins’ farm. “That’s hardly next door, Tone.”

      “Says the girl who ran into the crater,” Toni said, snorting.

      “Yeah, and what was I going to do?” I muttered. “Run away?”

      That got me another snort. “Oh, Hannah.”

      “Whatevs. Go and make your weird paella, you snail sadist.”

      And there was the last snort, loudest of the lot, as Toni disappeared into the kitchen. “Check on Carlotta for me?” he called.

      “You know it, Toni Mac!”

      I showered in the thankfully rambler-less Room 5, changed out of my borrowed, very pink scrubs, updated every social media account I owned to try and convince all my hysterical friends that I hadn’t actually been abducted by aliens, and then I went to check on Carlotta.

      Who was fine and dandy. Just chilling in her tank in Toni’s office, making major headway into a banana. So I gave her a fresh one and left her to it. As pets go, Carlotta was mega chill in the care and keeping department.

      (Because Carlotta is a snail – a Giant African Land Snail, to be precise. And I know what you’re thinking: that’s like a butcher owning a pet cow, right? But Toni Mac loves his big, ugly snail, and that’s the truth.)

      My stomach was grumbling by the time I’d given Lottie her lunch, and the smell wafting up from the kitchen wasn’t helping, so I headed back downstairs.

      Toni had been working hard. There were a few folding tables set up by the door, covered in sandwich platters and soup tureens, and on a table by itself, in pride of place, a huge pan of paella blipped away on its fancy burner.

      A bunch of supersoldiers were milling about in the entranceway too – machine guns strapped to their chests, steel-toed boots scuffing up the flagstones – and every single one of them was armed with a heaving paper plate bending under the weight of Toni’s paella.

      And the sight of that – of all things – was what did it.

      “Oh my god.”

      I had to take a seat on the bottom step while my poor ding-donged brain tried to process everything.

      Aliens existed, and I’d met them. Toni was making paella, and Mum was being a workaholic. The whole world had changed completely, but nothing else had, not even slightly at all.

      “Oh my god.”

      Right then seemed like a really good time to just bury my head in my hands and freak the frick out – so I did, thoroughly and completely.

      Until someone nudged my toe.

      I looked up. Toni had a steaming plate in one hand and a concussion care leaflet in the other.

      “Eat your paella,” he said, sitting down next to me. “Toni’s paella makes everything better.”

      I sniffed up some snot, then took the plate and inspected it suspiciously. “No snails?”

      “I said I’d make it the proper English way,”  Toni told me sadly. “Chicken and chorizo. Far too many peas. And no snails. At all. Not even the little juicy ones.”

      “Lottie’s fine by the way,” I told him, while we were on the subject.

      Toni bumped shoulders with me. “But are you fine?”

      “Toni—” I began, sighing, but Toni interrupted.

      “No, not fine yet,” he said. “Eat your paella.”

      “You’re such a nag.”

      But I did as I was told while Toni flipped open his leaflet. “Dizzy?” he asked, reading.

      “Nope,” I said around a mouthful of snail-less paella.

      “Feeling sick?”

      “No.”

      “Unusually tired?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Head sore?”

      Yes. And it’s getting worse. But it doesn’t matter, and you don’t need to tell a soul, Hannah.

      “No. Not sore at all.” I handed Toni back my clean plate. He’d given me the best portion, with all the good crunchy bits. “There,” I said. “Paella eaten. Satisfied?”

      Toni considered me a second. Then he took the sleeve of his t-shirt and scrubbed at my face like the giant, hairy nan he not-so-secretly was. “Now, go wash your face. You’re all snotty. We don’t do snotty at The Snail’s Arms.”

      “You so do, though,” I told him, getting to my feet. “I mean, that’s all snails are, right? Just tiny little balls of slimy snot and—”

      “Hannah,” Toni said, apparently offended on behalf of snail kind everywhere and his girlfriend Carlotta in particular. He pointed to the door of the ladies loos. “Go.”
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* * *

      (Did I mention that The Snail’s Arms used to be a coaching inn? I think I did? Maybe I didn’t. But if I didn’t I have now. And I told you mostly just so I could also tell you that the ladies loos used to be the stables.

      And you’re actually, literally never going to convince me that I’m not going to open a stall door one day and find some ghost horse in there doing her business.

      Because it’s all flagstones and floor-to-ceiling doors with iron bolts and walls thicker than my brain during fifth-period physics. In fact, if the ladies loos weren’t the ladies loos, they’d make a pretty passable medieval torture dungeon.

      And to postface this absolutely essential preface – I was splashing my face in the torture dungeon sink when the dizziness hit.)

      “Whoa.”

      I slapped my hands to the counter to steady myself. Didn’t help. The dizziness just got worse. So did the throbbing behind my eye. I watched the water swirling down into the plughole – swirling like my head suddenly was – and my mind drifted back to Toni and his leaflet. Feeling dizzy…wasn’t good?

      You’re fine, Hannah.

      No, feeling dizzy was fine. I didn’t need to tell anyone.

      No, Hannah, Creepy Bob’s mind echo agreed. Don’t tell anyone.

      But the thing was? Suddenly? I wanted to tell someone. Toni. Mum. Anyone.

      Hannah, everything’s fine. You don’t need to—

      No. I had to tell Toni. Something was wrong.

      I grabbed a handful of scratchy paper towels from the dispenser, scrubbed my face dry, turned halfway to the door and—

      Stopped.

      Dropped the scrunched-up paper towels.

      Stared at myself in the mirror.

      Tried to stare at myself in the mirror. But that proved kinda difficult given that one of my eyes was completely bloodshot, the other was half closed, and my pupils were entirely different sizes.

      “Okay,” I said, bizarrely calm. “That’s…not good?”

      My reflection didn’t answer me. But the voice in my head did. “No, very much not good.”

      I blinked. Only one eyelid moved. “Uh…”

      “Not good,” the voice carried on, “and indicative of a rapidly progressing intercranial haemorrhage caused by the traumatic effects of exposure to a violent and uncontrolled Akanarin compulsive episode.”

      The silence after that little speech seemed especially silent. My brain chugged through the possibilities like it was swimming in a vat of treacle. It managed, like, half a lap and then drowned a sugary death.

      “Uh…” I said. “I…I…what?”

      “Hannah.” The voice was old-school, like something out of a stuffy costume drama with corsets and top hats. “I understand you must be having a great deal of trouble with your cognitive processing, and I know this must all seem very strange, so I will endeavour to explain in the simplest possible terms. Your brain is badly injured and I can repair it. But we must move quickly. So may I ask – would it be possible to relocate yourself nearer to the easternmost wall?”

      “Uh, why?”

      “Well, in truth, so I can transport you to my orbiting craft via a molecular reconstitution beam.”

      “Oh. Okay. Seems…legit?” Which it did not – it did not in any way seem legit – but as the voice in my head had so helpfully pointed out, I was having cognitive processing issues at the time. “And, uh, which way is east?”

      “Left, Hannah,” the voice said.

      I turned left.

      “The other left,” the voice said.

      “The other left is right,” I told it.

      “No, it’s still left.”

      I turned other left and staggered over to the wall. I had to use it to hold myself up. My legs weren’t working right suddenly.

      “Why here?” I asked. Tried to ask. Came out more like, “Whu he…yuh?”

      But the voice understood. “The walls surrounding your current location are immensely thick and are interfering with my instrumentation. A weakness in the render in the easternmost wall allows for easier transmutation, and also increases the likelihood that you won’t rematerialise with an extremity where an extremity ought not be.”

      “Oh…” I wasn’t really paying attention, to be honest. Mostly, I was trying to figure out why the voice in my head didn’t sound like me – and why, you know, there was a voice in my head to begin with. “What…do…I…need…to do?” I asked, the words struggling out like a cat stuck headfirst in a welly.

      “You need only stand exceedingly still.”

      Easier said than done that was, because my hands had started shaking and I couldn’t make them stop. I opened my mouth to tell the voice that – but too late.

      The world split into a rainbow of colour in front of my eyes. It fizzled through me, between my eyeballs, out my nose, my mouth.

      And then…
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      Back at the hospital, Creepy Bob compared Cheekbones to a cockroach. You remember, right? It was a really crappy comparison in that Cheekbones didn’t look even slightly like a cockroach in any way whatsoever. Remember?

      “Whu…”

      Thing is, if Creepy Bob had just held onto the cockroach nugget for a few more chapters, he could’ve played his trump card.

      “Whu…”

      Because sitting in front of me, in the middle of a white-glass circular console, in the middle of a white-glass circular room, was a giant ten-foot-tall cockroach.

      “Whu…”

      I couldn’t say anything else. Didn’t even try. But I did, in a really distant, completely shocked way, correct myself. Sitting in front of me wasn’t a giant cockroach; sitting in front of me was the result of a cockroach and a scorpion who’d had themselves a night to forget while on steroids and growth hormones.

      “Hello, Hannah,” the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from outer space said. “It is wonderful to meet you properly at last.”

      The voice – his voice – was in my head, all posh and news-readerly, no ears required. But his…mouth-type opening still moved too, and these shiny brown things skittered and shuffled at either side in time with his words.

      Shiny, brown, skittery, shuffly things that looked kinda like…

      “…p-p-pincers?” I managed.

      “Mandibles, actually. But pincer-like in appearance, I’ll grant you that. These, however,” the alien said as six mammoth, gleaming claws went click-clack, “these are most definitely pincers.”

      And that was when I fainted.
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      When I woke up, the world on the other side of my eyelids was bright and white, and smelled faintly of custard.

      Back in hospital again then.

      Which was a relief. I might have to deal with the vampire doctor shining torches in my crevices, but at least she’d fix my head, and whatever was happening with my eyeballs – and, y’know, the whole ‘hallucinating a giant alien cockroach’ issue.

      I knew I should probably wake up and tell Dr Vlad about the aforementioned ‘hallucinating a giant alien cockroach’ issue. But even the thought of that? Ugh, too much to be bothered with. I kept my eyes closed instead, caught in the weird, dreamy, half-asleep place I’d found myself.

      I was comfortable anyway. So comfortable that I didn’t want to move. So I didn’t. At first because that seemed like the best, most lazy option – and then, suddenly, horribly, I didn’t move because I realised I couldn’t move.

      I couldn’t move at all.

      What in the actual fu—

      “I understand the impulse is to panic,” a posh voice said, “but the paralysis is only temporary. I will very shortly be finished repairing the damage done to your brain. But you will find your respiratory system is unaffected. Might I advise you take slow, calming breaths for the duration?”

      I followed the advice. Wasn’t as if I could do anything else. I mean, my choices were either breathe or not breathe. I was sticking with breathing.

      “And there we are,” the voice said. “All done.”

      My eyes flicked open to a white-glass ceiling. I was floating horizontally in midair. Or I was, until the absolutely nothing that I was floating on tipped me upwards and left me standing on a white-glass floor.

      And in front of me? A giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from outer space.

      “Am I high?” I said. “I’m just, I’m high right now, aren’t I?”

      “High?” the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from outer space inquired.

      “Yeah,” I said, “like, on drugs?”

      “Humans have developed pharmaceuticals that induce flight?” The alien turned away, but one eyestalk kept on looking at me. “Or is it levitation?” He poked a pincer to the console as he spoke, as if he was—

      “Are you taking notes right now?”

      “Professional interest,” the alien explained. “Field notes, you see.”

      “Field notes?”

      “Yes, notes undertaken by an individual engaged in the practice of field work.”

      “I know what field notes are,” I said, sounding far less hysterical than I felt. “What I want to know is why you’re taking them?”

      That got a puzzled clack of mandibles. “Well, because I’m an ethnographer, of course.”

      “Oh,” I said faintly. “Oh, yeah. Of course.”

      And that was when my legs gave out on me again.

      “Oh, goodness!” the alien exclaimed. “Oh, Hannah! I do believe you’re in shock.” A curving white-glass bench rose out of the seamless floor. “Perhaps it would be best for you to sit.”

      No perhaps about it. I hauled myself up and I sat.

      A glass slid out of the bench beside me – out of absolutely nothing – clear liquid sloshing inside.

      “Please,” the alien said. “Please, do drink. I believe this to be a fairly accurate approximation of Earth’s water from the area of your current habitation. Though I apologise, I may have the potassium content just a touch too high.”

      I picked up the glass and gave it a covert sniff. Didn’t smell of anything much, just like water. I took a sip. Tasted like water too. So I downed the whole thing, because I was suddenly so thirsty it felt like my tongue might crawl out of my mouth and go in search of the nearest watering hole.

      “Thanks,” I said, gesturing with my empty glass. “And, uh, sorry for freaking out.”

      “Oh, don’t apologise, please.” The alien ruffled his wings – his wings – in an anxious gesture, the ridges clacking together like castanets. “What a dunderheaded thing to do, old boy,” he muttered to himself. “Show your bleary face to the poor little hatchling without so much as a by-your-leave.”

      I took another of the slow, calming breaths I’d been having success with, then, “Why does it smell like custard in here?” I asked no one in particular.

      (I never did find out. I’ll ask, though. Next time I see the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space whose name I know now but don’t yet know narratively speaking, I’ll ask him why his spaceship smells like custard.

      Fifty-fifty it’s either a really complicated science-type reason, or just that he’s partial to a custard snack pot.)

      The alien was still busy muttering away to himself, so I said, louder, “Um, excuse me? When you’re done beating yourself up, I have questions?”

      The alien’s attention swung back to me in a flutter of wings and mandibles. “Yes! Oh dearie me! Of course you do, and I will endeavour to answer them all if I can.”

      “Cool beans. So, um? Like, hi? Who are you? Where am I?”

      “Most sensible questions,” the alien said. “To start with the first – who am I? A field officer attached to the United Intergalactic Council’s Department for the Protection of Uncontacted Peoples.”

      I took a second to process that. “So you work for, like, Space U.N.?”

      “An apt comparison, yes.”

      “But that’s your job,” I told him, “not who you are. You shouldn’t let your job define you. That’s not healthy for your inner wellbeing.”

      One of the eyestalks blinked at me. “Well…yes, quite.”

      “What’s your name? That’s what I meant.”

      “Ah,” the alien said, ruffling his wings discontentedly. “It is here, I’m afraid, that we come unstuck upon even the simplest form of interspecies social nicety.”

      It was my turn to blink. “I got, like, one word of that.”

      “The unfortunate reality is that my true name is unpronounceable without two separate vocal tracts and, as you have previously noted, Hannah, at least one set of mandibles.”

      “At least?”

      “Two does allow for a more accurate replication of the initial triphthong, four for the penultimate affricate.”

      “Oh…”

      “But perhaps,” the alien said, rallying, “should you wish to, you might supply me with a human name to ease the manner of our mutual communication?”

      “Colin,” I said instantly. “We should totally call you Colin.”

      (And okay, yes, I did name a giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space after my Uncle Colin. But I was working a theme, okay? It’s not every day I get asked to name an alien, let alone two of them. Plus…)

      “…you do kinda look a little like my Uncle Colin.”

      “Do I?” Colin asked, fluttering his mandibles in an obviously pleased kinda way. “Well, they do say everyone has a doppelgänger somewhere, don’t they? Though, of course, I have more than most. Indeed, at last count—”

      “And, uh, where are we?” I prompted.

      “Ah, yes. Forgive me. An easier question to address.” Colin tapped a pincer to the console in front of him. “And I think this view is answer enough.”

      Something whirred, then beeped, and one curving wall of the room began to split in half like curtains opening. There was glass behind the wall, and behind the glass was…

      “That’s Earth.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s Planet Earth.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why am I not on Planet Earth?” I said, a very much, definitely hysterical ring to my voice.

      “Because you are on my ship,” Colin said, “which is currently in cloaked orbit of Planet Earth. Hence, above – or, indeed, below – but not upon.”

      “I’m in space?”

      “Yes.”

      “Outer space?”

      “Yes.”

      “But how?” I dragged my eyes away from the view. “Colin, how did I get here?”

      There was a concerned look on Colin’s shiny, craggy, anglely face. It was weird, but I could tell – he was worried about me.

      The giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space was worried about me. What an absolute, total mindfu—

      “Hannah,” Colin cut in. “I must ask, do you not remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      “Oh, I see,” Colin murmured. “I haven’t quite restored…” He reached out a pincer and tapped at the console again until it bleeped at him crankily. “Perhaps if I was to…ah, there! Now, Hannah, I ask again. Do you remember?”

      “Remember?” I said – and then I didn’t say a single thing at all, because everything came crashing back.

      Cheekbones, Creepy Bob, Creepy Bob’s creepy mind-whammying. The voices in my head. Everything, all at once. All of it.

      I dropped my glass. The floor absorbed it without a single smash.

      “Oh my god, Colin! Is Creepy Bob trying to take over the world?”

      “In short,” Colin said, “yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my god!”

      “Indeed.”

      “No, but, like. Oh. My. God.”

      “Indeed,” Colin agreed.

      “We have to stop him, Col! Creepy Bob – whatever he’s going to do. Oh my god, we have to stop him!”

      Colin’s eyestalks bobbed. “That would be the plan.”

      “You have a plan? There’s a plan?”

      “There is a semblance of a plan,” Colin allowed.

      “Which is so much better than no plan at all,” I said, deflating with relief. “All right, lay it on me.”

      Colin reached for the console again. “My plan requires first that I retrieve a message that has hidden itself in the computer systems of—”

      “Wait.”

      I interrupted before things could start beeping again. My brain was still coming online. It hadn’t addressed the huge pink amnesiac elephant standing in the middle of the room, and now it really wanted to.

      “How could I forget, though? Oh my god, why would I forget something like that? Evil aliens are trying to take over the world. That’s not a thing I should forget, Col!”

      “Compulsion,” Colin said, apropos of absolutely fricking nothing, until, “is the ability to telepathically compel thought and action in others. It is a talent common to all Akanarin and the primary source of your current predicament.”

      “Compulsion,” I muttered, my brain chugging away like Mum’s old desktop, whirs and groans and all. “So, like…you’re saying Creepy Bob used this compulsion thingy to make me forget?”

      “That was the intent, yes,”

      “Intent but not, like, actually though,” I said. “Because he didn’t do a great job, did he? I mean, I didn’t remember, but it’s not as if I forgot everything either. Not properly. It’s not as if I let his creepy mind thing talk me into letting myself die.”

      “A product of ‘Creepy Bob’s’ own arrogance,” Colin said, “and my, well…” His eyestalks drooped a little. “My somewhat bumbling intervention. Which I would very much like to explain – and apologise for, if I may.”

      “When you were in my head, right? Telling me to lie and stuff? So you can do the compulsion thing too?”

      Colin’s eyestalks perked up to shake the negative. “I can communicate with you in the same manner as the Akanarin, that is true. Indeed, it is exceptionally rare in the universe for intelligent life not to possess the ability to communicate via telepathic transference. But no, my kind are not imbued with any inherent form of compulsive ability.”

      “But you helped me fight Creepy Bob,” I said, so confused even my confusion was confused. “At the hospital. In the carpark. You made him get out of my head.”

      The eyestalks carried on shaking. “That was your doing, Hannah.”

      “It so, so was not.”

      “It was,” Colin insisted. “Once you were made aware of the compulsion, up until the point resistance was no longer physically possible, you exhibited a robust display of juvenile compulsive immunity – which is something I would be most eager to study more should we both survive the coming days.”

      “Col!” I yelped, aghast.

      “I apologise for the morbidity,” Colin said hurriedly. “But in relation to your original query – that is to say, that while I have no inherent compulsive talents myself, I have through extensive experimentation and collaboration with learned colleagues developed a rudimentary device somewhat able to mimic the Akanarin compulsive—”

      “Oh my god!” Words, words, so many words. “Okay, like, I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, “but I literally don’t care. Creepy Bob! Creepy Bob and Creepy Bob’s shenanigans! Show me the receipts, Col!”

      Colin flailed for a second. “I – I have no printed statement of monetary exchange to—”

      “Colin!”

      “Oh my!” Colin said on a startled flutter. “I, oh – yes, Hannah?”

      “In little, tiny, teeny words, tell me the story that starts, ‘Once upon a time, a creepy evil alien who wants to take over the world made Hannah forget stuff, like the fact that her brain was bleeding and she was going to die!’”

      “I…” Colin paused, passed a pincer over the console, swung his eyestalks back to me. “Perhaps it’s best I begin at the beginning?”

      “No perhaps about it,” I said, “like, oh my god.”

      A bluish-whitish hologram fizzed into life above the console. It was Creepy Bob, spinning gently, somehow managing to smirk despite not having a mouth.

      “May I present to you, Hannah, one B’oab Baakatarin BaBarin of the Progenitor BaBa.”

      “Three bags full,” I finished automatically. And whoa, Creepy Bob had so been lying about the name thing.

      (Along with everything else it was possible to lie about but, you know, the point still stands.)

      “Wanted fugitive from the Court of Intergalactic Justice,” Colin carried on. “Thief, smuggler, assassin, and suspected of many worse crimes besides.”

      Um… “Worse than, like, murder?”

      “Mass murder.”

      “Oh,” I said faintly. “Yikes.”

      “Just so,” Colin agreed. “And as to B’oab’s intentions – you have seen the ship, yes?”

      “The orbiter thingy? Looks like a blood clot?”

      Colin eyestalk-nodded. “Indeed. But it is not an orbiter, as B’oab claims; instead, a terraformer.”

      “A what now?”

      “A terraformer,” Colin said, “which undertakes the process of terraforming. That is, the process whereby a planet is made suitable to accommodate a distinct form of live – most frequently by making said planet distinctly unsuitable for others.”

      “Col,” I said, my freakout lowkey but ready to run, “what’s that word that means a word that means the same as another word?”

      Colin clacked a little, confused. “A synonym, perhaps?”

      “Yeah. So, I mean, how many of them have you got for the word ominous?”

      “Ah,” Colin said after a second of also very much totally ominous silence. “Might I venture…menacing? Direful. Minacious. A situation portentous in its inauspiciousness.”

      “Yup,” I muttered bleakly. “Yup, think that about covers it.”

      I turned to look behind me, out the curvy window, where Earth was hanging in the black of space like a cutscene from some sci-fi blockbuster – all blue and green and beautiful, and apparently completely unaware of the danger she was in.

      “So, like, what?” I said, turning back. “Creepy Bob’s going to terraform Earth into the holiday home of the…the…whatever the hay fever people are called—”

      “The Akanarin,” Colin supplied.

      “—and then what happens to the rest of us? To us humans, I mean? What happens to us then?”

      Colin didn’t answer. He let his ominous, direful, minacious silence do it for him.

      I took a sticky breath. “Oh my god,” I whispered.

      “Quite,” Colin agreed. Then he clacked his wings, looking determined suddenly. “And that is why – oh, indeed, I say, Hannah – that is why I will do everything in my power to stop her! To stop B’oab Baakatarin!”

      “Uh…”

      (The word rattled around in my patched-up, ding-donged brain, sort of tap danced for a couple seconds, then fell out my mouth and straight into the orchestra pit.)

      “…her?”

      Colin twitched a mandible. “Pardon me?”

      “Her? Stop her?”

      “Yes.” There was a confused skitter. “Was…was that not as I said?”

      “No, that was exactly as you said. I’m just caught up on the whole ‘B’oab’s a lady’ part of the thing that you just exactly said. Because, I mean, okay – Creepy Bob’s a lady?”

      “Indeed,” Colin said, his wings still clacking like confuddled castanets. “You were not aware?”

      I boggled at him with all the boggle I had in me. I had to do that for a while – there was a lot of boggle to deal with. Then I said, in a voice that was verging on hysterical and I will absolutely own to that, “Nope.”

      So it was totally and entirely for the best that the console started beeping then. Really frantically. Flashing some lights too.

      “Col, what? What’s wrong?”

      Colin didn’t answer, too busy futzing. He touched a flashy light. Something protested beepily. A fizzy sound like static filled the room, then a distant but very much familiar voice said,  “—managed to get most of the minor systems online, and I’ll try to park the dish. Anything else will have to wait until our friends in khaki decide to let my colleagues through the cordon. So afraid your guess is as good as mine on that one, Dot.”

      “Is that my mum?” I yelped, aghast.

      (It so totally was, oh my god, do not even get me started.)

      Colin waved a pincer to shush me. “Please, I must listen.”

      “I hope the damage isn’t too terrible,” an unfamiliar voice was saying, obviously on the other end of a phone call that me and Col were listening in on somehow.

      “Nothing that can’t be repaired,” Mum said. “Might get ourselves some extra funding in the process. Silver linings and all that.”

      “Well, I’ll certainly see what I can do on my end," the voice replied. “But really, you don’t mind about the Akanarin proposal? Shall I tell them yes? I think they feel guilty, you know, about the damage their ship caused, and this is their way of making amends.”

      There was a distant clang of something metal hitting the floor and then the closer clang of Mum muttering a very much bleep-worthy swear word. “Definitely wouldn’t say no to an extra pair of hands, Dot, alien or not.”

      Dot – that was Dr Mensah, right? Mum’s old uni friend? The U.N. lady?

      “Wonderful,” Dr Dot of the Amazing Job Title said. She laughed, sounding just the tiniest touch strangled. “Your new Akanarin assistant should be with you in five, ten minutes.”

      Mum’s laugh was just as high-pitched. “Well, I’m certainly in for an interesting afternoon.”

      The call cut off. Colin and I stared at each other for a few horrified seconds, then—

      “Akanarin assistant?” I said, joining the strangled, high-pitched club. “Why is my mum getting an evil alien assistant?”

      “My plan,” Colin said.

      “Your plan is that my mum is getting an evil alien assistant?”

      “Yes,” Colin said. Then, “No! I mean no.”

      “Col! Which is it?”

      “An Akanarin is heading to your mother’s place of work,” Colin said in a rush, “because I believe they are searching for the same thing that I am. The fulcrum, if you will, upon which my plan is levered.”

      I took a breath. “Okay. All right. Break it down for me then. Little words. Quick as you can.”

      (Just fyi, asking Colin for little words is like asking chickens for teeth, but sometimes if you’re really lucky he might cut it down from six syllables to five.)

      Colin took a breath too – or I think he did. His mandibles fluttered at least. And then he said, “A highly encoded mayday message, having found no viable recourse of intergalactic transmission or, indeed, transmission beyond the most local of locales, has hidden itself within a computational device in the control room of the Little Buckford Radio Telescope. It is vital I retrieve that message.”

      “A message to who?”

      “Whom,” Colin corrected distractedly.

      “Col!”

      “I apologise for the linguistic prescriptivism,” Colin muttered, distracted still, as his pincers flew over the console. “And it matters little currently. Indeed, all that matters is that I get to the message before B’oab has the chance to destroy it. That, in short, is my plan.”

      “Right, okay, first? Totally crappy plan. Second?” I said. “The Little Buckford Radio Telescope? Is the Big Dish – which is where my mum is right now, and apparently that’s where the evil aliens are heading!”

      “One alien,” Colin said. “Unlikely to be evil. And your mother is in little danger. At worst she may be subjected to another compulsive episode.”

      “That’s the thing that popped my brain, Col!”

      Colin twitched an eyestalk in my direction. “Yours was a unique circumstance, Hannah, that I have no time to explain. Your mother knows nothing beyond what she saw and heard herself, so she knows nothing damning to tell.”

      “You mean Mum’s safe?”

      “For now, yes,” Colin said, the whole unspoken ‘until the evil aliens take over the world’ just hanging there in the custardy spaceship air. “And all I must do to enact my plan is transport myself to the observatory, access the telescope’s computer systems, find the message where it has hidden itself, extract it, destroy any evidence of it having ever been there, and transport myself back to the ship.”

      “Without being noticed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Col,” I said, because, “c’mon.”

      “An unlikely occurrence, I’m aware. But not impossible.”

      “Like, full offence,” I said, “it’s completely impossible.

      “I…” Colin deflated in a clack of pincers. “Yes, I fear you are correct in your summation.”

      So, then, “I’ll do it.”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Col—”

      “No!” Colin exclaimed. “You are but a hatchling, Hannah. I will not have it. I will not put you in such danger.”

      “Like, okay, not even slightly your choice to make,” I told him. “It’s my choice, and I choose to be part of the plan that involves stopping the whackjob evil alien from taking over the world. Because I’m either in danger right now, Col, or when Creepy Bob starts terraforming stuff!”

      Colin’s attention focused on me. Suddenly. Completely. There was no fluttering, no clacking, no twitching, no tip-tapping of consoles. “Hannah,” he said. “Are you sure? You must be sure. Are you utterly positive?”

      “More positive than the cheesiest American chat show host.”

      “Then we must act quickly,” Colin said. “Take this.”

      Something appeared out of thin air in front of me – a flattened pebble of white, cloudy glass about the size of my palm.

      “A device to extract the mayday transmission,” Colin explained as I pinched the pebble out of midair. “It will let you know when it has detected the message, whereupon you should attempt to place it in close proximity. I must warn you, the extractor is able to enact a degree of camouflage but it is not infallible, so keep it out of sight if you can.”

      “Copy that,” I said, because it seemed like a suitably SAS-type supersoldiery thing to say. I shoved the extractor into my back pocket beside my phone. Then, “Col,” I said, not much liking how weedy my voice sounded suddenly, “the Akanarin? It’s not Creepy Bob, right? Because no lie, I’m not sure I have it in me to go another round with that creeper.”

      Colin leaned forward to let an eyestalk take a closer look at the console. “No, not B’oab. The Akanarin in question is but a juvenile still.”

      “A kid?” I echoed, appalled. “Creepy Bob’s got a kid doing her dirty work?”

      “An adolescent,” Colin confirmed, “a young woman. And if my records are to be believed, one akin to your age by Akanarin standards.”

      “Oh my god. That’s so wrong, Col.”

      “It is an abhorrent situation,” Colin agreed, “and one we have no time to remedy. But should we succeed in our plan and in turn stop B’oab’s, then we could certainly begin attempting to break the compulsion the poor hatchling is no doubt labouring under.”

      I had to process that one for a second, because there’s creepy and then there’s creepy. “Wait – you mean Creepy Bob’s doing the freaky mind-whammy thing on her own peeps too?”

      “Without question,” Colin said. “Only a few of B’oab’s underlings act of their own free will. The rest are compelled to assist in her criminality – which, of course, should not be possible, but I begin to suspect that B’oab has somehow taken possession of an individual who themselves possesses the immensely rare ability to—”

      “Col,” I said, before the word flood could get out of control again, “no offence to you and your, like, posh rambling, but shouldn’t we be getting this show on the road? I’m already creeped out enough, and there’s a time limit, I’m guessing?”

      Colin ruffled his wings, squaring his non-existent shoulders. “Indeed. You’re quite right.” He gestured with a pincer. “Take a few steps back, if you would?”

      I shuffled into place, and Colin said, “I’m afraid there is a substantial limit as to how close I can transport you to the relevant computer systems. There is a risk, you see, that the latent energy contained within the beam may cause irreparable damage to the message.”

      I did some posh alien to completely-not-posh-human translating. “So not the control room then?”

      “No,” Colin said, “in close vicinity to, but not the control room itself. I’m sorry, I know that not to be ideal but the risk is too great. I must also caution you on the need to keep communication to a minimum. With B’oab’s ship likely in the area…”

      “We really don’t need Creepy Bob listening in on our brain phone calls? Yeah, I get it. Don’t worry, Col. I’ll figure it out if I have to.”

      Something started thrumming then, and the console indulged in some more bleeping, loud enough that I could hear it over the growing thrum.

      “Uh, what does bleep-bleep-bloop mean?”

      “It means that B’oab’s ship has landed at the edge of the human settlement known as Little Buckford.”

      Oh god. “Well, c’mon then! What are you waiting for? Beam me up, Col!”

      “I think that would be most unwise,” Colin said, “unless you are unique among your species and able to withstand the vacuum of space.”

      “Colin!”

      “I can, however,” Colin said, “beam you down.”
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      Darkness.

      Was the overriding theme of the moment. And it was not a theme I was feeling even slightly at all. So I scrabbled around in the dark, heart thudding wildly – until my hand hit something that clicked. In the exact same second, the domed ceiling above my head burst into light and life, this psychedelic, spinning swirl of galaxies and nebula clouds.

      The planetarium. Colin had beamed me straight down into the observatory planetarium.

      “Oh my god, how is this close proximity, Col?” I whisper-yelped. “It’s a whole other flipping building!”

      And now I had to get out of it.

      I pushed away from the projector stand, scrambled up the stairs that cut through the banks of tilted-back chairs, and skidded out into the lobby. Ran across the lobby. Stopped. Ran back across the lobby. Grabbed a hoodie from the gift shop display and tucked the extractor safely away into the oversized kangaroo pocket in front.

      Then some more running across the lobby happened, until all the running brought me to the staff break room, where I climbed up onto the counter and pressed my nose to the window there.

      If I squinted and craned my neck to an angle it didn’t enjoy, I could just about make out a very much, totally distant security cordon at the far end of the access road. But no highly trained killing machines in the immediate vicinity, and no evil aliens either. Just a few sheep munching on the grass at the edge of the picnic area.

      Desertedness – was the new overriding theme of the moment. And it was a theme I was feeling much more than the last. Because if I hustled, I could get to the control room, get the message, and get it back to Colin, no evil alien evasion required.

      Therefore? Time to hustle, like majorly.

      I creaked open the window and shimmied out, landing with a thump on the grass below. And my phone took a swan dive of its own – it slipped straight out of my back pocket like a cat out a bath and thudded to the ground.

      “Oh, buttocks,” I muttered, bending to pick it up. The screen flashed at me as I did. I’d missed a message.

      From Toni.

      “Oh god.”

      Realisation smacked me in the face like a surprise physics mock. As far as Toni knew, I’d gone to the loo to wash my face and then straight-up disappeared into thin air. He’d think I’d gone missing. Or that something had happened to my head. He might’ve phoned the police. Or the supersoldiers. Or – oh god – even the men in black.

      “Oh, no no no.”

      I unlocked my phone in a proper panic, desperately trying to think up an excuse to explain where I’d been, where I’d gone, why I’d left without saying—

      “Wait, what?”

      My screen opened to a text. Specifically, to a text I’d apparently sent Toni.

      (It read, and I’m quoting here, ‘Dear Antonio, I have gone to visit my mother, Professor Tracy Stanton, at her place of work, the Little Buckford Radio Observatory. Please, do not be unduly concerned by my absence. I will return but shortly and anon. Kindest regards, Hannah Stanton.’)

      “Oh my god, Col!” I muttered, thumbing in another text to Toni, one blaming autocorrect for everything and majorly hoping for the best. “Since when do I sound like something out of a Shakespeare play, oh my—”

      A shadow fell over me. I looked up. And up. And up.

      “—giddy aunt.”

      “A good day to you, tiny Human of Earth,” the Akanarin said.
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      “Could you please direct me to the control room of the Little Buckford Radio Telescope?” the Akanarin asked, her robo voice all up in my brain, no permission required.

      “Uh…” I managed. Barely.

      “Uh,” the Akanarin repeated. “A form of conversational filler used in certain variants of human speech, so as to express surprise, confusion, hesitancy, or a lack of understanding. Could you clarify which use is relevant in this case?”

      “Uh…” I had to stop to clear my throat. Gave my brain a reboot while I was at it. “I mean, pretty much all of the above, to be honest.”

      That got me a quizzical head tilt. “Would you otherwise be dishonest?”

      “What? No! It’s just – it’s just a thing you say, you know? Like, a saying? A figure of speech.”

      “And where does this figure stand?” the Akanarin asked, turning her huge head on her epically spindly neck to look.

      I was already getting a crick in my own neck staring up at her. It was hard to believe that she was the same age as me. I could climb up on my own shoulders and still not reach hers.  She was so, so much taller than Creepy Bob. She might even have been taller than Colin.

      “I wonder,” the Akanarin said, turning back, “does the figure you speak of perhaps employ some manner of camouflage? I have exceptional vision by human standards, but I am unable to perceive it.”

      “Uh…” Oh my god, how was I supposed to even… “Actually, you know what? Hi. Don’t think we’ve met. I’m Hannah.” I held out my hand, totally well aware the Akanarin girl could crush every single bone in it as easy as stepping on an ant.

      But she didn’t. Just took a few trundling steps towards me, a giant alien baby giraffe who hadn’t got a handle on how her legs worked yet, and shook my hand super gently, like she was equally well aware of how breakable the tiny, puny human was.

      “My name is Deeke Deeakatarin—” the Akanarin began, but then caught herself about ten syllables short of in time. “No, that is…I…I have no name of which the human mind can comprehend.”

      I waved the lie away. “Yeah, I got that before with Creepy— With Bob. So now I’m just doing this thing where I name you after my uncles. How do you feel about…” I had to employ an ‘uh’ of hesitancy. Too many aliens and not enough uncles. “Oh no, wait – Desmond?”

      Deeke cocked her head. “Who is Desmond?”

      “My uncle,” I said. “Uncle Desmond.”

      “Then I have no feelings towards your uncle. We have never met.”

      I barely managed to hold in my hysterical snort. “Yeah, I think Uncle Des would’ve mentioned meeting you. What I actually mean is, how do you feel about Desmond as a name – you know, for you.”

      Another head-cock happened. Opposite side. “You wish to give me a name, in the human manner, as you did for our honoured leader?”

      “Yup, just like I did for ’ole Bobby.”

      “Then it is an honour to be Desmond,” Deeke said, bowing her big grey-green head low.

      I sucked in a relieved breath. “Cool beans.”

      “Beans,” Deeke repeated, like she was reading from some computer inside her head – which, you know, she very well might’ve been. “A rudimentary form of human sustenance. Are they normally served cold? Would not such legumes require cooking to make them viable for consumption?”

      Okay, wow. Yikes. “I mean, it’s just…it’s another figure of speech, yeah?”

      “And where does this figure stand?” Deeke asked, turning to look again.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered.

      It was becoming increasingly and freakingly obvious that poor Deeke’s humungous brain was just a big, mushy puddle of Creepy Bob-induced compelled scrambled egg.

      And speaking of the creeper extraordinaire – now I had a secret message to find and a compelled underling to distract. Wait ages for a bus, then two creepy intergalactic shuttle services arrive at once.

      “So like, okay,” I said as Deeke turned back. “A figure of speech is not actually, literally a figure of—”

      “Do not attempt to devour the tiny human!”

      I flailed. News to me, that was. “Des, what—?”

      But Deeke ignored me. Her voice was this sudden, vibrating bellow in my head. I could feel the echo of it in my bones.

      “I will not allow the tiny human Hannah to come to harm! Desist your consumption, abominable beast!”

      And then—

      A sheep. One of the picnic area sheep, to be precise, who was gumming at the hem of my hoodie. But I barely had a nanosecond to register that before the sheep’s eyes went huge, then glassy, then blank. She fell to her side on the grass with a thump, legs twitching uselessly in midair.

      “Des, did you just—”

      Yup, Deeke had one hundred percent, absolutely just compelled a sheep. But not in the psychopathically calm, calculated way Creepy Bob went about it at the hospital. Just instinctual, like flinching, because she thought I was in danger.

      Me.

      (I mean, from a sheep, yeah, but it’s the thought that counts, right? And the thought was epically sweet, scrambled or not.)

      “Um, Des,” I said, toeing gently at our zonked-out, woolly friend. She rocked a little with the motion but didn’t so much as blink. “This is just a sheep. You know that, right? It can’t hurt me or anything. It doesn’t even have horns.”

      But Deeke didn’t look convinced. “It is lacking in bony outgrowths, that is true, but this ‘sheep’ creature you speak of still bears startlingly close resemblance to a puff of Omastorion cloud grass.”

      “Oh…kay?” I said, blinking.

      “Which is carnivorous,” Deeke explained, “highly intelligent, and the cause of many a death in the wilds of the KheeaKa’hren Wastes.”

      I blinked at her again. “Uh…good to know? But also? Not something we need to worry about, because this is a sheep. Not a puff of flesh-eating grass. A sheep, Des.”

      “Are you certain?” Deeke asked.

      “Totes certain. On all of the above. But especially the sheep thing.”

      Deeke nodded, seeming a little reassured at least. Then, “Might I ask you a question, Hannah?”

      “Shoot.”

      “I cannot shoot,” Deeke said. “I do not have a pulse pistol in my possession. Nor a pulse cannon. Nor a photon phase—”

      I interrupted before she could give me the full list of terrifying evil alien weaponry. “No, I mean, like – what’s your question?”

      “Ah. You use the verb in imperative to invite inquiry. I see.” Deeke nodded in understanding – which was good, because it meant at least one of us understood what was going on. “Then, my question is simply this: though you gifted me the name Desmond, you have since referred to me solely as ‘Des.’ Why is that?”

      “Because Des is your nickname.”

      “What is a nick-name?” Deeke asked, picking the word out carefully.

      “It’s like a shorter version of your name that your friends call you,” I told her.

      Deeke cocked her head. “Friends?”

      “Yeah. Friends. Buds. Pals. Bffs. That kinda thing.”

      Deeke’s head kept on cocking – to such a bizarre angle I was genuinely worried it might snap off. “Do you have a nickname, Hannah?”

      “Not really. There’s not much you can do with Hannah, to be honest. I mean, sometimes Toni – that’s my mum’s boyfriend – sometimes he calls me Hans. But not like I’m a middle-aged German man or anything. I don’t own lederhosen.”

      “Is owning lederhosen a requirement for being a middle-aged German man?” Deeke asked.

      “Just a bonus, I’m guessing.”

      That got another extreme head tilt, less psychopathic than Creepy Bob, more confused alien puppy. “I do not know what lederhosen are.”

      “Like, I’m not entirely sure either,” I told her.

      (Because who is, honestly?)

      Deeke was still looking down at me, still in confused alien puppy mode. “Nicknames are what friends call one another?”

      “Yeah. Nicknames, friends, pretty much.”

      “Then,” Deeke said, and she sounded kind of – kind of hesitant suddenly. “Then would you, Hannah…perhaps permit me the honour of calling you Hans?”

      “Des?”

      “Yes, Hannah?”

      “Absolutely you can call me Hans.”

      Deeke’s eyes went a little glimmery. “Thank you,” she said, mega quietly, almost not even in my head at all. “Thank you, Hans.”

      “You’re more than welcome, Des.”

      A groggy ‘baa’ interrupted our moment of profound intergalactic, interspecies bff’ing – the potentially carnivorous sheep. She’d recovered from the mind whammy and was trying to eat the hem of my hoodie again.

      Deeke tucked her chin in, looking concerned. “Are you most certain that these sheep creatures are not carnivorous? This being’s thoughts appear to be primarily towards the consumption of indigenous plant life, but that could all be some manner of elaborate ruse.”

      “I’m gonna bet it really isn’t.”

      “Your imminent and possible death by sheep consumption is not a scenario that should be taken lightly, or gambled upon.”

      I didn’t think it was appropriate to mention to Deeke that any version of my imminent and possible death was only being made possible and imminent by her creepy boss.

      So, “Look, no – the sheep does not want to eat me. Even slightly. You don’t have to worry about that, okay?”

      “Then I shall endeavour to try,” Deeke agreed absently, chin still tucked in, but her eyes weren’t focused on the sheep anymore – they were fixed on my bazookas instead.

      (And it wasn’t like I knew what floated Akanarin boats back then. Still don’t, thank bejesus for that. But even then, I was more than pretty sure she wasn’t checking out the invisible décolletage. Therefore?)

      “What’s up, Des?” I asked.

      “My kind do not normally ornament our bodies with decorative coverings,” Deeke said, glancing up at me, the big alien puppy dog eyes in full deployment. “But…”

      I looked down at my bazongas again. Took the lay of the land – and the land was mostly covered in the amazing tackiness that was the gift shop’s number one best-selling, powder-pink, bedazzled, ‘I Like Big Dishes and I Cannot Lie’ hoodie.

      Then I looked back up. “Des?” I said.

      “Yes, Hans?”

      “Would you like a tacky souvenir hoodie?”

      “Most ardently,” Deeke said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          14

        

      

    

    
      Which possibly explained at least, like, a quarter of the expression on Mum’s face when we walked into the control room.

      “All right, Mum?” I said. “You look busy and stuff. This is my friend Des.”

      “Hannah…” Mum said, in a voice about a hundred decibels fainter than her usual volume level. She got up from her seat in front of the control desk, mouth hinged open like our wonky garden gate. “What on earth…?”

      I ignored her and turned back to Deeke. “Des, this is my mum. You can call her Tracy or Trace or Professor Stanton. Don’t call her Mum, though. That’d be weird.”

      Deeke bowed her head low. It made her hoodie ride up even further – like, cropped crop-top levels. “Professor Stanton, I am Hannah’s friend Desmond, though not her Uncle Desmond. This is an important distinction.”

      “Yes,” Mum said, still sounding faint but approaching normal sarcasm levels at least. “I think I’d know if you were my little brother.”

      That nugget earned Mum a befuddled head tilt.

      (I was already well on my way then to being fluent in Akanarin head tilts. Honestly, you’d be surprised at the subtleties.)

      “I am substantially taller than you, Professor Stanton,” Deeke said.

      “Littler in age terms,” Mum clarified.

      The tilt got tiltier and befuddlier. “You are substantially older than I am, Professor Stanton.”

      “Oh, am I?” Mum said, in the kind of tone that made that a question which so totally didn’t need answered, thank you very much.

      But Deeke wasn’t fluent in Mum yet. “Yes,” she said, “this is evident from the intensified dermal creasing at the corners of your eyes and in your interocular ridge, and by the decrease in skin elasticity beginning to occur at your mouth and jaw line.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Stop while you’re ahead, Des.”

      “Ahead of what?”

      “Ahead of, like, getting grounded until the end of time.”

      “Sound advice,” Mum muttered, giving Des a look that would’ve melted me – a look, in fact, that matched the one the Big Dish was glaring down at us through the control room’s huge floor-to-ceiling windows. Mum hooked a thumb towards her malevolent one-eyed child. “I’m told you’re here to help, Des. Don’t suppose you happen to know anything about radio telescopes?”

      “Radio telescopes,” Deeke repeated, doing her ‘reading from a computer inside her brain’ thing again. She paused a second. Then, “Yes, I now know everything there is to know of radio telescopes – though only, of course, to the extent of current human knowledge.”

      “Oh, of course,” Mum said, bland as butter. “Pull up a chair then. See if you can help me reestablish the connection to the auxiliary generator. I need to shift the Dish to parked to check on the receiver box, but we’re not getting enough power from the grid.”

      “The changing wind direction is of concern to you, Professor?”

      “Not so much at the moment, but I think—”

      I tuned out the technobabble in approximately half a microsecond and watched in horror instead as Deeke folded herself down onto a chair at the control desk next to Mum.

      God, so much for distracting her. And it’s not like I hadn’t tried. It’s just that nothing had worked.

      I’d offered to show Deeke the Big Dish close up, to take her to the planetarium and run one of the shows, even to buy her a tacky souvenir t-shirt to go with the hoodie. But the longer I tried to delay her, the more Creepy Bob’s compulsion kicked in. Deeke’s answers got shorter, her voice blanker, and she’d grown more and more insistent on getting to the control room ‘to help with repairs and for no nefarious purposes whatsoever.’

      So I’d given in to the inevitable. Had to. I’d thought that once we arrived, maybe I could get everyone talking, have Mum distract Deeke with some science chit-chat while I looked for the message. I hadn’t counted on Mum’s workaholism, though.

      Should’ve counted on it – because now there I was, with no idea where to look for the message and no distractions to cover me.

      “Buttocks,” I whispered emphatically.

      Colin had said the extractor would know what it was looking for, but how would I know when it had found it? How would I even know if—

      A sudden thrum started to thrum from somewhere about my person – a thrum I could only call yearning.

      (And don’t get me wrong, I’ve been known to make yearning thrums before. Towards Dishy Rishi in Year Twelve, for example, or to the chocolate cake they sell in the gift shop cafe, or most recently towards supermodel aliens and their supermodel cheekbones.

      So I’ve thrummed yearningly, yeah, but my yearning thrums don’t tend to thrum from the front pocket of my hoodie. Therefore, ergo, ipso facto, and all that other fancy Latin stuff? The extractor had done its job and found the message.

      But where?)

      I swivelled, hands on hips, like I was stretching out a kink in my back, and let the extractor take a proper look around. A nanosecond of swivelling was all it took. The thrum kicked up to melodramatic romance-novel levels when I twisted towards one of the old-fashioned computers that lined the room like ugly metal sideboards.

      Bingo. Message found.

      Extractor in hand, I tiptoed backwards – settled my bum on the edge of the computer cabinet, then attempted some casual leaning. And when all of that didn’t attract any attention from the eggheads at the control desk, I slipped the extractor into place.

      The second it touched the cabinet’s metal top, a pale light flared deep down in the cloudy crystal, then faded to nothing just as quickly.

      I blinked. Wait, was that it? Message extracted?

      Skrick-shreek!

      I jumped. Thought for one flailing, failtastic, heart-thudding second that the familiar screech and scrape was the extractor setting off an alarm or something. Wasn’t, though. Of course it wasn’t. Just someone opening the main doors out in reception.

      “That’ll be Antonio with lunch,” Mum said absently, her eyes never leaving the screen in front of her. “Go and help him, would you, love? He’ll have his hands full.”

      “Um…” I flicked a glance down at the extractor. Could I move it yet? Was the message safe?

      “Hannah,” Mum said, in a voice that told me a grounding was inevitable but the duration was still negotiable.

      “Yeah, sorry. Two secs.” Nothing for it – I snatched up the extractor, felt the thrum die away even as I wrapped my fingers around it. “Hold up, Tone! I’ll come and give you a hand.”

      Five steps and I was at the control room door, shouldering it open, sliding out into reception. And—

      Waiting there?

      Wasn’t Toni.

      “Hello again, Hannah,” said Creepy Bob.
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      “Why are you here?” Creepy Bob asked. “I see no reason for you to be here.”

      “Uh…” A faint pulse of compulsion was building around me, hardly there but growing stronger with every second I stood frozen and freaked. “I’m…” I jolted into life, started to make some weird, nervous gesture – I don’t even know what – and that was when I realised. The extractor. Oh god. I was still holding the extractor.

      I stuffed my hands into the pocket of my hoodie. Shrugged jerkily, hoping. But—

      Creepy Bob’s head tilted down, watching all the while.

      Oh god, oh no.

      I snatched my hands back out again. Hoped desperately that the extractor wasn’t bulky enough to show through the thick cotton. “Uh…I’m…I’m…” I stuttered. “I’m just…”

      Footsteps, suddenly. Deeke’s big feet flip-flapping across the lino, then the quieter scuff of Mum’s shoes behind.

      “Afternoon,” Mum said, appearing at my side. “Didn’t think we’d be seeing you again quite so soon, Bob.”

      Creepy Bob didn’t reply. Her eyes were still fixed on mine. I was a rabbit and she was the headlights of the creepy car about to make me go splat. “I asked you a question, Hannah. You have not answered it.” Her voice was sharp somehow, even under all the blankness. “Why are you here?”

      I opened my mouth, found it empty of even the most ridiculous excuse, but Mum cut in before I could start stuttering again.

      “Now, excuse me,” she said. “There is absolutely no need to take that sort of tone with—”

      “Silence.”

      A thwack of compulsion went flying by. A strong one. Mum’s mouth shut with a clack.

      “You need to attend to matters elsewhere in the complex,” Creepy Bob told her, still not looking away from me. “Leave. Now.”

      Mum did. Straight out the front door and gone.

      “Honoured Leader,” Deeke began, her voice wavery. “My most humble apologies. I have not yet had time to—”

      “And I have no time to hear your pathetic excuses,” Creepy Bob snapped. “Where are the primitive computational devices?”

      Deeke nodded to the control room. “In here, Honoured Leader.”

      “Then take me to them, and you can finally do what it is you were sent here to do.”

      “Yes, Honoured Leader.” Deeke bowed her head low and ducked back through the doorway.

      “Imbecilic child,” Creepy Bob muttered. She grabbed my elbow as she stalked past and hauled me along after Deeke. Louder, she said, “Finding the Watchkeeper’s message should have been the work of mere moments.”

      Deeke wilted like an overgrown, underwatered, greeny-grey sunflower. “I am sorry, Honoured Leader, but the Professor—”

      “Did I not just tell you I care not for your excuses? Find his message. Now.”

      “Yes, Honoured Leader,” Deeke said hurriedly. “Of course, Honoured Leader.” She stood for a sec, completely still, her head tipped to the side as though she was listening for something. Then all at once, and so suddenly it made me startle in Creepy Bob’s grip, she whipped her whole body around. “Here.” Deeke put her hand to the side of a computer cabinet. “The Watchkeeper’s distress signal hid itself in this unit.”

      Oh god – the same cabinet the extractor had thrummed yearningly for.

      “And?” Creepy Bob asked.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      “The message was here,” Deeke said, “but it has since degraded beyond recovery.”

      Creepy Bob made a pleased sound. “Good, though not that it matters. The message is redundant now. The array has been dealt with and—”

      She carried on with the creepy gloating, but I hardly listened. My brain was too busy just trying to make sense of everything.

      Creepy Bob couldn’t get her hands on the message. That was clear, and that was good. Great, even. But given that the message was also, apparently,  Colin’s last, great hope for Planet Earth’s survival, then had the extractor got to it before the degrading happened? Or was the extractor responsible for the degrading in the first place? And also, major point of order, if the message somehow had survived and was in the extractor right now, then how in the name of freaking frick was I supposed to get it to Colin?

      Oh my god.

      “—the phase flux crystals were rendered asunder and the replacements melted with pulse—

      I tuned in long enough to register that the evil alien monologuing was still ongoing, then I tuned straight back out again. I needed all the limited brain power I had available to me to try and even begin to figure out what was going on.

      Because the pulse of compulsion was throbbing away in the room still, much stronger than before, closer and heavier, but Creepy Bob – she wasn’t aiming it at me.

      I just didn’t get it. Why didn’t she whack me with a compulsion, like she’d done with Mum, and call it a day? Why was she letting me stay awake? Why was she letting me listen in on all her creepy plans?

      “What foolish nonsense kept you overlong in the human settlement?” Creepy Bob snapped suddenly.

      “I was delayed by a number of members of the human mass media, Honoured Leader,” Deeke explained. “They surrounded me before I could reach the military cordon and were all most keen to make my acquaintance. And for their viewership to make my acquaintance also.”

      Creepy Bob pulled a patented psychopathic head tilt. She looked creepily intrigued. “But you were able to do so? To project your voice in such a manner as to be recorded by their primitive technology?”

      “Yes, Honoured Leader.” Deeke’s nostril slats fluttered a little. Had to be the Akanarin equivalent of Colin’s nervous clacking. Oh god, the poor kid. She was compelled to Timbuktu and back again, and still terrified under it all. “I was able to alter the manner of my telepathic intent for the human devices to register my voice.”

      “Hmm.”

      Deeke’s nostrils went for a flutter again. “Did I…did I do wrong, Honoured Leader?” she asked, voice as trembly as her nasal passages. “I thought that in answering their questions I would help to—”

      “Cease your pitiful bleating.”

      Deeke wilted again, and it took everything I had in me to resist flailing out a foot and kicking Creepy Bob in her creepy shins. But I must’ve moved a little – enough, at least, to make Creepy Bob glance my way again. She shifted her grip on my arm, turned half towards me.

      Oh god.

      My breath caught in my throat and made this weird hiccupy sound, which Creepy Bob definitely would have heard – if it hadn’t been for the scrape of the main doors opening again.

      “In here.” Creepy Bob projected her voice with a fresh pulse of compulsion. “And be quick about it.”

      I stood staring at the doorway in horror. Oh god, what if it was Mum? What if the compulsion had worn off and she’d come back? What if Toni—

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I brought the document you requested.”

      It was Agent Schwarz.

      Agent Schwarz – who’d took my statement at the hospital. The same statement that in all the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space hullabaloo that came after, I’d completely forgotten about.

      The statement in which I’d told Agent Schwarz all about Cheekbones, and our chit-chat, and Cheekbones’ concerns vis-à-vis creepy evil aliens taking over Earth.

      The statement Agent Schwarz had made me forget with his freaky, colour-changing, mind-wiping sunglasses.

      That statement.

      And that Agent Schwarz.
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      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even think.

      Oh god, Agent Schwarz had told Creepy Bob what I’d said. That’s why she was here. And that’s why it didn’t matter if I heard everything, because I so obviously wasn’t leaving the room alive. I was about to be vaporised by a raygun and Planet Earth was—

      “You brought the list?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Agent Schwarz said, handing over a sheet of folded paper.

      Wait. What?

      (No lie, my thought process that morning was basically just, ‘Wait – what? I mean, like, what? Hold up, what?’ repeated ad infinitum. So if you’re wondering what I was thinking at any point in proceedings, then it’s a good bet it was either a variation on the above or totally just, ‘Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.’)

      “And all of these will be in attendance?” Creepy Bob asked as she read.

      “At least, ma’am. Potentially more.”

      “Inform me as and when additions occur.” Creepy Bob handed back the note and let go of my arm in the process. “Be sure to delete any records pertaining to your request. No one need know.”

      “It’s already done, ma’am.”

      “Good.”

      I took the opportunity to shift a sneaky half step away from Bob the Creeper. But not sneakily enough. The movement caught Agent Schwarz’s eye. He glanced at me – but then looked away again, not so much as a flicker of recognition.

      And I legit wished my brain would do something other than flicker. Because with his mind-wiping sunglasses no longer in attendance, I could see Agent Schwarz’s eyes, and so I could see him blink out another weirdly slow-mo blink. The same blink I was rapidly coming to recognise as the totes major tell when it came to compulsion.

      What in the name of bejesus was going on? Agent Schwarz was so obviously compelled. Had he always been? Then why even bother going to the trouble of making me forget? Why not just shoot me with a raygun and call it job done?

      What was he waiting for? What was Creepy Bob waiting for?

      “Hannah Stanton.”

      Nothing, apparently. My eyes snapped up to hers. Caught and locked.

      “I asked you a question not so long ago,” Creepy Bob said, voice aiming at blankly pleasant and missing it by a psychopathic country mile. “You have not answered. You will answer now or you will find the consequences unpleasant.”

      And then – a pressure trying to build in my skull. Not the thrumming pulse outside me, the same one washing all around me. But there, inside my brain, right at the edge of my awareness.

      Compulsion.

      I took a breath, braced for it, and—

      Nothing happened. Nothing at all. Creepy Bob just stood there watching me.

      Oh god, why wasn’t she doing anything? She’d compelled Mum in front of me without so much as lifting a finger. Sent a compulsion straight through a brick wall at Agent Schwarz. So why wasn’t she—

      The thought struck not unlike a spaceship crash-landing in an heirloom potato field: Creepy Bob’s compulsion wasn’t working. Not on me anyway. Oh god, Col must’ve done something when he was brain-surgeoning. Forgot to screw in the last brain bolt. Flicked the compulsion resistance button or something equally helpful.

      So, “I came to see Mum,” I lied, concentrating on keeping my face blank and my voice flat. “Met Des outside. Thought I’d give her the tour. Bought her a hoodie. It’s kinda small but she seems to like it.”

      “I do like it,” Deeke agreed. “Most ardently.”

      “Be silent, you feckless child,” Creepy Bob snapped. She spared Deeke one flicking, snotty glance. “And remove that ridiculous garment. You look utterly absurd.”

      Then, oh god – Creepy Bob reached out towards me, tipped my head up again with a fingertip under my chin, a horrible echo of that moment in the car park just before she’d dropped the mega-compulsion hammer.

      But no mega-compulsion. Instead, “Such a tiny creature,” she murmured, “but such an immense annoyance.” Then, sharply, “What did you hide in your hooded garment when you exited the control room?”

      My heart thumped. Painfully. “I didn’t hide anything. I just put it away.”

      Not quite a lie, but definitely not the right answer.

      Creepy Bob managed to sneer somehow, despite not having most of the equipment required for sneering. She yanked me towards her – much closer, too close – and I tried not to cringe as her grasping fingers slid into my hoodie pocket.

      Then, in bowel-churning slow-mo? Creepy Bob’s hand appearing in front of me, her spindly, twiggy fingers unspooling one by one, the extractor lying there in the middle of her greeny-grey palm, the extractor that…

      Didn’t look like the extractor anymore.

      Because it looked exactly like the sort of absolute, brand-new, top-of-the-line iPhone that I could never ever begin to afford in a bajillion, quadrillion, gazillion years.

      Oh god. My breath burst out of me, then burst straight back in again. If this was Colin’s idea of a ‘degree of camouflage,’ then the supersoldiers needed to hire him quick smart.

      Creepy Bob turned the extractor over in her huge hand. The screen lit up, unlocked to a youtube video of a cute cat trying to fit into a stupidly small box. “This device appears very new.”

      Not a question so I didn’t answer. Held my breath. Hoped instead.

      And hoping worked. Creepy Bob made an unimpressed, sniffy noise. “It is but a child’s toy.” She held the extractor out to me. “Take it.”

      You bet I took it. But all the while, I kept on looking up at Creepy Bob, concentrated on keeping my eyes glassy. Only blinked when I had to and slow-mo slowly when I did.

      “Hmm.” Finally – finally – Creepy Bob let my chin drop. She turned to Agent Schwarz. “Leave. Take this irritation with you. I will contact you again when your services are required.” She made a careless gesture and the distant feeling of compulsion dropped away entirely.

      Instantly, Agent Schwarz turned my way. His eyes looked bright and clear. “Miss Stanton, I need to clarify a few timing details in regards to your statement. If you’ll come with me.”

      Wait, that was it? Creepy Bob was just going to let me walk out? Just like that? No rayguns? No mind control hammers? No imminent and painful death?

      And…

      Yeah, apparently she was. I followed Agent Schwarz out into reception, no evil alien interventions to speak of – until, that is, he grabbed my elbow and yanked me to a stop next to the locked cleaning cupboard.

      “What—?” I began, but Agent Schwarz shushed me.

      “One second.”

      He reached for the main doors, pushed them open, let them scrape and screech and drop shut again. And then he sent a quick, assessing glance over his shoulder – too assessing a glance, too sharp, too awake.

      “Oh my god, you’re not compelled either!” I whisper-yelped. “You were faking too!”

      Agent Schwarz didn’t react. His eyes were still fixed on the control room door. “I don’t have the neural pathways required for a compulsion to be effective. Faking was required.”

      My mouth fell open a little. It’s very possible at least some of my brain dribbled out too. “I have no idea what that means, and I have no idea who you are or what you’re up to, but if—”

      “You don’t need to know anything other than that I’m here to help you,” Agent Schwarz whispered.

      “Help me? You wiped my memory with your weird, pervy sunglasses!” I hissed. “You made me forget everything! How’s that helping?”

      “If you remembered that I made you forget,” Agent Schwarz replied, irritatingly calm, “then have you really forgotten anything?” The lock on the cleaning cupboard tumbled without him touching it, and the door swung open. “After you, Miss Stanton.”

      “No. Nuh-uh. Not happening.”

      “I’m afraid it’ll have to happen. Or we’ll both likely be deactivated.”

      I blinked up at him. Weird choice of words. “Like…die you mean?”

      Agent Schwarz’s eyebrows crunched together for a sec. “Yes, also that.” He nodded to the cupboard. “After you.”

      “No! Oh my god, I’m so not going in there. Not until you tell me who you really are! And like, probably not even then.”

      “I’m Special Agent Schwarz,” Agent Schwarz said.

      I boggled at him – violently. “And you just expect me to believe that? You just expect me to trust some random—”

      We both glanced around. A noise coming from the control room. Big feet slapping towards the door.

      (Which is legit the Akanarin early warning system. Seriously, if you’re worried about another evil alien invasion, rip up your carpets and get some lino instead.)

      “Miss Stanton,” Agent Schwarz whispered, somehow managing to sound both tense and monotone simultaneously. “Please. Time is of the essence.”

      “You try anything,” I warned him in a murderous whisper that was definitely tense but in no way monotone, “and I will knee you where the sun don’t shine.”

      “Noted.”

      “It better be.”

      With Agent Schwarz at my back, I stepped into the stink of air freshener and floor polish. The door clicked shut behind us, the light flashed on above us, bright and white and blinding, and—

      “Wait,” I said, “why does it smell like custard in here?”
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      I took a second to reassess. “Did we just do the beamy-up thing and I was too busy threatening your crown jewels to notice?”

      “Pretty much,” Agent Schwarz said. Then he took me by the shoulders and spun me in the direction of the console and the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from outer space who was sitting there.

      “Col!” I scrambled over to him, and Colin reached out a pincer to pat frantically at my hair.

      “Oh, my dear little hatchling! I am so glad to see you are unharmed. You are unharmed?”

      “I’m fine. Are you fine?”

      “Far the better for seeing you,” Colin said on a clack of wings. “Oh, indeed, far the better.”

      “Here.” I extracted the extractor from my hoodie pocket and held it out to him. “Quick. Do your thing. Creepy Bob said the message was degraded and stuff, but I’m hoping that was your doing?”

      “As I also hope,” Colin said, taking the extractor from me with a tiny, delicate click of his pincer. Instantly, the fancy phone was a pebble again, and Colin pressed it into a matching depression that appeared on the surface of the console. The extractor repeated its underwhelming light show, some enthusiastic thrumming happened, and then…

      “Did it work?” It better have worked. I’d had every last drop of adrenaline wrung out of me like I’d been squished through the weird decorative mangle Toni keeps in The Snail’s Arms beer garden. It so better have worked.

      A pincer fluttered in my direction; the rest of Colin stayed focused on the extractor. “A moment…the processing will take but a moment.”

      I waited a moment. “Well?”

      “It will take longer than your definition of a moment.”

      “Then your definition of a moment is a fricking weird definition of a moment, Col!” I burst out.

      Colin looked over at me, and whatever he saw made his eyestalks draw together with concern. He took my shoulder in one huge pincer and squeezed. “Hannah, I am so awfully sorry for having put you through such a trying ordeal. But I knew Agent Schwarz would alert me the moment your were in any true and present danger.”

      And speaking of – I hooked my thumb in Schwarzy’s direction. “I take it you know this freakjob then?”

      “I do.”

      “Then did you also know that this freakjob wiped my memory with his freakjob sunglasses?”

      Colin winced. Or, at least, I think he did. Imagine a cockroach looking contrite and you’re halfway there. “He was perhaps a touch overzealous in carrying out the fundamental remit of his programming, that is certainly true.”

      I blinked. I blinked again. I removed my chin from the floor and said, faintly, “If I ask why Schwarzy has programming, is my head going to explode?”

      “Are we speaking in the literal or the figurative sense?”

      “Col!” I yelped, not even slightly faintly.

      Col held up a quelling pincer. “In short, Agent Schwarz is a replicant holomatrix.”

      Time for some more yelping: “Schwarzy’s a hologram?”

      “A replicant holomatrix,” Colin said, “which is not quite the same thing, but judging by your expression, I doubt you wish for me to elaborate on the differences.”

      “Then you doubt right.” So many questions to ask – so, so many – but only one bubbled to the top of my hysterical septic tank. “Wait, who programmed him though?”

      “I did,” Colin said.

      “Col!”

      “For which I can only apologise,” Colin added, fluttering a little. “But Agent Schwarz’s actions were designed entirely to ensure your safety.”

      “By wiping my brain?”

      “By storing certain memories in a temporary repression module,” Colin corrected. “So that in the event you were subject to a compulsion, the memories of the crash would be beyond your conscious reach – and thus B’oab would have no way to access them.”

      I took a few deep breaths to quell the rage monster, because even though I’d had it up to my eyeballs by then with random aliens and their random holographic sidekicks rummaging about in my brain, I could admit Colin’s idea hadn’t been a bad one.

      In theory.

      “It didn’t work though, did it? Not properly, I mean. Because the memories came back in the end, and I totally would’ve blabbed if you hadn’t stopped the compulsion for me.”

      Colin shook his eyestalks. “The ineffectiveness of my intervention was entirely due to the unusual strength and abnormal nature of the compulsion B’oab employed. But what you must understand, Hannah, is that I didn’t stop B’oab’s compulsion. Not at the first, nor at the last, nor at any moment in between. That was solely your doing. As it was again, just now, in the control room.”

      “Uh…” Complete and total news to me, that was. “I thought…didn’t you do something to my head when you fixed my brain?”

      “I did not.”

      “Then how—”

      “Simply put,” Colin cut in, “you are young yet, an adolescent with developing brain chemistry that is still undergoing a great degree of flux. Inducing the compulsive state in such an unstable neurological environment is often only partially effective, at the very best.”

      I booted up the posh alien to not-posh human translator again. “So what you’re saying, basically, is that the only reason Creepy Bob’s creepy mind thing doesn’t work on me is because I’m currently a raging bucket of hormones? Have I got that right?”

      “I would perhaps have put it a little more delicately,” Colin said, mandibles clacking together anxiously, “but, well…yes.”

      “Wow. I mean, wow.”

      Me and my deflated ego had to take a sec to recover from that intergalactic shade session. We turned away from Col, turned towards the curve of the room where the wall curtains were still open, all glass and space beyond.

      And Planet Earth. Home.

      It was starting to get light out on the west coast of America, already light back in Cheshire – a bright, sunny day, just some wispy little clouds overhead. So far away but at the same time, so close and so clear it was as if I could shoot a dart out the window and land a bullseye on Buckford.

      Which…

      “This is what I don’t get though,” I said, turning back. “Creepy Bob, she threw that mind-whammy at me – at all of us – in the hospital car park. That was compulsion, Col. That was, like, a hammer of compulsion. And it worked. In the end, I mean, it hella worked. There was no fighting that.”

      “No,” Colin agreed grimly, “that compulsion was utterly unassailable. By any and all.”

      “That compulsion? You mean…” A thought dawned, horribly, like Monday morning double physics. “Because that compulsion wasn’t Creepy Bob’s compulsion at all, was it?”

      “It was not.”

      “Then whose?”

      “I do not know.” Colin took a fluttery breath, mandibles clacking together like wind chimes. “But what I do know is this: B’oab must have in her possession an Akanarin prisoner imbued with the fearsome power of High Compulsion.”
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      (My brain went to where my brain wanted to go and sorry not sorry.)

      “What? Do they smoke up first or something?”

      Col deployed a head tilt that would’ve made Deeke proud. “Pardon me?”

      “Uh…you know what? Why don’t you just tell me what High Compulsion is?”

      Colin touched a pincer to the console and a hologram fizzed into life above it – an actual hologram, not a replicant holomatrix shaped like a freakjob man in black. This hologram was an Akanarin – not Creepy Bob though, the eyes too small, the fivehead too high – and the image barely settled before it pushed forward and zoomed into what had to be an Akanarin brain.

      “All Akanarin are able to use compulsion to some degree,” Colin explained as a section of the brain began to pulse with light, growing brighter then dimmer. “But it is a highly variable talent. And when once in custody many galactic-standard years ago – prior to her inevitable escape, of course – B’oab’s compulsive abilities were tested and found to be decidedly average.”

      “But there was nothing average about the mind-whammy she threw down in the hospital car park, was there?” I said, catching on.

      Colin pointed a pincer at me. “Precisely. In its common form, compulsion can only be induced in a small number of individuals and only when in extremely close proximity to those individuals. High Compulsion, on the other hand, is immensely, undeniably strong and can affect any number of persons over vast distances.”

      Judging by the panicky look of Colin’s eyes up on the top of their stalks, I was guessing, “That’s definitely not possible otherwise?”

      “It is not.”

      “Pretty sought after then? High Compulsion? Like, as an Akanarin job skill?”

      “And truly feared. Feared more than not. Feared most.”

      “Yikes.” Wasn’t as if that sounded in any way ominous at all. “So how is Creepy Bob doing what she’s doing then, with the mega mind whammy?”

      “Simply by compelling an individual already possessing High Compulsion to act as an amplifier for her own compulsion.”

      That one took a second to translate. It took lots of seconds, in fact, but when I got there, my skin decided it wanted to crawl off the rest of me in horror. “God, Creepy Bob is the worst, Col. Like, the absolute worst.”

      “Oh, would it be that she were,” Colin said, sounding grim. “And the prisoner in question, their compulsive powers – goodness, they must be truly immense if B’oab is able to leave their side and still channel them so freely.”

      I understood about a hundredth of what was going on, and I still knew that wasn’t good. I gulped down a sticky breath. “Any idea who the High peep is?”

      “None in the slightest,” Colin said. “There is no individual on record as possessing such power. And what compounds the matter even more is that High Compulsion was vanishingly rare before the fall of Akanara, and had been thought extinct since. A myth, even, lost to time and all but lost to memory.”

      “The fall of—” Actually, no. Didn’t matter. No time for an evil alien history lesson. “Not so much with the mythical extinctness then?”

      “Manifestly not.”

      We both just stood there a second, watching the brain pulse, and the silence felt hella bleak.

      “God,” I said, “that’s why poor Deeke’s got brains like scrambled eggs. Getting mind-whammied with High Compulsion on the regular.”

      “I would imagine so,” Colin agreed. “And given her young age and relative length of exposure, I imagine B’oab’s compulsive grip on her will be great indeed. The poor hatchling.”

      Poor hatchling was an understatement. It hurt even to think about Deeke – who had a puddle of lumpy egg for a brain but who’d still flung herself in front of some random human she’d only just met, just to keep her safe.

      I made up my mind right there and then. “We have to save her, Col. We have to.” Because if Creepy Bob was the carnivorous sheep-grass to Deeke’s picnic area, then this random human was going to shear Creepy Bob round the corner and back again. Make some shepherd’s pie. Knit a man-eating scarf or two. And to start? “How do you even break a compulsion anyway?”

      “If you are not Akanarin yourself?” Colin said. “With extreme difficulty. With much time. And most often unsuccessfully.”

      “Wow, Col,” I snapped. “You’re really selling it.”

      Colin’s voice gentled. “I am merely trying to present a realistic picture to you. To show that we would be wasting valuable time attempting to break even a single compulsion.”

      “But if we were to try, though?” I said pleadingly. “C’mon, just humour me, Col.”

      One of Colin’s eyestalks swivelled to check on the extractor. There were some pulsing lights happening now, a few quiet thrums, but still no beeping. And from prior experience, I guessed we were waiting on cranky beeping.

      (We were. There’s nothing Col’s tech stuff loves more than some cranky beeping.)

      So Colin humoured me. “If we speak in purely the hypothetical sense, then the most effective time to break a compulsion is when the individual who initiated said compulsion is asleep or in some deeper, fuller state of unconsciousness.”

      And that seemed like information we could apply in a totally non-hypothetical sense. “That’s easy then. We just wait until Creepy B’oab’s asleep, go get Deeke, break the compulsion. Get us the High Compulsion peep. Break the High Compulsion. Save Planet Earth.” I clapped my hands. “There, job done.”

      Colin’s mandibles fluttered in a way that suggested he was still very much humouring me. “In which case, we must take into account that an average fully-grown Akanarin sleeps, at most, one Earthen hour every—”

      “Day?”

      “Decade.”

      “Decade,” I said. Then I blinked, and I moved on.

      (Seriously, search for how many times I say ‘I blinked’ in this thing. It’s got to be an epic amount, but I’m not apologising for that, because I was facing epic amounts of epic alien weirdness, so I think excessive blinking was a pretty mild coping strategy as coping strategies go.)

      “So why can’t we just do what you did when you fixed my brain? You broke the compulsion then, didn’t you?”

      “A matter of incredibly lucky happenstance,” Colin said. “The interplay between Agent Schwarz’s actions, my meddling, and the extraordinary force of B’oab’s amplified compulsion caused you to develop a severe and rapidly progressing subdural haematoma, which very nearly killed you – but yes, did in the process break the compulsion.”

      “Oh…” Yikes. “Can’t really go about giving people brain damage then?”

      “It is not an ideal solution, no.”

      But I wasn’t out of ideas yet. “Then couldn’t you just, like, bop Creepy Bob on the head with one of those?” I pointed to a fluttering pincer. “I mean, that would be one heck of a wallop. Boom. Unconscious. There you go.”

      Judging from the increase in fluttering, neither the pincers or the giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space they were attached to liked that suggestion. “My people are inherently pacifistic. To commit such violence would be to defy my very being. I cannot, Hannah. I could not.”

      I regrouped. “Okay – alternative plan? What about, instead of you, if we get Schwarzy to, like, shoot Creepy Bob in the kneecaps? And then we can knock her out with that stuff they give you at the dentist and…”

      I trailed off, because Colin was already shaking his eyestalks. “Conventional human weaponry would have no effect. Akanarin skin is impenetrable to ballistics. So too, therefore, hypodermic needles.”

      “Oh, well that’s just great.” I threw up my hands. “Perfect. We are so completely and totally fu—”

      “The Akanarin do have certain respiratory weaknesses,” Colin cut in, “which could perhaps be exploited, but that would require access to specific chemical compounds that are highly unlikely to occur naturally on—”

      “Okay,” I said, interrupting right on back, “so basically what you’re saying is that our entire plan—” I pointed to the extractor, still not beeping, still flickering away “—is that the intergalactic telephone call has to get where it was supposed to go. As a plan, that’s basically all we’ve got. Right?”

      “Yes,” Colin said simply. “It is.”

      “But that can’t be all.” It couldn’t be. Just some silly message from nobody knew who to god knows where. “Oh my god.” I folded down onto my bum, buried my head in my hands, and started to cry. “It feels like the creepy evil walls are closing in, and there is nothing we can do.”

      Colin skittered out, somehow, from through the console. Skittering turned into clacking as he settled down beside me, then a pincer wrapped around my shoulders and pulled me close. “My dear little hatchling, please don’t upset yourself so.”

      I hugged him back, my eyes burning with tears. “But I’m scared, Col,” I told him. “I’m so, so scared.”

      “Oh, I know that you are afeared.” Colin reached out with another pincer and, ridiculously gently, wiped a tear away. “My dear little hatchling, I know. And I am sorry – so heartsick and sorry – that I have caught you up in this awful business. But you and I, we are a formidable team. Just think of what we have already accomplished. And indeed, if the walls are closing in, then I am certain I can provide us with an escape hatch.”

      I couldn’t help the watery eyeroll. “With the message, Col? Seriously, we’re back to that again? What do you think it’s even going to do? I mean, what can it possibly do that’s going to save Earth?”

      “What can it do?” Colin echoed mildly, a thoughtful tone to his voice. “Well, I very much hope contained within I will find the encrypted codes required to summon to Earth’s aid the massed forces of the Peacekeeping Fleet of the United Intergalactic Council.”

      “The massed…” I snorted up some snot. Scrubbed my face with the cuff of my hoodie. Perked up, just a little, in an eyestalk kinda way. “Maybe you’d like to be a touch more specific about how massed the massed forces are?”

      Colin reached up and over and gave the console a wing tap. The holographic brain disappeared in a fizzle of light that swished and swooped and reshaped itself into what had to be a big ’ole alien spaceship. But it didn’t stop there. The hologram zoomed out, and out, and out a whole lot more until filling it from edge to edge was spaceship upon spaceship upon spaceship. Huge things, like aircraft carriers in space.

      (Except, you know, if aircraft carriers were a thousand times as big and didn’t look like aircraft carriers and looked like huge alien spaceships instead.)

      And that wasn’t all – little spaceships too, thousands of them, silver, pointy like darts, like Cheekbones’ ship, zipping in and around the big ones, so small in comparison they looked like swarms of flying ants.

      I took a breath. My heart felt as if it took one too. “The massed forces are massive, Col.”

      “Indeed.”

      I wiped away some more snot, a flare of hope growing in my chest, like heartburn but the opposite of heartburn because it didn’t hurt and it was a good thing. “So is it at all possible that maybe the massive forces of the Peacekeeping Thingy are not pacifists and will shoot Creepy Bob with their humungous space guns?”

      Colin made a weird, wounded noise. “A peaceful outcome is always the Council’s primary aim and will doubtlessly be their first recourse. But should they find B’oab unwilling to surrender, and presenting a clear and present danger to the indigenous peoples of Planet Earth, then yes, I imagine they would then resort to…” Colin stopped to clear a few throats. “Shooting B’oab with their ‘humungous space guns.’ But such aid,” he added, eyestalks quirking towards the console suddenly, “will only be at our disposal if, of course, the message has survived…”

      The extractor took its cue and beeped – very much totally crankily.

      “Well then,” I said. “Guess it’s time we find out?”
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      Col helped me to my feet, then he used the same pincer to press something on the side of the console. “May the light of the seven moons guide us and guard us,” he murmured.

      A trilling noise filled the room, then a series of pings, and then, as if the console just couldn’t help itself, a beep.

      “Does that mean it worked?” I asked.

      “It means that something has been recovered,” Colin said, “which is more promising than not. Turn your eyes to the display.”

      The holographic spaceships disappeared, but there was no fizzle this time. The hologram jumped and shook instead, like it was trying to settle on an image and couldn’t make its mind up.

      Colin let out a frustrated noise. “As I feared, the communication module was badly damaged.”

      “But is there enough left of, like, whatever it is you’re looking for?”

      “I…” Colin leaned closer and the console beeped at him. “…yes. It appears the encryption codes are largely intact. Moreover,” he said, voice getting pitchy with excitement. “Moreover, I think…yes, it would appear that at least some of the original message has survived.”

      The second he said it, the static above the console shook and settled, and staring back at me from the hologram was a familiar – ridiculously attractive – face.

      “Cheekbones,” I whispered, somehow managing to be surprised.

      The hologram started to move. Cheekbone’s face stayed still though, even as the rest of the image juddered and shifted around him, a weird, unsettling steady-cam recording. He was in the cockpit of his ship, and he was speaking, saying something to a camera in front of him, but there was no sound.

      “Oh, damn it to the mines of Pilori Prime,” Colin muttered, pincers tap-tapping away at the console. “The corruption is extensive, but perhaps if I…” The hologram stuttered and whipped back to the beginning, buffering like a bad wifi connection. And then?

      “—encryption channel Nine-Alpha,” Cheekbones said. “Prepare transmission.”

      A distant chime sounded on the recording and a calm, computerised voice announced, “Encrypted channel open. Begin communiqué.”

      But Cheekbones didn’t speak. Not right away. The hologram was mostly just his face – his head, the helmet, a glimpse of his flight suit covered neck –  but you could tell his shoulders were moving, arms too. Maybe as if his hands were swiping across the weird black-glass console I’d trampled all over. And it was clear he was struggling with something, struggling to…

      “Wait – oh god, did he record this while he was crashing?”

      Cheekbones hauled in a sudden, ragged breath. “Attention: Admiral of the Fleet. This is Junior Helmsman Kal of the First Watchkeepers, assigned to—”

      The image shook and Cheekbone’s – Kal’s – voice broke up for a few seconds before it rushed back. But stuttery. Just snippets of what he was saying, flying by too quickly to make proper sense of it.

      “—damage – direct hit – pulse cannon – tracking – energy signature – his Excellency’s craft – approaching planet – covert attack – fugitive B’oab Baakatarin—”

      “Col,” I said, not looking away from Kal. “Can you?”

      “Wait.” The hologram steadied again suddenly. “There.”

      And “—protected planet.” Kal’s eyes flicked. Watching the inside of his visor, maybe? Reading? “Designation Blue Three. Planet is officially uncontacted. Request immediate fleet assistance. Uncontrolled landing in progress. Likely won’t—”

      Kal had to stop then to heave in another breath. His face looked strained, his freckles dull. God, was he already injured by then?

      (He was. Like, ‘almost all the blood that should’ve been in his body already not in his body’ kind of injured. So, so very much injured.)

      “Be aware, if I survive, then capture likely. Affliction Class compulsion also likely. Please – please be aware. End communique. Attempt transmission.”

      “Attempt in progress,” the computerised voice announced.

      And then nothing. Around Kal, the hologram collapsed into fizzy, staticky emptiness, like the screen on the old analogue TV that Nan keeps in her spare bedroom. Only Kal’s face left. His pretty, dead face.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered into the silence. My own face was wet again. I’d done more crying in the past twelve hours than I’d done in the past twelve years. “Sorry,” I told Col, wiping away the tears with my poor hoodie. “It’s just, I mean…it’s seeing him die again, you know?”

      “Again?” Colin said, quirking a confused eyestalk.

      Oh god, what a time to need a translation. “Again, yeah. Uh…for, you know, a second time? Once more. That sort of thing.”

      “Yes, I understood,” Colin said, not much looking like he did. “I simply meant to inquire as to how the experience could be akin to seeing Helmsman Kal die ‘again’ when you have yet to see him die. I myself thought the helmsman looked much recovered – disregarding the obviously significant impact of Affliction Class compulsion, of course.”

      I blinked like I had never blinked before. “Wh…what?”

      “Pardon me?” Col said, returning the blink.

      “Colin, what?”

      Colin’s eyestalks went for a confuddled swing. “I am unclear as to what it is you need clarification on, Hannah.”

      “It’s you that needs clarification, Col, oh my god. He’s dead! Cheekbones is dead!

      “No, no,” Colin said. “He’s quite alive, I assure you.”
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      Which was news to me, oh my freaking god!

      “But Creepy Bob! She said – she told me Cheekbones was a clone now.”

      “And she was lying, of course,” Colin said. “Which I assumed you…” He trailed off, took note of the general amount of disbelieving boggle being sent his way, and then, “Which you evidently did not know,” he finished.

      “Evi-fricking-dently, Col! Oh my god, how can Cheekbones possibly be alive? That was, like, all his blood that came out of him!”

      “Oh, yes. I would imagine so,” Colin said, matter a fact. “Quite survivable, of course.”

      “But…but…but…” I had to blink my brain into operation again. “How?”

      “Well, first we must take into account that Helmsman Kal’s people are extraordinarily difficult to kill. They can survive total blood loss, depth of water to enormous pressures, extreme changes in atmosphere and gravity, the vacuum of space, dismemberment, decapitation—”

      “How can you possibly survive decapitation?” I whispered in total and utter horror.

      “—and in order to recover from what to any other being would be mortal injury, they simply enter into a healing state of such reduced biological and neurological activity as to be utterly indistinguishable from true death.”

      I shook my head a little, trying to shake it into any kind of reality that made sense. “But then how do you know that they’re actually not just, like, actually dead?”

      “It is that…” Col cleared some throats. “Ahem. Well, as I understand it, when the recovery process is not instantaneous – as it quite often is not – a mortuary technician waits with the injured person until a predetermined amount of time has passed and then, well, as I’m led to believe…”

      (You know when someone starts a sentence and you also know that wherever it’s going, it’s not going to be good? That was me, right then.)

      “…they then begin to prod the patient with a sharp ceremonial implement until they awaken, or do not awaken – or begin to smell.”

      “Of what?”

      “Well…decay, primarily.”

      Horrified silence fell.

      (And I don’t know how to convey to you how mega and totally epic that horrified silence was, so I want you to imagine the most mega, totally, epically horrified silence you can, multiply that by ten, and then just insert it here for a minute. You can do some horrified blinking too, if you want. Usually helps.)

      “Like…” I said – eventually. “Urgh, Col.”

      “I think that does about cover it, yes,” Colin agreed.

      “But okay, the important point?” I gave my eyeballs a knuckle. “Cheekbones is alive?”

      Colin’s own big, scaly eyeballs warmed with a non-mouth-involving smile. “Yes, he is. Most assuredly.”

      “I…” Couldn’t get my head around it. Cheekbones was alive. Somehow, and in a way I didn’t want to think about ever again, Cheekbones was alive. “It’s just so…so…hold up, wait.” A freaked-out realisation broke through the alien zombie Jesus pointy-pokey shenanigans horror loop my brain was stuck in. “Why hasn’t he blabbed, though? About me? About the crash? Is this like Schwarzy’s thing, with the neural networks and stuff? Is Kal a hologram too? Or is he just faking? Because it didn’t look like he was faking. And he’s definitely one of the good guys – I mean, he is, isn’t he? Also, what in the name of the fricking tiny baby Jesus is affliction class compulsion? Because it so totally doesn’t sound good. Like, at all.”

      Colin’s eyestalks had reared back somewhere in the middle of my freaked-out word flood. One came twitching forward hesitantly. “Which of those questions would you wish for me to answer first?”

      Uh. “Last one,” I decided.

      “The helmsman, given his training and unusual physiology, is immune to all natural forms of compulsion. But the compulsion currently upon him – Affliction Class, as you noted – is not a true form of compulsion. In fact, it is considered nothing short of torture.”

      “So of course Creepy Bob’s using it,” I muttered. “Of freaking course.”

      “Such compulsion can compel a victim into action but not speech or thought, hence why the helmsman hasn’t spoken of your meeting. It is usually administered through a control strip attached to what you might understand as the brain stem.”

      “Oh god, yeah. I’ve seen it. Stuck up here, right?” I slapped the back of my neck. “Looks like a silver plaster?”

      “Just so.”

      “Oh my god.” Turning Deeke’s brain into scrambled egg, making my brain pop like a tin of baked beans in the microwave, torturing Kal every single second, and prepping for the complete and total destruction of the entire human race – all in a day’s work for Creepy Bob, apparently. “How does she sleep at night? Or no…I mean, how does she sleep at night the once every decade that she actually does sleep?”

      Kinda distantly, Colin said, “There is very little limit, I have found, to what the truly corrupted mind can justify.”

      Cheekbones’ hologram fizzed then, catching my attention. “That control strip. If I could just get my hands on it, rip it out of him…”

      “Under current circumstances, if you managed to get close enough to do so,” Colin said as he swivelled an eyestalk to glance at the console, “I imagine that would be because Helmsman Kal was in the process of killing you.”

      Uh…“Okay, so totally, very much sliding that plan to the back burner then.” I watched Kal’s hologram flicker and fizz for a sec, his supermodel face caught in a ridiculously flattering freeze-frame. Still alive, my brain reminded me. God, Cheekbones was still alive. “Why was he even here, though?” I asked. “I mean, you I get. You’re the anthropologist to us down here in the rainforest shooting arrows at planes. But why Kal?”

      “Following orders, I would imagine,” Colin said, still caught up with the console.

      “Orders? Is he a soldier then?” I mean, I guess that made sense.

      “A Watchkeeper,” Colin corrected absently. “Which is a soldier of a kind, yes. Primarily, though, the helmsman is a bodyguard – the chief bodyguard, in fact, of the President of the United Intergalactic Council.”

      I took the news surprisingly calmly.

      (Because straight up and no lie, the fact that I’d saved the life of the bodyguard of the president of the universe ranked pretty low down the list of freakshow, freaked-out nonsense I’d been exposed to those past twenty-four hours.)

      But what I didn’t take calmly? The following thought: if the president’s bodyguard – the person responsible for, you know, guarding the president’s body – was on Earth at that exact moment, then that must mean…

      “Oh god, wait! Wait! Oh my god! Col, are you the president of the universe?”

      Both eyestalks swung towards me, gone as flat as Colin’s tone. “Hannah.”

      “Why are you acting like that’s a weird question? It’s a totes legit question! You could be the president of the universe!”

      (I mean, totally? Right?)

      “I could. But I am not. And nor am I the President of the United Intergalactic Council.”

      Good to know, but also, logically? “Oh my god! Then Creepy Bob must be holding the president of the universe hostage! That’s why Kal’s here!”

      “It is not,” Colin said, maddeningly calm when he should’ve been freaking the frick out. “The president is safe and accounted for many billions of light years distant from Planet Earth.”

      “Then if you’re not the president and the president’s not here either, why is the president’s bodyguard here?”

      “I think it likely he was searching for someone and had the awful luck to run afoul of B’oab and her machinations.”

      “Searching for who?”

      “I…I do not know,” Colin said on a flutter. “A member of the president’s entourage perhaps. A loved one. Something of that sort. It is not important.”

      “I think it’s pretty important!” I yelped. “Creepy Bob could be holding them hostage, Col!”

      “She isn’t.”

      “But how can you know for—”

      I was totally ready to continue my interrogation, but the console interrupted. It started to bleep again – emphatically – and carried on bleeping until Colin reached over to silence it.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, totally ready to freak out if and when required. “Something’s happening. What’s the something?”

      “My ship is communicating to me that it has managed to extract and decrypt the relevant security codes contained within Helmsman Kal’s distress signal.”

      “Is that what it’s been doing all this time?” I said, aghast. “Oh my god, took it freaking long enough.”

      Colin quirked an eyestalk. “It has done in a few Earthen minutes what would have taken the combined power of every computational device that has ever existed on Planet Earth roughly fifty billion years to accomplish – give or take a millennia or two.”

      “Oh…” I reached out and gave the console an apologetic tap. “Sorry. My bad.”

      Colin indulged in some console tapping of his own. “I am bundling the repaired message and codes together,” he explained, “and attempting to send them anew.”

      I watched him work for a few seconds before the need to interrupt occurred again. “But this is what I don’t get – you work for the Council too, yeah? Why can’t you just send the message with your own codes?”

      “If I did so, the Council would likely think the message a hoax.”

      “Why though?”

      “The reasons matter not,” Colin said briskly. “Only the outcome.” He gave the console one last, decisive tap. “There. Done.”

      I threw up a touchdown emoji. “Massed forces here we come, Col.”

      “That is the plan, little one,” Colin said, and even he was starting to sound a bit more cheerful – until, that was, the console beeped at him again. “Oh no. Oh, the seven moons above.”

      “Col, what’s wrong?”

      Colin ignored me. “Of course,” he muttered. “Oh, of course. That’s why she was in no hurry to retrieve the message.”

      “Colin!”

      Colin flicked an eyestalk in my direction – but just for a microsecond before his concentration zeroed in on the console again. “At the far distant edge of your solar system, there is an emergency communications array. I need that array to transmit Helmsman Kal’s message, but B’oab has sabotaged it.”

      Oh god. “Can you fix it?”

      “Not from here. I will have to travel to the array to make the necessary repairs.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Roughly thirty-six Earthen hours.”

      “Three days, Col!” I yelped, appalled.

      “Slightly less than two, in fact.”

      “Oh…yeah, okay. I’m not great at maths,” I said.

      (Understatement of every century that’s ever been or ever will be, as all the traumatised teachers of Buckford Academy’s maths department will tell you.)

      “In any case, it is longer than ideal, but we do have time. Agent Schwarz has intercepted such communications as to indicate that the leaders of your world plan to hold a gala in welcome of B’oab. But not until a human week hence. When she makes her move, it will undoubtably be then, when all of Earth’s leaders are gathered together.”

      The guest list to the gala: that’s what Schwarzy gave Creepy Bob in the control room. Had to be, and it made sense. She was already sussing out who to compel – but Colin and Schwarzy? Seemed like they had Creepy Bob sussed out too.

      “You’ll definitely be back in a week though, Col?” I asked.

      “In thirty-six hours, barring unforeseen circumstance.” Colin was getting ready to leave. He picked up the extractor with one pincer and snipped at it with another. I watched as the neat slice he’d taken flattened and solidified into an oval shape. “This is a beacon,” Colin told me, holding it out. “Wear it about your person whilst I’m gone. When activated, it will transport you to a place of safety and begin to transmit a distress signal.”

      I took the beacon from Col. It looked like a cross-section of some pretty white geode with a tiny hole bored through the top. Like a pendant you’d buy at some hipster craft fair.

      “Even though the distress signal will be heavily cloaked, B’oab will notice it eventually. So activation is as a very last resort. Do you understand?”

      I gulped and nodded at the same time like the multitasking master I was. “How do I work it?”

      “Simply hold the beacon in your hand and voice the need for my help. The biometric security protocols will activate from there. And guard it carefully, Hannah. It won’t stand close inspection.”

      “Could I, like…” I gave the beacon a little shake. “Mum and Toni?”

      That got a swift eyestalk shake in return. “One person and one trip. That is all.”

      “Oh…”

      I tucked the beacon away in my pocket. I knew I wasn’t going to use it. Not properly. Worst case, I’d just activate the distress signal and throw the beacon away before it could beam me anywhere. Anyway, where on Planet Earth could possibly be safe once Creepy Bob got her non-existent, metaphorical teeth sunk in?

      (Nowhere, as it turns out. Somewhat handily.)

      “But I could maybe…you know, still tell Mum and Toni what’s going on?”

      Colin was busy with the console but he answered all the same. “That is, of course, your decision to make, but I cannot hide from you the fact that telling your parents will put them at great risk.”

      “Yeah…” Kinda already knew the answer when I asked the question. “Can’t tell what you don’t know, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      “So ignorance is bliss?”

      “For the immediate future and until I return, yes, I think it the wisest course of action.” Colin glanced over at Schwarzy suddenly. “You know what to do?” he asked.

      Schwarzy nodded.

      “Then do it, please.”

      The fizzle of a transport beam and Schwarzy disappeared.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked.

      Col gave me a steady look, not answering.

      “Oh, yeah.” I let out a little puffy laugh that I’m pretty sure is the kind of laugh books like to call mirthless. “Can’t tell what you don’t know. Got it.”

      One last pincer tap and a hazy column of light started to form around me. This was it. “Col?”

      “Yes, my dear hatchling?”

      “Good luck.”

      Colin nodded his eyestalks at me, just once, and then he was gone.
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      I spent the next however many hours basically just entirely on social media. My thinking? If anyone realised what was actually going down with our creepy evil alien overlords, then that’s where the news would break.

      But in the end? No breaking news. Just people having internet hysterics and making bumtonnes of crappy memes. Not even a hint at any creepy evil alien shenanigans about to get underway.

      That didn’t make me feel better, though.

      Because it was ten in the morning the morning after the original creepy evil alien shenanigans had shenaniganed, and I still had a whole sixteen-ish hours before Col was due back. Had to figure that during a creepy evil alien invasion, a whole lot could happen in sixteen-ish hours.

      “Oh god,” I whispered, like I’d been doing roughly every five minutes since Colin left. “Not good. So not good. So very much with the not good.”

      It was probably lucky no one was around to hear me whispering to myself. Mum, entirely and completely predictably, was over at the Big Dish – or no, up in the Big Dish – changing a receiver or something. She’d been there since first light, happy as a clam.

      Toni, equally predictably, was busy in the kitchen making some poor snails very unhappy.

      And me? I was watching the news channels on the TV above the bar and waiting for the imminent demise of humankind to begin.

      I had the volume turned down low so I couldn’t torture myself with constant pre-apocalyptic narration. But the screen cut away suddenly, catching my attention, shifting to some on-scene reporter looking twitchy. So I reached for the remote and tuned in long enough to hear “—join me now at the United Nations in New York, where the Akanarin delegation is due to arrive again at any—”

      And then I tuned right back on out again.

      Creepy Bob, unsurprisingly, was rolling news. Mostly, that news seemed to be reports of standard diplomatic stuff. Meeting people. Shaking hands. A surprising amount of photobombing selfies.

      (No holding of babies though, thank god.)

      She’d even done an interview with some bigwig TV reporter. Answered a few questions. Smirk-smiled mouthlessly for the camera while doing it. And how creepy was that? Hearing Creepy Bob’s freaky voice coming from the TV, but still even then managing to bypass my ears. Hearing it without hearing it, you know? Eurgh.

      Everyone Creepy Bob met on screen though, reporters included, seemed bright-eyed and bushy-tailed – and totally freaked out in a camera-friendly way. No scrambled egg brains to be found.

      So everything…seemed to be going just like Colin had said it would. Creepy Bob might’ve been creepy and evil, yeah, but at least she was being predictable about it. She’d make her move at the gala. And everything would be fine just as long as Colin got back before then.

      Whump!

      A noise out in the hall broke through the anxiety mega-spiral. I decided to live just a little more dangerously and tipped back on my bar stool. Balanced there long enough to see Toni taking a battered Ikea bag from one of the supersoldiers, who were arriving on mass for a late breakfast.

      Which was paella. Again. They were big into Toni’s paella, were the supersoldiers – which, okay, not my idea of a hearty morning meal, but I wasn’t about to start arguing with the highly trained killing machines.

      “What’s that?” I called from my perch, like the grumpy, nervy, squawky parrot I so truly was right then.

      “Some of your clothes from the cottage,” Toni said, pulling the bag behind him into the bar. “They made it through the decontamination process before the demolition people arrived.”

      “Oh my god, really?” I wobbled down off my stool, completely, irrationally excited. This was the best news I’d had in days.

      (It’d been a tough few days, okay? Decontaminated retail therapy was just what I needed.)

      Maybe my favourite jeans had survived the scrub down, or the amazing dress I’d worn to Makayla's sixteenth, or my old junior hockey hoodie that was the comfiest, softest thing I owned.

      Buzzing retail hardcore, I took the bag from Toni and pulled it open.

      Then, “Oh yeah,” I said. “Of course, yup, so totally should’ve seen that coming.”

      Inside the bag? My school uniform and my bridesmaid’s dress from Auntie Joanne’s wedding last year.

      And that was all. Nada else.

      “Like, should’ve seen it coming before I even saw it coming.” I hauled the dress out the bag – and then kept on hauling. “Didn’t even need to be psychic.”

      “Wow,” Toni breathed. “That’s a lot of, uh, how do you say…?”

      “Tulle, Tone. It’s a bumtonne of tulle.”

      Toni said, slowly, as if he was choosing his words really carefully, “What…what would you call…this…colour, exactly?”

      “Poo green,” I said. Because sometimes you just have to call a poo-green tulle explosion a poo-green tulle explosion. “It’s poo green, Toni Mac.”

      Toni sucked his teeth for a second. “Yeah, that’s exactly what you’d call it.”

      “It was a strange wedding,” I said after we’d stared in appalled silence for a while.

      “Unique, for sure,” Toni agreed. “What a thing to survive, huh?”

      “I’m pretty sure it could survive a nuclear apocalypse, Tone,” I said. And then I had to try and push down the horrible, increasingly likely thought that I might just get the chance to test out that hypothesis in the next few days.

      So it was easier to just carry on staring in horror at the tulle explosion instead. God, Creepy Bob could clone me five times over and there’d still be enough room for me and all my doppelgängers under that skirt.

      Toni nipped off to give Lottie her breakfast and make ours. I abandoned my dress on the floor where it belonged, climbed back up onto my stool, and then thwacked my forehead down to the bar.

      Things got a bit emotional then. I had to will my eyeballs to suck some tears back in, mainly because it was becoming increasingly clear to me that I could do nothing and I could tell nobody anything and I was entirely, totally, completely useless.

      “Hannah, come get breakfast!”

      Well, maybe not completely useless. I could absolutely still stuff my face.

      I rolled my head against the wood until it rolled right off the bar, then I rolled the rest of me through to the kitchen.

      No paella. Toni had done us a Full English. He’d even heated up some baked beans, and baked beans make Toni’s cheffy heart hurt. I gave his shoulder a grateful, grumpy headbutt as I sat down, just to let him know I appreciated it.

      “Oh, wait. I forgot.” Toni exited stage left. I heard him rummaging around in the sideboard by the main door and when he came back to the kitchen, he had an envelope in his hand. “Here. For you.”

      “What is it?” I asked through a mouthful of fried egg and clogged arteries.

      “A card, I think. Came first thing. Sorry, I forgot all about it.”

      I gave the envelope a puzzled once-over. No stamp or postmark. Just my name in flowery calligraphy on the front and a fancy gold-wax seal on the back. “The postie got through the cordon?”

      Toni shook his head. “Some kind of special courier. Had a security escort and everything.”

      “Security…” My heart thumped once, and hard. “Oh…”

      I reached for one of Toni’s fancy kitchen knives to break the seal. Inside the envelope was a sheet of creamy white card, gilded at the edge and thick enough to stir a cup of Mum’s builder’s tea.

      I tilted the card this way and that, trying to make sense of the writing. And when I finally did?

      “Oh god.”

      
        Miss Hannah Stanton is cordially invited to attend a gala in honour and welcome of our extraterrestrial guests.

        

      The invite was signed with a name I didn’t know, date and time for some hotel with a New York address. Dress code was white tie. Death was increasingly imminent.

      “What’s wrong, kiddo? You’ve gone kinda green.”

      Wordlessly, I held out the invite for Toni to read.

      “When’s this?” Toni asked, pointing to the date. He fished his glasses out of his pocket and put them on. “Tomorrow, right?”

      “What? No.” I looked again. I dug out my phone. Today was the 22nd. The invite was for— “Tonight,” I said. “Oh my god, it’s tonight.”

      I sat there, brain frantically maths-ing away. The gala started at nine o’clock New York time. The invite said I had to be there at seven. Even if Colin made it back early, would that still be early enough? And if Creepy Bob made her move before then, would the massed whatevers of the Whatever Council – would they be enough to save the day if humanity was already a compelled herd of scrambled-egg-brain robots?

      “Oh god.”

      “They must’ve pushed the date up a little,” Toni said, completely sensible and entirely oblivious. “It must be hard, you know, coordinating the schedules of all the VIPs. Because that’s got be a pretty fancy guest list.”

      A fancy guest list full of every major world leader, head of state, and all the people other countries put on their coins.

      “Oh my god.”

      “I don’t think they’ll let you take your phone, so no pictures. But steal Mum and me a goody bag or two, huh?” Toni said.

      I didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. All I could do was stare dumbly down at the invite. I wasn’t even scared anymore. Just numb. Just straight up shocked.

      But the thing is, me in shock must be pretty indistinguishable from me in the usual Full English saturated fat-induced food coma, because Toni just left me to it and started tidying up.

      He shifted the plates to wipe the worktop, took the dishes to the sink, lifted the discarded envelope – and a little sheet of folded paper came fluttering out.

      “Huh. We missed something.” Toni picked up the note and squinted.

      “What does it say?” I asked, so totally not in any way at all even slightly wanting to know.

      Toni squinted some more. “That you’re, uh… Oh. Getting a lift to New York.”

      Like, that was kind of obvious. I was a good swimmer, but I wasn’t Atlantic Ocean good. “A flight, you mean?”

      “Well, yes…sort of.”

      I knew a hella ominous pause when I heard one. “What does ‘sort of’ mean?”

      Toni handed the note over. My eyes read the words on the note. My brain made sense of the words. My heart stopped beating because of the words.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      My ride to the gala? Was Creepy Bob.
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      It was a little after midnight when the terraformer arrived, dropping down out of the night, this big black lump, blacker than the sky somehow.

      But when it landed in the field across from The Snail’s Arms, I could see a faint reddish light pulsing under the surface, like blood under your skin when you press your hand to a torch – like the ship was alive somehow.

      Just looking at it made me shudder.

      “Cold, love?” Mum asked, wrapping her arm around my shoulders.

      “Nah.” I didn’t think anyone surrounded by so much tulle could ever be cold again. “Just a little nervous, you know?” Where ‘little’ suddenly meant ‘I’m so terrified it’s possible I might pee myself.’

      Creepy Bob came stalking over the fields towards us, backlit by her creepy spaceship, like something straight out of the cheesy sci-fi movie we were all living in suddenly.

      “Hannah,” she said as she reached us. “A pleasure.” She gave me a non-pervy but still entirely creepy once over. “You look…lovely.”

      Creepy Bob had dressed up too. Some kind of ceremonial brooch-type thingamajig was stuck to the middle of her spindly chest, glittering just a little in the light spilling out from The Snail’s Arms’ open doors.

      “You look, uh…almost completely naked,” I said. “I mean, you’re – you’re working it, though.”

      Mum cleared her throat in a way that usually meant, ‘Stop talking, Hannah,’ so I took her phlegmy advice and did.

      “Are you ready to depart?” Creepy Bob asked.

      “Um…” Like, no, not even slightly ready to depart. I never wanted to depart. I just wanted to stay right where I was, stick my fingers in my ears, and pretend everything was fine.

      But the thing was? If I was the only one who knew what was potentially about to go down, then I was the only one who had even the slightest chance of stopping it. I had to go.

      But the thing also was? If it all went down before Colin got back, then this was it. This was my dramatic, heroic goodbye moment.

      So, “Just two seconds?”

      I turned to Mum and Toni and hauled them into a hug. Mum squawked in surprise. Toni went with it, because he is a hug monster. “I love you both so much.”

      “And we love you too, kiddo,” Toni said. He pulled back a little to take a look at my face. “Hey, you all right?”

      “I’m fine. And I have to go now,” I said, forcing my arms to unhug. “But really, I’m totally fine.” And I don’t know who I was trying to convince, but I certainly didn’t convince Mum.

      “Sweetheart, if you’d rather not go to the gala, then it doesn’t matter. We’ll just tell them you’re not feeling well.”

      Mum and Toni weren’t coming to the gala, which meant Mum and Toni were safe. And to keep them safe, I needed to get Creepy Bob as far away from them as I could. Then I had to hope that outside of a nuclear bunker, Little Buckford was the safest place they could be. Because, legit – it’s always New York that gets blown up first in sci-fi movies. New York, then Washington, then London. Had to think a tiny, random village in the middle of Bum-Fiddle Cheshire would be pretty low down the list.

      That’s what I had to hope. It was pretty much my only hope.

      “Mum, I’m fine. Really, I am.” I took a deep breath, turned to Creepy Bob. “Sorry. I’m ready now.”

      “Then we shall depart.”
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* * *

      I followed Creepy Bob back across the fields. The return leg took a little longer, mainly because I had to hitch up a continent’s worth of tulle any time a stile got involved in the equation.

      Then I had to take Creepy Bob’s hand to clamber up through the open hatch and into the ship. And let me tell you, there is not enough brain bleach in the world to make me forget that.

      (Or, you know, enough actual bleach to disinfect all the evil alien creepiness. Eurgh.)

      The hatch came closed behind us with a distinct squelch. I only just managed to hide my shudder and then—

      “Oh my god!”

      —didn’t manage to even remotely hide my startle.

      Kal. Standing there, half hidden in the shadows. He’d been so quiet and so still that I hadn’t even known he was there until my eyes knew he was there.

      “Oh god, you gave me such a fright.”

      “It doesn’t understand you, Hannah,” Creepy Bob said, all creepy condescension. “It has no capacity for independent thought, let alone speech.”

      “Oh…sucks to be him, I guess?” And yeah, it so totally did.

      Because now I knew to look for it, all I could see on Kal’s face was the compulsion, that blank, empty, awful look. And his freckles, they were still silver…but wrong somehow. All dull and waxy. No shine.

      Kal – he didn’t look well at all.

      “If you would come with me, Hannah,” Creepy Bob said, gesturing with her whole arm, so over the top, like one of those weirdly handsy waiters in fancy restaurants who won’t let you put your napkin in your own lap.

      I didn’t know where I was supposed to be going, because the handsy-waiter gesture seemed to be directed right at a big, blank expanse of wall. But I went with it, and just as we got there, two doors appeared and then sort of sucked out of existence. There was a room beyond: circular, faintly slimy, maybe a couple of metres across.

      It must’ve been some sort of fancy lift, but the doors hardly closed before they opened again. Kal stepped out and stood aside, and Creepy Bob looked like she was just about to handsy-waiter me again – until, that is, she stopped, head tilted, looking down at…

      Oh god.

      Looking down at the beacon, where I’d strung it round my neck with some copper wire I’d nicked from the Big Dish’s maintenance lab.

      “Uh…” My heart thumped so hard I swore I felt it knock against my ribcage

      “What an interesting piece of ornamentation,” Creepy Bob said.

      “Uh…”

      She reached out, took the beacon between her thumb and a four-knuckled finger, and I heard Colin’s voice in my head.

      (Not in a telepathic alien way, just fyi. In an ominous flashback kind of way.)

      It won’t stand close inspection.

      How close was close? Was this close too close? I couldn’t take the chance. I had to try and distract her.

      “Isn’t it, though?” I said, brittlely bright. “Interesting, I mean? My Uncle Desmond, right? The uncle I named Des after? Him? He’s got this thing about rocks. Like, not a weird thing though. He’s a geologist, and geologists are really big on rocks. Like, rocks get their rocks off, you know?”

      “No,” Creepy Bob said, head beginning to cock in shades of confused as her gaze shifted from the beacon up to me. “I do not know.”

      “Anyway,” I barrelled on, “my Uncle Desmond’s like, ‘I found this really cool rock, Hannah,’ and I’m like, ‘Cut me off a slice of that, Uncle Des,’ and he did, and now I have this really cool rock necklace.”

      That got another head tilt. The beacon got another creepy fondle. “I can’t say it feels overly cold.”

      “Oh no, not like cold cool,” I said, babble still set to full blast. “Like, cool cool, you know?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Oh…”

      Creepy Bob let the beacon drop. It smacked me hard in the sternum. “Ow,” I whispered as she stalked off.

      (I keep saying stalked. She didn’t stalk. She gave the impression of stalking without actually stalking, because I don’t think you can stalk when your legs are five-foot-long pipe cleaners. So imagine a flamingo trying to stalk, but then also imagine the flamingo is an evil alien. That’s how Creepy Bob stalked. She stalked like a creepy evil alien flamingo.)

      Kal didn’t follow Creepy Bob. He stayed where he was, did nothing but stare blankly into the middle distance, eyes dull and silver and not blinking at all.

      “I’ll just…?” I did a handsy-waiter gesture of my own. “I’m guessing I’m supposed to…?”

      But Kal ignored me. Or maybe he didn’t – I wasn’t sure if he even consciously knew I was there. And still he didn’t move, not until I’d stepped out of the squelchy space elevator too.

      Then he slipped past me, out into the huge, open room beyond. There was a console there, one that looked a little similar to Colin’s, but the glass wasn’t white – instead, this weird, iridescent greeny-black that pulsed a little, reddish then a deeper red when Kal did something that made the engines kick up and my stomach swoop.

      We were taking off.

      I inched another step into…had to be the bridge, I guessed? It was a vast space anyway: this massive, rounded triangle, pointy at the back end, floor-to-ceiling windows up in front, and the console where Kal sat smack in the middle. But other than that, the room was empty. If there were any other Akanarin on board, they weren’t here. Just me and Kal and Creepy Bob.

      And speaking of – Creepy Bob was over by the windows, her big forehead resting on the glass of the centre panel, her big face weirdly peaceful.

      Nothing for it then. I heaved up the tulle explosion and made my way over.

      We were shooting up through the clouds at a ridiculous speed, almost too fast for my brain and my eyes to handle. But just as I reached Creepy Bob, the ship cleared the clouds and the view opened up. We weren’t in space, not quite, but we were so high up I could see the curve of the Earth anyway.

      The sight of it all kinda boggled my brain. The furthest I’d ever been on a plane was to California. Now I’d been in space. Now I was heading to New York on an alien spaceship.

      I put my hand to the glass. “Wow,” I whispered. Couldn’t help it.

      And neither could Creepy Bob. “It is so very beautiful,” she murmured, quietly enough that she could’ve been talking to herself, but she murmured it in my head, so I guess she was talking to me too.

      “It’s…” I didn’t have the words. All I could do was agree. “It’s really beautiful.”

      Creepy Bob was quiet for so long it was like she’d forgotten I was there – until, at last, “It reminds me of home.”

      (Thing is, you spend long enough with Akanarin, you begin to get the subtleties – the angle of the head tilt, the ultra specific blankness of tone – and I hadn’t spent a whole lot of time around Akanarin back then, but even still, I could tell that under the weird, empty accentlessness of Creepy Bob’s voice, I could tell she sounded sad. Really sad. And all alone.)

      “It reminds me of home too,” I said as gently as I could. “Mostly, I mean, because it is my home.”

      Creepy Bob’s forehead scrunched a little as she glanced at me. “Yes,” she said, “that is…Planet Earth is your home.” Her forehead scrunched just a little more. “It is the rightful home of all the Humans of Earth.”

      I blinked, hardcore shook. Had to suck down a breath before I could speak again. “It’s not perfect.” I couldn’t help how urgent I sounded suddenly, this tiny little flicker of hope beginning to grow. “And humans, we’re, like, far from perfect. All of us. But Planet Earth’s our home, you know? It’s the only home we’ve ever had. I think it’s the only one we’d ever want.”

      I’d lost Creepy Bob to the view again – I could see her breath fogging up the glass – but I hadn’t lost her attention. She said, quietly, “I miss my home.”

      “Akanara?” my mouth said with no conscious intervention from my brain.

      Creepy Bob did look at me then, and sharply.

      I swallowed. “Just, you know. Like…uh, extrapolating? Like, logically? You’re an Akanarin so, I mean, you probably come from somewhere called Akanara, right?”

      It took exactly two seconds for Creepy Bob to assess me and dismiss me. “Yes, Akanara is from whence I hailed.”

      “Uh… I…” Was so not sure what to do with that Shakespearian-style nugget, but keeping the random, homesick conversation going seemed both major and important. “So…uh, why don’t you just go home for a visit then? If you’re missing Akanara so much, I mean?”

      “If I could I would,” Creepy Bob said. “In the length of but one human heartbeat I would return. But I cannot. And I can never. None of us can. Akanara fell when we were all but children.”

      I remembered – Colin had said something along those hella ominous lines too. The fall of Akanara, he’d said. “Something…something bad happened to your planet, didn’t it? It sounds like something bad happened.”

      “An attack,” Creepy Bob said, “one utterly preventable, that left my home nothing more than a decimated shell. That left my people massacred. Annihilated. Gone.”

      “Oh my god…” There was the distinct possibility that I could maybe, kinda, sorta understand the twisted, creepy logic behind the ‘terraforming Earth into a new Akanara’ thing now. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I can’t even begin to imagine how awful that must’ve been for you. For all of you.”

      Creepy Bob bent her head, and there was the slightest hint of a glimmer on the surface of her big black eyes. “Thank you for your expression of sympathy,” she said in her robo-voice. “It is useless, of course, but I do understand the sentiment.”

      “I…” Didn’t know what to say. How to possibly reply. But if I could keep her talking, then maybe – maybe then I could get through to her. Maybe I could—

      A change in the thrum of the engines made the floor shift under my feet. It made Creepy Bob straighten up. And it made her eyes look as hard and as dead as they’d ever looked.

      “We have arrived,” she said. “Prepare for departure.”
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      The hotel hosting the gala was big and fancy, and looked straight out onto Central Park.

      But I hardly noticed the big-money view. The trip from Creepy Bob’s ship to the door of the hotel passed in a blur of camera flashes, big screens, screaming crowds, and barely contained hysteria.

      (I mean, you’ve seen the pictures. You’ve used the memes. You know I looked like a startled mole wearing a rotting gooseberry pavlova.)

      I got to skip security, what with being the guest of honour’s guest of honour – which was lucky. Because it’s possible that I had a semblance of the most vaguest back-up plan ever, and that semblance absolutely did not involve a brisk frisking.

      Some concierge-type guy led me and Creepy Bob through the lobby and out into what might’ve been a ballroom once. It was still a huge room in any case, all gilt on the walls and rows of chandeliers bigger than my house hanging far up on the miles-away ceiling.

      There were tables laid out too, in a big squared-off U, with a podium down the front and TV cameras up the back. No one was sitting down yet, though. Instead, everyone was milling about in the empty middle, chit-chatting, doing some seriously VIP hobnobbing.

      “Quite the crowd,” Creepy Bob said, as said crowd low-key freaked out in a VIP kinda way at the sight of her.

      “Uh…” I managed, and then I did a double-take because I was pretty sure I’d just seen the Prime Minister.

      (I had.)

      And, wait…the Queen?

      (Yup.)

      “Like, very much totally quite the crowd. Wow.”

      I wrapped my hand around the beacon and held on tight. Was it too soon? If I tipped my hand now and Creepy Bob picked up the signal, she’d totally know someone was on to her.

      But on the other, non-tipped hand, if Col was on his way back and he heard the signal, he’d know to put the foot down. More importantly, he’d know to let the massed forces know to put the foot down.

      But…no. I let the beacon go. Unclenched my hand. It was too soon.

      I had to wait until I had no other choice.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I did some VIP mingling. It was painful.

      (Don’t get me wrong, I’m an amazing mingler. I can mingle up there with the best of them. It’s just that most of the people I usually mingle with don’t talk about themselves in the third person.)

      Queens and kings, prime ministers and presidents, admirals and generals, and every kind of pretentious hanger-on imaginable. It just reinforced to me – this wasn’t the VIPs we were talking about. It was the VVIPs

      All of them together, stuck in a room with a four-knuckle whackjob who was so totally about to compel them into letting her take over the world and massacre the entire human race.

      Of course, that was assuming she hadn’t already.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered. “We are so completely and totally fu—”

      “Hannah!” someone called, then a middle-aged lady appeared out of the VIP mishmash. And it took me a second, because the boring grey suit had been swapped out for the most amazing gold dress.

      “Oh, you’re – you met Bob. You’re the official, uh, whatsit? Head of the Space thingy. You know my mum,” I finished, proud of myself for even managing that much.

      “Dorothy Mensah,” the lady said, smiling as she shook my hand. “Head of the Office of Space and Outer Atmospheric Affairs. And yes, I do know your mum. In fact, when Tracy told me that you were going to be here this evening, I said to her, I so want to meet Hannah, and so here I am. And you came with our guest of honour, yes? What an honour itself.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, wondering if I sounded as bleak outside my head as I did inside, “something like that.”

      A waiter cut in with a tray of hors d'oeuvres. He twinkled at us in that weird aspiring actor kind of way. “Ladies, can I offer you a little something to eat?”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t,” Dr Mensah said. “I’ll spoil dinner. Oh no, but look – you have those little soft pretzels.” She sighed forlornly. “I love a soft pretzel, but oh dear, they do not love me.”

      “That’s like me and dairy.” I gave the profiteroles one longing glance then locked the lactose lust away. I did not need to be making friends with any American porcelain thrones when evil alien shenanigans were increasingly imminent.

      But Dr Mensah was braver than me. “Well, perhaps just a few,” she said, helping herself to a napkin and a handful of tiny pretzels.

      The waiter twinkled off to audition elsewhere. Dr Mensah made the kind of effortless, totes diplomatic, still-physics-but-physics-in-actual-plain-English small talk that totally explained why she was Dr Dot of the Amazing Job Title and why Mum mostly just spent her days making cooing noises at one-hundred-metre-tall telescopes.

      Truth was, though? Beyond nodding and the occasional encouraging grunt, I was too freaked and on edge to really pay Dr Mensah much attention.

      And whatever little attention I’d had became none at all when I clocked a familiar figure ducking through the curtains behind the podium – ducking, then walking in a way that could only be described as ‘walking’ if the overgrown alien flamingo doing the walking was drunk and not entirely sure how either of her legs worked.

      “Des! Over here!”

      Deeke stopped, turned, spotted me, came drunk-flamingo walking towards me – all separate movements, all jerky, nothing flowing.

      “Hans,” Deeke said, faintly and fuzzily. She sounded so far away. Kinda like Toni after he got his wisdom teeth out, but not even slightly as funny. “You are here.”

      “Yeah, of course. I didn’t know you were coming, though.”

      “Our Honoured Leader requires my attendance.”

      Dr Mensah put a hand on my arm. “Hannah, I’ll leave you to catch up with your friend, but we must speak later, yes? I want to find out what your mother’s been getting up to in that observatory of hers.”

      “Drinking too much coffee,” I said. “Probably summoning physics demons.”

      “Oh, goodness!” Dr Mensah walked off, laughing gaily, like that was an actual joke instead of the actual truth.

      I took a quick glance around. No other Akanarin kicking about, and no one else had gotten off the ship when me and Creepy Bob did. But here Deeke was.

      “Guess Bob wanted some moral support?” I said. “For the big speech?”

      Deeke cocked her head, but so slowly it was as if she was moving in slow motion. “Speech…”

      “Yeah, the one Bob’s gonna make, like, over there, I’m guessing.” I pointed to the podium, from where I was sure without one single shadow of a doubt that the creepy plan for world domination was about to get underway.

      (I was right. Just fyi.)

      “Speech,” Deeke said again. “Our Honoured Leader will make…a speech?”

      “Yeah.”

      “To you?”

      “To everyone here, Des. That’s kinda the point of speeches.”

      Deeke’s eyes lost focus. She went completely still. I could see the cogs trying to grind together like a frozen-solid water mill. “A speech…”

      Then Deeke did move – so suddenly it made me startle backwards. But Deeke caught me, hand on my shoulder. And with the other hand, she poked a big spindly fingertip smack to the middle of my forehead.

      “Ow! Des, what—”

      But Deeke didn’t let up. If anything, she ground her fingertip in harder. “You should not listen to her.”

      Oh god. Deeke – she was trying to fight the compulsion. Trying to help me. I could see it in her eyes, a hint of brightness starting to bloom in the centre.

      “Who?” I prompted. “I shouldn’t listen to Bob? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “She will only hurt you.”

      “Why, though?” I said, desperately trying to break through. “Why would she do that? Why, Des?”

      Deeke shook her head. Hardly at all but she shook it. “I cannot…”

      “You can.” I reached up, grabbed her hand between both of mine. Deeke’s fingertip didn’t shift but I clung on anyway. “Deeke,” I whispered. “You can tell me. Please, Deeke, I can help you.”

      I only realised the slip when Deeke’s eyes fixed and focused on mine. Just for a second. Just a blink. Just a tiny clearing in the muddled blackness. But enough. I could literally see the compulsion slipping.

      “Deeke—” I began.

      But Deeke interrupted. “Do not listen to her. Hans, you must not listen to her.”

      She pulled her hand away, but I didn’t let go. “Deeke.” My forehead felt highkey weird, my skin tingling where Deeke’s fingertip had touched, pins and needles that I couldn’t shake. “Deeke, what did you…?”

      I trailed off. Deeke’s head was cocked to the side, away from me, listening to something I couldn’t hear. To someone I couldn’t hear. And when she looked back at me a second later, her big black eyes were blank again. Blank and getting blanker.

      “Deeke,” I said, hearing the panic in my voice, “Deeke, please. You have to—”

      But Deeke pulled her hand out of mine and took a wobbly step back. “Do not listen to B’oab,” she said, and every word sounded like a struggle. “You must not listen.”

      Then some bell rang. The dinner bell apparently, because it made the VVIP crowd surge towards the tables. And somehow they managed to gobble Deeke up. I lost sight of her until the moment she reached the curtains behind the podium.

      Then she ducked through them and slipped away, as if she’d never been there at all.
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      At dinner, I was sat next to a lovely guy who was definitely the prince of somewhere Scandinavian.

      (But that’s all I’ve got. Sorry, Your Majesty. Bit preoccupied during introductions.)

      His Royal Scandinavianness helped me figure out which fork to use while we were served ten courses of minuscule amounts of stuff that didn’t really look like food anymore – just smears and foams and teeny, tiny vegetables. The sort of food that made Toni as angry as he ever got.

      (Which is, like, the level of a grumpy puppy, but you get my point.)

      I didn’t eat much. My stomach was on strike over unfair working conditions vis-à-vis the whole evil alien invasion situation.

      Creepy Bob didn’t eat either – and I really didn’t want to think too hard about how that would work – but every so often she dipped her index finger into a glass of water, and the waiters kept filling up her glass, so there must’ve been some sort of drinking involved.

      (Aliens drinking through their fingers. Legit not even approaching the weirdest thing I’d seen that week. Or since. Like, not even in the top ten.)

      But when she wasn’t going wild on the H₂O, Creepy Bob just sat there making polite conversation with the little old man in charge of the U.N. He was the same guy who made a speech after dinner that I’m pretty sure lasted at least an hour. And all I could do was wish he’d stretch it out an hour more. Because I watched, heart setting up camp in my throat, as the big gilded clock on the far wall ticked past midnight.

      Colin had left early yesterday afternoon, so thirty-six hours meant he was due back soonish, right? But how soon was soonish? How much longer? God, was he even coming back at all?

      I sat there, just holding there, right at the edge of snapping. My tummy hurt, my jaw, my teeth, all from the strain of keeping myself still, from the awful, bad wrongness of it all.

      From the waiting, waiting, waiting…

      And then it happened. Between one stuttery heartbeat and the next, every light in the ballroom shut off. The two technicians manning the camera stand behind me started whispering frantically.

      Then—

      A light switched on. Just one. A spotlight pointing straight at the podium – where Creepy Bob was standing.

      (Because seriously, what evil supervillain worth their salt doesn’t have a dramatic spotlight at their beck and call?)

      A pressure started to build outside my head suddenly. Horrible. Familiar. Unfightable

      High Compulsion.

      Oh god, this was it. I made a grab for the beacon. But in the end, all I managed to do was drop it instead – so I could reach up and clutch at my forehead.

      “Oh my god. Ow!” I whispered.

      The spot where Deeke had touched was killing me. The distant, numb tingle had flared into a burn, this hot, angry, searing pain.

      Creepy Bob began to speak. “You will be still,” she told her suddenly enraptured audience. “You will not move. You will utter no sound. You will only listen.”

      And I could feel the compulsion she was pushing, feel the hardcore power of High Compulsion behind it, feel it trying to amplify in my head – but then breaking before it could, flowing around me, a weird, whispery mist that never got close enough to touch.

      It was touching the VVIPs, though. The blank look of epic mind-whammy fell over them. They sat there, completely still, only moving to blink and breathe.

      I had to tear my hands away from my head and sit on them to keep from moving too. The pain in my forehead was fiery and awful, but…no pain in my head. No compulsion in my head.

      How, though? It wasn’t me fighting this compulsion, I knew that, because this was High Compulsion. No fighting that.

      So…Deeke then? Had to be, right? Whatever she’d done to my head. But if this was Deeke’s doing, then that meant she’d blocked Creepy Bob’s compulsion somehow. And not just any compulsion – High Compulsion. How could Deeke possibly…

      “Oh my god,” I whispered. “Oh my freaking god.”

      Deeke. It was Deeke.

      Deeke had High Compulsion.

      “You will hear me,” Creepy Bob said. “In this room and beyond. You will understand in any language you speak, in any manner you know. This world is mine now.”

      She spoke in a dull, bored monotone, somehow even blanker and flatter than her usual drone. She spoke as if what she was doing was nothing, like it didn’t matter that she was taking a whole planet hostage and turning everyone on it into her mind-slaves.

      “When you hear this message, whenever you hear this message, you will yield to my will and to my words. And if you do not yield then in a few short hours, it will matter not. I will control your militaries, your militias, your police forces. I will control this world in its entirety and you will be made to yield.”

      She paused, looking out over the crowd, and her eyes fell on me. I had to fight to keep my face blank, because my forehead was burning so badly I was honestly surprised I couldn’t smell smoke.

      A breath bungee-jumped down my throat when Creepy Bob looked away.

      “You are a weak and pitiful species. How you rose to dominance on this world is nothing but a cruel accident of evolution. What, I ask, is the point of you?”

      The lights came up again suddenly. The doors to the ballroom slammed open, and in flooded a stream of Akanarin.

      “Rise,” Creepy Bob told us. “And attend.”

      The screech of hundreds of chairs scraping back filled the room.

      “You have your orders,” Creepy Bob told the gatecrashers, already turning away, the curtains closing around her.

      I was a millisecond behind everyone else in standing. Something clinked against my water glass as I straightened. I risked a glance down.

      Oh god. The beacon!

      I reached for it. But I’d hardly twitched a muscle when a huge, spindly hand grabbed my wrist, then my other wrist, and yanked them behind my back. I felt the sharp, stinging bite of cable-ties digging into my skin.

      Oh god. Oh no.

      Hands tied behind my back, beacon hanging at my front.

      Oh no, no, no.

      I’d waited until I had no other choice, but I’d waited too long. And now I had no choice at all.
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      Creepy Bob’s creepy minions herded us up and hustled us out of the ballroom, a flock of trussed-up, bedazzled VVIP turkeys.

      We lost most of our creepy security escort as we passed through the weirdly empty lobby – a few of them heading to the lifts but most to the front door, some straight out of it, others taking up position there, like freaky, underdressed doormen.

      And as the hotel’s rotating doors spun open again and again, it was easy enough to hear that it had gone eerily quiet outside too. No more screaming crowds. No more any kind of crowd.

      God, I couldn’t even hear cars.

      (Like, is New York still actually New York if there isn’t at least one rage-monster taxi driver beeping his horn?)

      And a majorly, totally awful thought struck. I remembered – there’d been big screens set up outside. Cameras recorded Creepy Bob’s speech.

      …when you hear this message, whenever you hear this message…

      Could you compel people via TV? Colin had said High Compulsion worked differently – over vast distances, he’d said – but was that different enough to work across, like,  radio waves or whatever?

      Oh god. Probably, yeah, knowing my luck. And the freaky silence outside seemed to agree.

      Our security escort whittled down to just two creepy minions, one up front and one bringing up the rear. They led us through an unmarked door. There was a cargo lift there, the bottom of a stairwell. We didn’t climb up though, just carried on down a service corridor, all ancient lino and scuffed magnolia emulsion.

      “Halt!”

      I halted. Not very steadily. Trying to look mind-whammied while wrangling tulle wasn’t the easiest thing. Add cable ties to the equation and you can one hundred percent bet I failed that test.

      “We are to remove their ornamentations,” Evil Henchman One said, in our heads but still straight over our heads, to his creepy buddy at the end of the line. They weren’t even bothering to keep their conversation private. “Our leader requires the minerals and the metals. She says they will be useful.”

      He made his way down the VVIP queue, yanking off earrings and watches as he went, rings and necklaces, tiaras, brooches. And when he got close enough, I could see he was collecting them in this big yellow wheelie bucket, the type you stick a mop in. No mop for the evil minion, though. He was pushing the bucket along with one big, bony foot.

      I held my breath as he reached me, desperately hoping he wouldn’t notice my jewellery was the most priceless of the lot.

      But creepy minion didn’t look twice. Just snapped the wire and tossed the beacon into the bucket. I watched the crystal disappear under a necklace with diamonds on it the size of Toni’s fancy organic eggs.

      Evil Minion One took his bucket and waddled off like a happy toddler at the seaside, but he was hardly gone before he was back again. “Move!”

      We shuffled forwards, heading in the direction of what I was pretty sure was the back of the hotel. The underground carpark, maybe? But wherever our creepy intergalactic babysitters were taking us, the route to it turned a corner into another corridor.

      This one was shorter – really short – two tight right angles at either end, like the middle of a straightened out ‘Z.’ And there was a door there, right smack in the middle.

      If I timed it right, if the door wasn’t locked…

      I glanced around. Creepy Bob’s evil henchmen were both out of sight, ahead and behind. So if I was doing this, I had to do it now.

      And – yeah, I was so totally doing it.

      I slipped out of line and pressed myself and my tulle as tight to the wall as we could go. Held my breath. Clenched everything that could clench…

      And the VVIP parade carried on without me.

      “Oh god,” I breathed. “Oh my god.”

      I’d timed it right, but now I needed the universe to cooperate and the door to be unlocked.

      “Please, please, please,” I mouthed.

      I fumbled behind my back with my tied-up hands, found a door handle, got a grip, twisted – and the door came open with a push.

      “Oh, thank you, universe,” I whispered as I stumbled backwards into the room. “Oh my god, thank you so much.”

      I shuffled round in a wobbly circle and grabbed for the inside handle. Pulled the door shut as quietly and as quickly as I could. Then I reversed, pressed my forehead to the doorframe, and looked out through the tiny gap between the door and the wall.

      The end of the VVIP line shuffled by, then the evil henchman, then? A wonderfully and entirely empty corridor.

      “Oh god.” I sagged against the doorframe, floppy with relief. “Oh my god.”

      But relief – floppy, sagged, or otherwise – couldn’t last long. I needed to get my kinda, sorta back-up plan under way.

      So I felt about on the wall with my shoulder, sliding up and down until I found a light switch and nudged it on. Said hello to the janitor’s cupboard that was apparently my safe haven for the evening.

      Then? Bye bye, cable ties.

      (Because you bet your bum I’ve watched a bajillion of those videos on youtube – though, like, probably should’ve watched a few more, because my wrists were rubbed raw and bleeding by the time I was done.)

      I held out my hands and shook them against the sting. Tore off a few strips of tulle and made some makeshift bandages. Still hurt, but at least I couldn’t see the mess anymore.

      Next step in my less than cunning plan? Struggling out of the tulle explosion and standing half-naked in a janitor’s cupboard in a luxury hotel in New York in the middle of a creepy evil alien invasion.

      “Oh my god,” I muttered. “How is this my life?”

      I flipped my dress inside out and unpeeled the duct tape that was holding leggings and a pair of ballet flats to the folds of my underskirt. I pulled them on. Then I shrugged into my Big Dish hoodie. I’d had it tied around my hips, no duct tape required, more than well-hidden by all the poo-green bustle I’d been lugging around.

      There, ready.

      At least now I could run and climb and maybe, absolute worse case scenario, deliver a few flying kicks. Or something. I mean, it couldn’t hurt.

      (Or yeah, probably could very much hurt in that I have no idea whatsoever how to deliver a flying kick, so the only bones I’d have broken would’ve been my own. But I’ll forgive past me for overestimating her non-existent martial arts skills, because she was pretty much running on pure triple-shot adrenaline at the time.)

      I had a poke about. My cupboard was a decent enough hiding place but not totes well-equipped in terms of an exit strategy.  One door in, one door out, no windows, and not even an air vent to make a dramatic but hella improbable ingenious escape through.

      I couldn’t wait there forever though – and more importantly than anything else, I needed the beacon back. Therefore? Time to move. I pressed my ear to the door. No telepathic chit-chat. I pressed my eye to the gap. No evil henchmen.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “Now or never.”

      I creaked open the door. Stopped for a second to listen again. Still nothing. So I scooted down the zig-zag corridor and back to the stairwell. No evil aliens around – but no evil alien buckets either.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      “Hannah, think!” I whispered.

      Evil Henchman One – he’d been gone for less than a minute, so he couldn’t have gone far. That only really left two choices: the bucket either went out into the lobby or with someone heading upstairs in the cargo lift. And the lobby was a total no-go: I was more than a couple of metres from the door, but even then I could still hear psychic nattering floating through.

      So upstairs it was.

      But I’d hardly turned towards the stairwell when the Akanarin early warning system slip-slapped an alert from the landing above: humungous alien feet heading down my way.

      “Oh, are you fricking kidding me?” I whisper-yelped through clenched teeth.

      Back the way I’d come, frantically twisting handles until I found another unlocked door. This one led out into the hotel proper. A conference suite or something: fancy carpet on the floors, little alcoves all along the wall. I shoved myself into one because—

      “Seriously, what did I do to offend the universe?”

      —evil flat-footed thumping coming towards me.

      There was a door behind me in the alcove. I threw a half-glance at the gold sign as I pushed it open. Ladies loos. Not exactly a panic room but I’d take what I could get.

      The sign was lying though, because the room beyond wasn’t loos at all. Just some kind of fancy powder room. Padded benches and posh tissues, mirrors with old-fashioned lightbulbs around them, and this weird upholstered panel on the far wall, all gold studs and red velvet.

      I flopped down on one of the benches and pressed my hands to my chest, felt my poor heart beating triple-time. “Col?” I whispered. “Colin, can you hear me?”

      No answer. And I hadn’t really been expecting one, but it was still a punch in the gut. I didn’t have a watch, my phone, I didn’t know the time – if Colin should’ve been back by now, I had no way to know.

      But…

      God, I did know. In my heart. In my queasy stomach. In my poor, overworked adrenal system. Colin wasn’t coming back. Creepy Bob was creeping closer. And I—

      From behind the upholstered wall came the distant but distinct sound of a toilet flushing – because the wall wasn’t a wall.

      It was a door.

      To where the actual loos were.

      “Oh god.”

      (Firstly, I will tell you the exact thought that passed through my mind then, because I know you’re totally thinking it too: Akanarin, loos, how exactly does that work? Secondly, who in the name of frick upholsters loo doors? )

      I bolted to my feet, then froze, hand on the doorknob. Someone was passing by outside. Multiple someones, in fact. If I opened the door, I’d run straight into them.

      But if I didn’t…

      “Oh god,” I whispered.

      I was trapped. Surrounded. No way out.
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      The toilet door swung open.

      “Oh my god, Dr Mensah!”

      Dr Mensah was busy drying her hands with a fancy towel. She startled when she saw me. “Hannah! Hello again. Oh, but since you’re here, you must tell me – did I miss Bob’s speech after all? It was the most terrible timing, but I had to make a dash to the bathroom. You see, I do so love a soft pretzel but…” Dr Mensah pressed a hand to her stomach with a queasy grimace.

      “They don’t love you,” I finished, my voice kinda blank with repressed hysteria. “Yeah. You mentioned that before.”

      Dr Mensah shook her head, laughing at herself. “Every time, you know. You think I would learn…” Her voice trailed off as she blinked at me, then her eyes went wide. “Did – did you change your clothes, Hannah? Oh goodness, sweetheart, whatever has happened to your wrists?”

      “I…” Had to take the risk, right? If Dr Mensah was already compelled, then I was done for anyway. But if she wasn’t…

      “Dr Mensah, please, you’ve got to listen to me. And I know this is going to sound whackadoodle but—”

      “Hannah, whatever is the—”

      It all came out in one epic rush. “It’s Bob. Creepy Bob – she’s evil. She’s trying to take over the world. She’s just put everyone in the hotel – maybe everyone outside too – under this kind of mind control thing she does. Compulsion it’s called. But I’m not affected because I’m a raging bucket of hormones, and because of my friend Deeke, because she has this different type of compulsion that Creepy Bob’s using to make her own more powerful. And I had this necklace – this beacon thing to call for help – that Colin gave me, but they’ve taken it. Colin was helping me. Colin’s – you haven’t met him. He’s an ethnographer. Like, an intergalactic one. He works for space U.N. But he’s not here and I don’t know if he’s coming back.” Everything looked wobbly through the tears that had suddenly decided to flood my eyeballs. My voice cracked. “I don’t even know if – if he’s still alive.”

      Dr Mensah blinked, just once, then reached around me to lock the powder room door. “You had best tell me everything,” she said. “Start at the beginning.”
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      Dr Mensah’s a smart lady. She kept up – and then some.

      “The way I see it,” she said, “our priority is to get out of this hotel. And quickly.”

      I nodded. “But there’s no way we can just walk out the front door or whatever. There are creepy minions prowling about everywhere. The beacon is the only way we can get out of here safely.”

      “But the Akanarin have it?”

      “In a wheelie bucket in the service corridor through the wall. Or that was where I saw it last anyway. It could be anywhere by now. But I’m thinking probably it’s upstairs somewhere.”

      “Well, at least we know where to start looking.”

      That was a pretty optimistic assessment, given how much upstairs there actually was. I mean, the hotel wasn’t a skyscraper but it wasn’t exactly a bungalow either.

      “But how to get upstairs?” Dr Mensah said, rubbing a hand over her mouth.

      “We can’t risk going through the lobby,” I told her. “Too many four-knuckle whackjobs. A bumtonne of them, in fact.”

      “Or by elevator, I suppose? Far too easy to get trapped or spotted. There’s a stairwell nearby, isn’t there?”

      “There was an Akanarin on the stairs, though.”

      “Just one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then I think those are our best odds,” Dr Mensah said. “One Akanarin, surely, is better than a ‘bumtonne.’”

      [image: ]
* * *

      So out the loos and back to the stairwell. We made it up one flight, no evil aliens encountered, and found ourselves in another service corridor – one that seemed to run parallel to the actual guest hallway outside.

      “I’ll search this one,” Dr Mensah whispered, pointing. “You get the other one. We’ll meet each other at the far end.”

      “Can do, will do,” I said, and pushed open the heavy fire door.

      It led out into another little alcove, then into the hotel proper again. The hallway there was empty, the doors to most of the rooms lying ajar.

      I tiptoed my way along, mega cautious, but still sticking my head through every open door, looking for a flash of yellow in the weird half-light filtering in from outside. I had to find that bucket. The beacon was our only hope of—

      Ding!

      Down at the far end of the hallway was a bank of lifts – and one of those lifts was opening.

      “Oh god.”

      I shifted my weight, ready to bolt.

      One step. I managed one step.

      Then a grip like a vice crunched down on my shoulder and dragged me backwards into the dark.
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      The hotel room door swung closed. I tried to scream but a hand clamped over my mouth.

      “Silence would be advisable,” a voice whispered from the darkness. “Do you understand, Miss Stanton?”

      I nodded frantically.

      My grabby-hands friend let go. I whipped around, fists up, like I actually knew what to do with them. But I didn’t have to do anything at all, because, “Schwarzy!”

      Agent Schwarz quarried out a smile from somewhere. “Hello, Miss Stanton.”

      “Oh my god! What are you doing here?”

      “My orders were to infiltrate this location in order to act as a fail-safe for your protection. But the gala has begun sooner than expected,” Schwarzy said, managing to look vaguely perturbed. “That is troubling.”

      “That is an understatement.”

      “Yes,” Schwarzy agreed, “I used understatement for the purpose of creating dramatic effect.”

      “Uh…good to know? But also?” I held up a hand. “What exactly does a ‘fail-safe for your protection’ mean?”

      “My orders were to assist in your escape, in the event that you needed assistance to escape.”

      “Oh god, Schwarzy. Then do I ever. Do I freaking—”

      The door came flying open. And Dr Mensah came flying in, an unplugged lamp stand in her hands, already swinging.

      “Dr Mensah, no!”

      Too late. She bashed the back of Schwarzy’s head in. Straight up walloped him.

      Schwarzy didn’t even get the chance to break his fall – he just tipped forward like a lamppost blowing over in a gale and landed with a heavy thud on the carpet.

      “Oh god!” I dropped to my knees beside him. “Oh my god, Schwarzy, are you okay?”

      “I appear to remain functional,” Schwarzy said, voice muffled, still face down on the floor.

      “Are you sure? Because you don’t look all that functional right now.”

      “Oh my goodness,” Dr Mensah said. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’d finished searching the service area. I was coming to find you, Hannah, when I saw the Akanarin getting out of the elevator and then you being dragged into the room. I didn’t even think to—”

      “It’s totally okay,” I interrupted. “You weren’t to know. Plus, I mean, Schwarzy really does need to work on his interpersonal relations.” I shook Schwarzy by the shoulder. “C’mon, big guy, answer the question. We sure you’re still functional?”

      Schwarzy shimmered, his hologram glittering a second before it settled. “My projection matrix remains intact and appears to be undamaged,” he said into the carpet. “Though I believe I may have set my phase pressure sensors a degree too high.”

      “You don’t say,” I muttered.

      “Is that…?” Dr Mensah was still staring down at us, but the look of pure shock had evolved into shocked disbelief. “Hannah, is this man a hologram?”

      “A replicant holomatrix, actually,” I told her. “But don’t ask the difference, because I have no clue. C’mon, Schwarzy.” I pushed at his bicep until he rolled over like a half-defrosted sausage, then I grabbed him by the forearm and dragged him to his feet.

      Schwarzy swayed a second, shimmered a little more, then nodded decisively. “I’m ready to be of assistance.”

      “What can you do?” I asked. “Independently of Col, I mean?”

      “Beyond the parameters of my original programming, I can follow simple instruction.”

      “How simple is simple?”

      “The simpler the better,” Schwarzy said. “The stricter the better.”

      “Okay.” Tricky, but doable. Like getting three wishes out of a genie and no deadly curses in the bargain. “I need you to get the beacon back. The one Colin made. Can you do that?”

      “I can try.”

      “And I need you to do it without letting the Akanarin know who you are, or what you are, or even why you’re here. But if worst comes to worst, I just need that beacon back.”

      Schwarzy tipped his chin up and stared at the ceiling for a moment. “The beacon is currently two floors above us, in a guest room, guarded by a single Akanarin. I will attempt to retrieve it. Wait here,” he added, already making for the door.

      But I caught his arm before he got there. “Schwarzy?”

      “Yes, Miss Stanton?”

      “Just be careful, okay? And come back safe.”

      “I’m a replicant holomatrix,” Schwarzy said. “I cannot be harmed, only shut down.”

      “Then don’t get shut down, all right?”

      “All right.” Schwarzy smiled one of his weird smiles, but this one was a little gentler – sandstone instead of granite. “Thank you for your concern, Miss Stanton.” And then he was off, swinging open the—

      “Oh my god!”

      I lunged and grabbed the door before it slammed shut with what would’ve been a very much, totally noticeable bang.

      “Would someone please fix his fricking phase pressure sensors, oh my god.”
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      We locked ourselves in the bathroom to wait. Dr Mensah took the loo lid. I sat cross-legged in the bath, like a semiaquatic, stress-demented yogi. Wasn’t exactly meditative.

      “How long now?” I asked, for what had to be the hundredth time.

      Dr Mensah looked down at her watch again. “That’s ten minutes.”

      “He’s taking too long,” I said. “He’s taking too long, isn’t he?”

      That got me a worried nod.

      “Right, you know what?” I clambered out of the bath. “I’ll just go and check on him.”

      “We will both go,” Dr Mensah told me firmly.

      We snuck up the stairwell, two flights free and clear. And our luck held. The service corridor up there was just as empty as the rest of the hotel seemed to be – barring the bumtonne of freakjobs in the lobby, of course.

      “You wait here, okay?” I said, reaching for the fire door. “I’ll see what’s going on really quick and come right back.”

      But Dr Mensah caught my hand and tugged me to a stop. “Hannah, no. I’ll go.”

      “Like, full offence, Dr M?” I shook her off and gestured to the glittery gold awesomeness of her dress, then to the significantly less glittery awesomeness of my tacky hoodie. “The Big Dish might be bedazzled, but I still think they’re less likely to notice me than you.” Then I cracked open the door and slid through before she could stop me.

      Another alcove, another hallway, both empty, but there were faint voices coming from a room a little way along. One of those voices was freaky and evil and all up in my head without the permission of my ears, and one of them was monotonically familiar.

      Guessing I’d found the right room then.

      I snuck closer. Light spilled from the open door out into the hallway. I tucked myself tight to the wall outside and peeked around the doorjamb.

      Schwarzy was standing in the little entryway there, where a full-length mirror hung on the wall. By his feet was the yellow wheelie bucket. In his hands was the diamond egg necklace. And in front of him, back to me, was an Akanarin.

      I blinked. My eyes couldn’t quite decide if they were seeing what my brain thought they were seeing, because what my brain thought they were seeing was this: a glittering tiara plonked on the very tip-top of a huge greeny-grey head, strings of pearls hanging around a spindly, stretched-out neck, and more diamond rings squeezed onto six four-knuckled fingers than should even have been physically possible.

      “What in the actual fu…” I mouthed to myself and to the universe at large, because I felt like at least one of us should’ve had an answer, and that one of us definitely wasn’t me.

      The Akanarin adjusted the tiara. “Do I look appealing to the human eye, adorned so?”

      “You look very appealing,” Schwarzy replied, as sincere as sincerely monotone got.

      “Thank you.” The Akanarin crouched down for a better look in the mirror. “I think so too.”

      Oh god, now or never. I leaned forward, only a little – but enough. Schwarzy saw me. “The beacon?” I mouthed. “You found it?”

      Schwarzy nodded. Then quick enough that his hologram seemed to struggle to keep up, he snatched the beacon from the bucket and threw it over the Akanarin’s bent back.

      But those phase pressure sensors must’ve still been set too high – and about a metre too far to the left – because he lobbed the beacon out the door in a huge arcing throw that was heading nowhere near me.

      I launched myself into midair. Caught the beacon with one outstretched hand. Landed. But too hard. My ankle turned out from under me and I thumped to the carpet with a yelp.

      Oh my god.

      A glimpse of tiara turning towards me, but I was already rolling away – to the side, to the wall, pressing myself as flat as I could. But god, what good would that do? If the Akanarin came looking, then I was—

      “Halt!”

      Schwarzy! He came sprinting out the door, skidded to a stop when he saw me, then went tearing off down the corridor in the opposite direction.

      It was one hell of a diversion. The Akanarin didn’t even glance my way. Just went charging off after Schwarzy, mind-yelling all the while, “Stop him! Someone stop him!”

      I scrambled upwards and feetwards and limped back towards the fire door. Tucked myself tight into the alcove, and peeked out just in time to see another Akanarin come careening around the corner, heft a barcode scanner gun in one big spindly hand and open fire.

      A beam of light hit Schwarzy square in the chest. In less than a blink, he fizzled into glittery nothing.

      “Oh god, Schwarzy,” I whispered. “Oh no.”

      His sunglasses clattered to the floor. The evil minion with the barcode scanner bent to pick them up.

      “What is the matter?” the bedazzled minion asked. “What are those?”

      I didn’t hear the reply. They’d stopped projecting suddenly, and I knew exactly why.

      “Dr M?” I whispered. I shuffled around and tapped lightly. “You still there?”

      The fire door came open enough for me to scoot through. “Oh Hannah, I heard such a commotion,” Dr Mensah said in a freaked-out rush. “Oh my goodness, are you all right?

      “I’m fine, and I’ve got the beacon. But the Akanarin are onto us, Dr M. We need to get out of here. Now.”
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* * *

      We made it back to the first floor room and locked the door behind us. I was still limping a little, but I was making it work.

      “Are you quite sure you’re all right?” Dr Mensah asked.

      “I’ve had worse,” I told her. “Mostly at the hands of the monster who plays fullback for Elmslow High. I think she might actually be a cyborg.”

      Dr Mensah blinked at me in a way I very much recognised from all my dealings with epically weird aliens. So, “She’s not actually a cyborg.”

      “Then we can be thankful for small blessings, at least.” Dr Mensah glanced down at the beacon in my hand. “For all our blessings, I suppose… I’m to understand, Hannah, that we simply wear this device about our person and somehow it will transport us to a place of safety?”

      I couldn’t blame her for sounding doubtful. “I know it seems completely out there, but Col knows what he’s talking about. I promise. Here.” I twisted the snapped wire together and handed the beacon to Dr Mensah. “Put it on.”

      But Dr Mensah didn’t. She held the wire in her hands instead, stretching it out between them. “This isn’t long enough for us both to wear at the same time.”

      “It’s okay. It’ll still work, just as long as I’m holding it too.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “But—”

      “Dr M, please. We don’t have much time until they come looking for us. That’s if they aren’t already.”

      “Yes, of course. Oh, of course. You’re quite right.” Dr Mensah slid the wire around her neck and held the beacon out to me. “I assume you know how to activate this?”

      “In theory,” I said. “Which, like, fingers crossed is about to also be in practice.” I squeezed my hand around Dr Mensah’s, held it tight to the beacon, made sure at least one of my fingertips was just barely touching the crystal. “Colin, I need your help – now!”

      And then I snatched my hand away.

      Col, he’d said, one person, one trip and I wasn’t taking the risk. Dr Mensah was the one person, and this was her one trip.

      “Hannah, what—” Dr Mensah began, but her words cut off as the shimmer of a transport beam flared and then faded in front of my eyes.

      There. Dr Mensah was safe. That was all I could do for now. I just had to hope it was enough.

      I reached for the door. Time to make my dramatic, hella improbable ingenious escape.

      The universe so totally owed me that.
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      First things first, I had to get out of the hotel.

      Outside, there might be people who hadn’t seen Creepy Bob’s broadcast, who weren’t compelled yet. Or just people who hadn’t been affected properly. Teenagers like me with raging buckets of hormones and fluxy brain chemistry. Maybe we could all band together and form some sort of epic teen resistance force, like something straight out of the totally depressing YA novel that was apparently my life now.

      I stood at the top of the stairwell, frozen with my complete lack of decision making ability. Up or down? Lobby or roof?

      Eurgh. But my thinking? The Akanarin had been guarding the front door back when they didn’t have anything to be suspicious about. Now that they knew something was up, surely security was gonna be highkey hardcore.

      Therefore? Up it was.

      Maybe I could find a window somewhere that opened, climb out, become one with a creepy alleyway. New York was all about creepy alleyways, wasn’t it? Alleyways and weird stairs that dropped down out of other stairs like rusty attic ladders.

      So that was the plan: an open window, weird attic stairs, creepy alleyway. Possibly also teen resistance force, just so long as the universe felt cooperative. And if it did, then I definitely wouldn’t say no to the requisite stoically handsome love interest.

      I skedaddled upstairs, feeling a little better suddenly. A little more optimistic. I’d found my glimmer of hope and I was basking in it like a Vitamin D deprived cat. I had a plan now. Good things were bound to happen when you just put your trust in the universe.

      So, full of growing hope and surging optimism, I pushed open the stairwell door – to be met by a freaking huge Akanarin.

      “Uh…”

      The big black lizard eyes that gave me the ’ole up-and-down were totally clear. This was no compelled underling. This was a straight-up, full-on evil minion.

      I moved to step past him. Thought maybe, just maybe, I could bluff my way past on the wings of a fake mind-whammy, but—

      “Stop.” The familiar pressure of compulsion pulsed into life in my head, but it was just a nudge. I didn’t even need Deeke’s help. I could push it away on my own. “Why are you here?” the Akanarin asked.

      “I was told to come here,” I replied, trying hard to keep my voice flat and blank, and not ‘Toni when he sees a spider’ hysterical.

      “By who?”

      “One of you.”

      “Who?”

      “One of you.”

      A sigh sounded in my head. “You will follow me.”

      And then what could I do? I had to follow him.

      I figured, if I kept up the act long enough, if the universe finally felt like making it up to me, then maybe we’d pass a conveniently open window and I could hustle.

      But because the universe hated me and wanted me to cry, no windows. Straight into a fancy lift instead, one that powered us up and up to what must’ve been the most expensive suite in the place.

      Evil Minion Number Whatever hauled me into the suite’s main sitting room, then left without a word, only stopping long enough to lock every door behind himself.

      I took a nervy step forward. The wall in front of me was glass, the biggest of big money views: Central Park and the skyscrapers of Manhattan beyond. There were still so many lights on, even though it had to be late, nearer morning than not.

      I took another step and—

      My heart slammed. Creepy Bob. Standing there, looking out, her fivehead pressed to the glass in a weird echo of that moment back on the ship.

      “The city that never sleeps,” she said. “Quite the view, hmm?” But Creepy Bob wasn’t looking at the view. In the reflection in the crystal clear glass, she was watching me watch her.

      And what she saw? One Hannah Stanton, two seconds from snapping, and so, so obviously not even slightly under compulsion.

      “Hello again, Hannah,” Creepy Bob said, her amusement clear. “Are you quite finished with your little charade?”

      Oh god. Nothing for it – except, maybe, to fake it until I made it. So I took a breath, then I just straight-up dropped the act and glared. “Hey, Bob. Enjoying your gala?”

      No answer. She flamingo-stalked over to me instead, did her freakily-knuckled finger under the chin routine, and tipped my head back at such a sharp angle that my neck complained in a crunchy, clicky, totally ouch kinda way.

      I didn’t let her know that, though. I just kept on glaring.

      (I’m told on good authority that I’ve inherited Mum’s glare, and Mum’s glare is a legit weapon of mass destruction. You bet your bum I kept on glaring.)

      “You’ve had help,” Creepy Bob said thoughtfully. “Who was it? Some meddling busybody from the Council?”

      “None of your creepy beeswax,” I snapped.

      That got a creepy, humourless laugh. “I ask, you see, because not so very long ago my ship opened fire on a vessel from the Department of Uncontacted Peoples. A scientific observation vessel, in fact, which I wonder…” Creepy Bob let her hand drop. I did not let my glare drop. “Did you know, such vessels are equipped with no weaponry. None at all. They are entirely defenceless.”

      “You’re lying,” I said.

      “It took quite some time for your friend’s ship to burn up upon re-entry to Earth’s atmosphere. Death would have been far from instantaneous.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Far from instantaneous and immensely painful.”

      “You’re lying about shooting down the ship,” I ground out. “You didn’t even know it was there. You’re just guessing. And you’re lying.”

      “Am I?” Creepy Bob said.

      “Like, yeah! Of course you are. You don’t do anything but lie, you creepy bumwipe.”

      (You know that saying, throw caution to the wind? I’d pretty much reached the point where I was throwing it straight into the eye of a hurricane.)

      “You have resisted my compulsion multiple times now. How?”

      “Turns out I have fluxy brain chemistry,” I snapped. “Who’d’a thunk it, huh?”

      “Temperamental enough to resist a time or two, but not in perpetuity. How did you do it?”

      I turned the glare up to full blast and opened fire. “Let me say it again for the peeps in the back. None. Of. Your. Creepy. Beeswax.”

      Creepy Bob’s expression went totally blank then, no head tilt or anything. “Restrain her.”

      A figure detached from the shadows by the curtains, moving quicker that my eyes could track. But I caught one flash of silver in the blur.

      Kal.

      His hands clamped around my poor mangled wrists, hard enough that the bones ground together as he pulled my arms behind my back.

      “Ow!”

      But Kal didn’t let up. Held tighter. Moved to stand so close that I could feel the puff of his breath against my hair.

      “Oh dear,” Creepy Bob said, sounding anything but concerned, “do your wrists pain you, Hannah?”

      “Little bit, yeah,” I snapped, “because I’m not a psychopathic freakjob like you, Bob. Why did you even have to tie us all up in the first place? Not feeling confident in your abilities, is that it? Was it stage fright? Did you get creepy cold feet?”

      But Creepy Bob didn’t respond to my goading. Instead, weirdly calm, weirdly contemplative, she said, “I had to be certain that the compulsion had taken hold. So many minds…” Her eyes drifted to the window. “No Akanarin has ever done as I have done before. No Akanarin has ever been as powerful as I.”

      It took everything in me not to spit at her, ‘Except the poor kid you’re stealing the power from!’

      “But to compel so many,” Creepy Bob carried on, “so quickly, so thoroughly…” She looked back at me then with a sudden snap of her head. “It was you who gave me the idea, Hannah.”

      “What?” I said blankly. “What?”

      “All your bluster in attempting to hide your primitive communication device. It made me wonder. A voice, an image, an order, transmitted across the vast reaches of this world…and when my underling told me of how she altered her compulsion to allow it to be recorded, I thought – how simple it would be to do the same. To broadcast my will and my words to this entire pitiful planet. To lay down my dominion without taking a single step. All because of you, Hannah.”

      All I could do was blink. It wasn’t my patented ‘aliens are weird’ blink. It was just shock. Plain old, flat-out shock.

      My fault. Mine.

      “Was that some manner of diversion, I wonder,” Creepy Bob said, “your little dalliance with my underling. Your presence at the observatory. Perhaps to allow your mysterious, departed friend to retrieve the Watchkeeper’s mayday message? To send it to the Council? To beg for their benevolent aid?”

      I glared at her and didn’t answer.

      “No more words, Hannah? How surprising. But no matter. You should know that I have damaged the communications array beyond any hope of repair. And now your friend is dead and the message you worked so hard to retrieve is entirely useless.”

      The rage monster was rising. “You’re lying,” I spat out. “You are lying.”

      “If you say it often enough, does it become true?”

      I wasn’t sure what was true anymore. Colin should’ve been back – and he wasn’t. Still wasn’t. That was true. Creepy Bob was lying about some stuff, yeah. But about everything? I couldn’t be sure, and increasingly, I so totally wasn’t.

      “Not that it matters,” Creepy Bob said. “In fact, the only truth that does matter is that I have had enough of your petulant prevaricating.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’ve had enough of your everything, you evil freaking—”

      “Be quiet.”

      I stopped. I had to, just to suck in a pained breath instead. Creepy Bob was pushing a compulsion suddenly – a strong one, and it was getting stronger by the second.

      “How did you resist my compulsion? Who helped you?”

      “Santa,” I forced out against the pulsing in my head. “The Tooth Fairy. The freaking Easter Bunny, you whackjob, psychopathic fu—”

      “Silence.”

      I shut my mouth with a click. Rocked back on my heels. Blinked – slowly.

      “Ah,” Creepy Bob said. “Finally. What a stubborn creature you are.”

      It was like being underwater with my eyes open. Everything wobbly and indistinct. This was High Compulsion, not a single fricking doubt about it, but worse than back at the car park. Worse than in the ballroom. Stronger.

      Closer.

      The sliding door behind Creepy Bob came ajar – just a crack. Someone was moving in the room beyond. A blur. I forced my eyes into another blink. And the blur unblurred.

      Deeke.

      She looked awful – her skin more grey than green, her eyes more grey than black. And now I understood: Deeke in the spaceship door, Deeke in the ballroom, Deeke, here, in the hotel room. The closer Deeke got, the more powerful the compulsion Creepy Bob could siphon off. And right then, right there, with Deeke just a few steps away, it couldn’t get any more powerful.

      “I am wearied by you,” Creepy Bob said carelessly. “And I find I care not about whatever meddlesome plan you attempted to enact. It failed. You failed. You are an insect, Hannah Stanton. And it is long past time that you were exterminated.”

      She turned, picked up something from a coffee table by the window, and held it out for me to see. “What is this?”

      I wanted to stay silent but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. “It’s a knife,” I said.

      It was. One of those huge fancy ones with swirly patterns on the blade. The kind Toni used when he was feeling extra cheffy.

      “Is it sharp, do you think?”

      “Totally.” Incredibly, completely razor-sharp.

      “Deadly, would you say?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yes,” Creepy Bob agreed, sounding delighted. “It is.” She held the knife out towards me, handle first. “I want you to take this knife, Hannah. And with it, I want you to slit your own throat.”

      Kal let go. My wrists were killing me, the tulle sticking to the dried-up blood, but I didn’t notice. Not properly. Not the way I should have. It was like I was reading it in a book instead. Or watching it on TV. It was happening – but distant from me.

      “Do it,” Creepy Bob said. “Now.”

      I took the knife. I touched the knife to the side of my neck. No pressure but the tip broke the skin anyway, so sharp I couldn’t really feel it, felt the dribble of blood down my neck instead.

      And through in the bedroom, Deeke’s face twitched.

      I noticed that. Even through the compulsion fog, I noticed that. Her face twitched like a flinch. I saw her eyes flick, her head cock so sharply it had to hurt, and then—

      The burn started in my forehead, strong and fierce; the High Compulsion dropped away, instantly and completely.

      Only Creepy Bob’s compulsion left, and I shrugged it off without trying.

      Then I jerked the knife away from my throat.

      “What—” Creepy Bob began. “How—”

      But I didn’t have to answer. Didn’t even have to think about what to say, because the universe had – finally, finally – decided to make it up to me.

      The tiniest, faintest fizzle sounded in my head. Then, “Hannah!”

      “Col!” I screamed. “Col, help me!”

      And I took the knife, and I threw it – straight at Creepy Bob.
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      Thing is, I’d forgotten about the whole ‘Akanarin skin is largely impenetrable’ nugget, so the knife mostly just bumped off Creepy Bob’s chest in a fizzle of sparks and clattered to the floor.

      A shocked, still second ticked past, where we all just stood there staring down at the knife.

      Then, “Seize her!” Creepy Bob roared.

      Kal lunged at me – but I was already tripping backwards. I landed hard on my bum, smacked my head against the window.

      “Colin!” I screamed. “Colin, help!”

      In the next second I was aware of only two things: the blinding pulse of Kal’s barcode gun firing straight at me, and the tug of the transportation beam pulling me upwards.

      I closed my eyes and—

      “Oh my god.”

      —I was still alive.

      I mean, as far as I could tell anyway. My heart was still beating. My lungs were still breathing. I gave myself an experimental pat. Everything important still felt functional and attached.

      “Oh, thank god.”

      I opened my eyes, totally expecting to have zipped straight up into the wonderful, safe, cranky, beepy, grumpy awesomeness of Colin’s shiny white, custardy spaceship.

      But I wasn’t. And I hadn’t. Unless Colin was having electricity issues. Because I was sat in total darkness instead.

      Total darkness that smelled very faintly like… “Air freshener?” I mouthed to no one at all.

      I clambered to my feet. Stuck out my hands and stumbled forward. A motion sensor ticked somewhere. Lights clicked on. An extractor fan started to whir.

      And I blinked. In front of me was a floor-to-ceiling wooden door, bolted firmly shut. Behind me? Was a toilet.

      “Oh my god.”

      I knew exactly where I was – in the ladies loos in The Snails Arms.

      (Seriously though, what is it with the universe, me, and loos?)

      I wrenched the bolt across, yanked open the stall door, the loo door, I went crashing out into the hall and skidded to a stop on the flagstones.

      “Mum! Toni! Oh my god, are you here?” No answer. “Col? Anybody? Hello?”

      Nothing. And no one, because no one was there.

      They’d left in a hurry, though. The front door was hanging half open, the bottom bolt dragging a little across the flagstones in the breeze. And the TV on the wall behind the bar was talking to itself – or, to be creepily precise, Creepy Bob was talking to herself. A recording of her speech from the gala was playing on a news channel.

      You will hear me. In this room and beyond.

      My forehead started tingling. “Oh, no you fricking don’t, you freaking psychopath!”

      I grabbed a water jug from on top of the bar and threw it straight at the wall. The TV slipped off its mount and smashed to the floor, all shattered plastic and a shower of sparks. And Creepy Bob’s voice faded away too, like an echo dying, but in my brain instead of my ears.

      I stared down at the mess, feeling sick. Everyone who’d seen the message on TV, who’d heard it, everyone who’d been in The Snail’s Arms that morning – they’d be compelled now too. Mum and Toni included.

      “Oh god.”

      A fizzle in my head, then a faint, crackly voice. “Hannah – can – hear me—”

      “Colin!” I ran back out into the hall and wrenched a window open. “Colin,” I shouted, “what is it? Where are you?”

      The fizzle started again “—signal – entered atmosphere – evade – cannot – must get – higher – get to – higher ground—”

      “Higher ground?” I repeated incredulously. “This is Cheshire, Col! There is no higher ground!”

      “—must – higher – have to – higher—”

      “Oh my god, I heard you the first time!”

      Frantically, I scanned the horizon. It wasn’t long past dawn but there was light enough to see. No mountains in Little Buckford. No hills. One half-demolished cottage. One wobbly barn.

      But – one tall thing. The tallest thing for miles and miles around…

      “Colin, if you can still hear me, I have an idea. A totally terrible, awful idea. But I’m running with it.”

      (Because don’t I always?)

      I spun on my heel and headed straight to the kitchen. I needed the back door. It was an emergency exit, the quickest, most direct way out. There didn’t seem to be any evil minions kicking around outside. But I wasn’t taking my chances with the front door and the car park and the main road.

      No one in the kitchen either when I skidded in, despite the faint smell of cooking still hanging in the air – paella cooking, to be Valencianly exact. I was in such a major hurry that I knocked against the oversized pan as I skedaddled past, and a little paella slopped to the floor. The rice was pretty raw-looking still, hardly any of the yellowy broth cooked away.

      But raw or not, Toni wouldn’t have started cooking breakfast for the supersoldiers if he’d known anything was wrong. So that had to mean Creepy Bob was being sneaky, rolling out the compulsion a little at a time. But still rolling it out fast. Because it had started in New York, spread to Cheshire – what, a five hour time difference? Who knew how far it had reached by now.

      Or how many people it had affected.

      “Oh god.”

      And if the compulsion worked on TV, then surely it would work on phones and iPads and anything with sound and video. God, wait – maybe even just sound. Or did it even need sound?

      (It did not, oh my god.)

      In a proper panic, I smacked to a stop against the back door, reached for the metal access bar, pushed it down – and the door didn’t open. It didn’t even budge.

      “What…”

      The thing about the back door? It was never locked. It didn’t lock. Not from the inside. That was the whole point.

      “Why are you locked?” I whispered frantically. “Oh god, why are you locked?”

      But then—

      “Oh my god.”

      —the slip-slap of big, bare, creepy feet on the flagstones, getting louder, getting closer, and stopping at the kitchen door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          32

        

      

    

    
      I spun around. “Oh my god, are you freaking kidding me?”

      The Akanarin ducked through the doorway. He was huge – taller than Deeke, with muscles that actually looked like muscles instead of grey string beans.

      “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.”

      I skedaddled left. The Akanarin got there first.

      Right. Same result.

      I flung myself over one of the prep stations, which put a nice, long, reassuring stainless steel expanse between me and the huge evil alien – but also between me and the only other way out.

      (Evil swings and psychopathic roundabouts, you know?)

      “You will submit to my dominion, pitiful human,” the Akanarin said, attempting to push a totally low-grade, bog-standard compulsion at me. But my brain was a pro at saying nah to those things by then, so it was all, ‘lol no.’

      “Yeah,” I said. “Not happening. So not happening.” I flailed about behind me on the worktop until my hand found something metal and potentially threatening. “Aha!” I said, wielding it. Then, “Oh,” when I saw what I was wielding.

      A fish slice.

      Creepy Bob was up in her penthouse with her designer knives, carving up some Hannah sashimi and all I could find in Toni’s actual working kitchen was a fish slice.

      “I command you,” the Akanarin roared, oddly not all that threatened by the fish slice.

      “Look, buddy. Give it up. It’s just not happening.” And then I took the fish slice and I threw it at a big black eyeball.

      Not much of a distraction, but it worked. The Akanarin swatted the fish slice away, and I made my move. Leapt over the counter. Tried to dart around the evil minion to the door. But—

      A huge creepily muscled body turned towards me. A huge four-knuckled hand snatched out to grab me. And a huge flat foot slipped on some spilled paella.

      “Oh my god!”

      The Akanarin’s eyes stretched wide, and for one full millisecond he seemed frozen, stalled right there at the top of his topple.

      Then – wham!

      Off he went, tipping backwards, his hands scrabbling in midair, desperately trying to break his fall. But all he managed to do instead was grab a handle and dump a huge pan of half-cooked paella all over himself.

      A huge pan – that whacked him on the head with an echoing clang.

      And then…

      He lay there, collapsed on the floor, limbs akimbo, staring blankly up at the ceiling with paella slopped all over him.

      And as if I was falling for that. “I’m not an idiot!” I shouted at him “You’re not unconscious. I know you’re faking!”

      Because legit, the second I tried to step over him, you know that was a one hundred percent horror movie ankle-grab in the making.

      I picked up my fish slice so I could throw it again. Then I threw it. Then I got a mixing bowl and threw that too. A handful of wooden spoons. The blue chopping board for fish. Then the green one for veg. The big egg-whipping thing from the mixer.

      And the Akanarin didn’t react at all. He didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Uh…what?”

      So okay, a human couldn’t hit an Akanarin – with a freaking razor sharp knife – hard enough to give them so much as a paper cut, but a paella pan could knock them out cold? Apparently?

      “Like, sounds false,” I whispered hysterically, “but okay?”

      (Evil alien gift horses, metaphorical non-existent mouths, not looking in them? That sort of stuff.)

      My extraterrestrial roid-rage friend had been pretty helpful with the whole ding-donging himself into comedy unconsciousness thing, but I didn’t know how long that would keep. And the last thing I needed was him coming after me if and when I finally managed to make my heroic, ingenious escape.

      (It takes a while yet, no lie. And it’s not exactly ingenious. Kinda heroic though, I guess, in a unhinged-type of way.)

      So I had to stop him. Tie him up or…lock him in a bedroom, maybe? No, but then I’d have to haul him upstairs somehow.

      How could I…?

      A thought struck, not totally unlike a flying fish slice – mostly vis-à-vis the evil, vindictive universe and its fascination with loos. And that thought?

      Medieval torture dungeon toilets.

      “Oh my god, actual, literal genius is what you are, Hannah.” I grabbed a bony ankle and started to haul. “Okay, surprisingly light.” Because yes, surprisingly light. “Uh, creepily so. But like, also helpfully so.”

      I dragged the evil minion across the hall to the loos. His head thumped and smacked about on the uneven flagstones, and let me tell you how much I did not care.

      (At all, is how much, just fyi.)

      I yanked and I hauled and I shoved and I pushed until my huge evil friend was all stuffed up and stuffed into one of the ladies loos’ stalls. If he woke up and wanted out, he’d totally get out. Nothing would stop that. But the wood was thick, the lock was decent. It would definitely hold him up for a while.

      I snagged the master key from the behind the bar, and then I took one last look: the Akanarin lying there, half on the floor but mostly on the loo, slumped over the bowl like the aftermath of some epic intergalactic pub crawl.

      “God,” I muttered, “how much do I wish I had my phone with me right now?”

      Then I slammed the door shut and locked it tight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Straight back out into the hall, straight to the front door, heading straight out the door at full-speed-Hannah – when something caught my eye.

      Plastic box, red lid, white handle, big ’ole snail.

      “Lottie!” It was Carlotta, sitting in her plastic travel case on the sideboard, the one Toni put her in when he wanted company behind the bar. “Oh my god, Lottie!”

      No way was I leaving Carlotta to the mercies of a ding-donged evil alien. So I grabbed the case and yanked the front door shut hard enough behind me to make the bolt fall into place.

      “There,” I muttered, “that’ll hold you up a little more, you evil freakjob.”

      I hugged the edge of the building all the way round to the back, checked left, check right, saw no aliens – then bolted. But clutching Lottie’s case in one hand made vaulting dramatically over the boundary hedge not a great idea – or even a feasible one. So I scooted along until I found a sparse patch and hustled through.

      And then I ran. Went tearing – still a touch limpily – across the fields, made it ten metres from the man-eating sheep’s favourite picnic area, then five, two, one…

      The second I became aware of someone behind me was a second too late. The Akanarin grabbed my ankle and brought me crashing to the ground with him.

      “Oh my god, give it up, you absolute freak!”

      I twisted around before his grip could tighten more. Took Carlotta’s case and swung it down at his oversized head with a totally red-cardable overhead swing. The Akanarin’s head didn’t crack – but the case did. Carlotta went flying. She smacked to the grass and rolled to a stop between my knees, tucked up tight in her shell.

      “Let me go, you evil whackjob!” I screamed at the Akanarin.

      I kneed him in the head a few times. Tried to kick him in the head too, but his grip on my other leg was just too strong. I couldn’t get the leverage. I couldn’t get free. I couldn’t—

      Carlotta peeked her head out of her shell, and the Akanarin went very still, very suddenly. Carlotta eyeballed him from the top of her glistening eyestalks, and the Akanarin’s grip on my ankle went lax, equally suddenly. Carlotta pulled herself up to her full slimy height, and the Akanarin—

      “Argh!”

      —screamed. Actually full-on screamed, and kept on screaming as he scrambled to his big, creepy feet and straight-up ran away.

      I blinked. “Wh…what just happened?”

      But Carlotta had no answer. And I had no answer. So we tabled the Q&A by mutual agreement and got a move on.

      Carlotta’s case was broken to bits, completely useless. So I scooped her up and tucked her safely into the pocket of my hoodie instead. Then? I ran straight for the Big Dish.

      Like I’d told Colin, I had an idea. It wasn’t much of one, but this was it: take the lift up to the actual, like, dish part of the Big Dish, then climb all the way up the focus tower. That’d get me a nice, clean one hundred meters above ground, which was as high as high got in Little Buckford – external stimulants not withstanding.

      I just had to hope that was high enough.

      I looked up as I ran and saw I’d lucked out. The Big Dish was still parked for whatever maintenance Mum had been doing, the bowl of the dish at horizontal, the focus tower in the middle sticking straight up into the Cheshire sky.

      I’d been up that tower a few times with Mum, when she’d been fiddling with the receivers and I’d been bored enough to pretend to be interested. So in a very theoretical kind of way I knew where I was going and I knew how to get there. The question was, could I?

      “Guess it’s time to find out,” I muttered.

      I jumped the low fence in front of the control room, and made straight for the Big Dish’s nearest support tower. Smacked through the door there, hoping against hope that the service lift was waiting at the bottom.

      “Oh, thank god.”

      It was – this big, rickety freight lift, powerful but so slow. I scrambled in, pulled the grate into place, and slapped my hand to the power button.

      The lift began to rise.

      No windows. If Creepy Bob’s evil minion had gotten over his snail freak out and was coming back for me, I had no way to know. All I could do was stare at the peeling paint on the walls and count every ridiculously slow second that passed.

      Then—

      The lift clanged and bounced to a stop. I wrenched open the grate and flew out along the upper gangway, clanged up the steps until I was right under the dish, then hauled bum up the ladder there, straight out onto the dish itself.

      “Ow!”

      Oh my god, so bright. I had to stop for a second, squinting against the whiteness of the dish, then squinting against the glare of the rising sun as I looked up – and up and up – at the focus tower.

      “Okay yup, that’s pretty high,” I said faintly.

      The tower wasn’t really made for climbing – not without hard hats and safety harnesses and all sorts of health and safety certificates. But there was a ladder, a really thin one with even thinner rungs, painted black so you could pick them out against the glare.

      Which I did, as I climbed. And made it to the top. Slammed open the access hatch. Clambered out onto the platform beside the receiver box, then up onto the box itself, and stood there with the aircraft warning light flashing away between my feet.

      “Colin!” I shouted. “I’m as high as Cheshire gets! If you’ve got a plan, now’s the time.”

      Nothing – at first. Then a white blob swooping down out of the wispy clouds.

      “Colin!” I shouted. “I’m here!”

      It was the first time I’d ever seen Colin’s ship from the outside, and his ship was a legit flying saucer, like something straight out of every dodgy UFO sighting there’s ever been. A big white-glass flying saucer. And behind it, flying straight at me?

      “Oh my god.”

      Was Creepy Bob’s ship.

      Swinging down out of the sky, getting faster as it arced closer, like a boulder running down hill. Then a sudden crackle, a snap of static electricity, and the terraformer shot out a pulse of fiery light. It missed Colin’s ship by a breath – and blew a hole straight through the Big Dish instead.

      The impact sent the whole tower rocking and me flying. I crashed down onto the platform below and smacked my side against the guard rail on the way, hard enough to wind myself.

      “Ugh,” I groaned. I tried to move. But – nope, not yet. I had to struggle to gulp down a breath instead. Another breath. Another. Then, “Bunch of freaking alien nutjobs,” I ground out, and put my guns of steel to use to haul myself back up onto the receiver box.

      “Hannah!”

      Colin’s ship stopped so suddenly and so sharply beside the focus tower that the terraformer overshot. It swung wildly off into the distance, miles away before I’d even blinked. But already the tone of the engines was picking up as the ship changed direction, heading back our way.

      A hatch appeared in the side of Colin’s UFO, and Colin appeared out of the hatch. “Hannah,” he shouted, reaching out across the gap between us with a huge pincer. “Quickly! You must jump!”

      I looked down and then wished very much so that I hadn’t. “It’s too far, Col! I’ll never make it!”

      “You will! I shall catch you!”

      “I don’t think—”

      But then, no time to think. The shrill crackle of the energy cannon. A blast of blindingly bright light thundering towards me. The blown-to-bits bowl of the dish so far below me.

      “Oh god!”

      I leapt off the platform and out into the empty air.
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      Colin caught me.

      One tiny flinch and he would absolutely, totally have snapped me in half. But he didn’t flinch. He caught me and tossed me up into the safety of the ship.

      “Engage shields!” he shouted, hauling himself back in too, and in the same instant the hatch zipped closed.

      The console beeped. And the ship rocked – but only a little. Far less than you would’ve expected after getting clobbered by a huge ball of evil alien raygun-type stuff.

      “Oh, Hannah!” Colin said desperately, reaching for me. “Oh, I am so glad to—”

      “Col!” I threw myself into the middle of the pincer explosion and hugged him hardcore. “You’re okay! Oh my god, you’re okay.”

      A mandible smoothed through my hair. “My dear little hatchling.”

      But no time for emotional reunions. Something beeped. Then whirred. Then beeped again.

      Colin disengaged with one last pat of a pincer. To the console, he said, “Engage the cloaking field, please. Then take an evasive outer atmospheric orbit. And open the observation port, if you would be so kind.”

      The console bleeped at him, and the far side of the room started to carve open again. We were powering up into the sky, going completely vertically. I could see the terraformer scooting about below us, obviously still searching for Colin’s ship, but growing smaller and smaller as we whizzed upwards.

      And when we stopped – couldn’t have been more than five seconds later – the view of Earth through the window was awesome but a little hazy. We’d parked just short of being properly out in space.

      I heaved in a breath. It felt like the first proper one I’d taken in hours. “Col, what are we going to do about—”

      But the console interrupted. More beeping, frantic this time.

      Colin’s eyes went wide on the top of their stalks. “Oh, the seven moons! There is another lifeform on board with us!”

      “Oh my god!” I spun around, looking over to where the hatch had disappeared. “Where?” Had Creepy Bob’s evil minion followed me? Had he climbed in too? “Where, Col? Oh my god, where?”

      Colin didn’t reply. I wheeled back around – and found his eyes fixed straight on my belly.

      “Oh my god!” I yelped.

      I patted frantically at my stomach. And it felt completely fine, no surprise alien babies in residence. But I did feel something…

      “Oh no, wait. God.” I flopped a little with relief. “Col, I think you mean Carlotta.”

      I scooped her out of my pocket. Carlotta was still tucked away inside her shell – which looked fine, thank god – but she peeked her head out when I settled her in my palm, then came squelching out completely when she saw it was me.

      I gave her a very gentle finger pat between her twitching eyestalks. “Hiya, Lottie. Thanks for saving my life back there. I owe you, like, a year’s supply of bananas.”

      “Hannah?” Colin said, sounding totes confused, and for once I couldn’t blame him.

      “This is Carlotta. She’s Toni’s pet snail.” I held Carlotta out for Colin to see. “Too cute, isn’t she?”

      “Oh, by the seven moons!” Col reared up and startled backwards. He smacked into the console so hard that something cracked. “Oh, may the light of the seven moons protect us!”

      I blinked at him in disbelief. “Oh my god, what is so scary to all you huge freaking aliens about one little snail?”

      “Hardly little!”

      “Hardly scary!”

      “Perhaps…” A clear box moulded itself out of the floor at my feet. “Perhaps you could place your…friend in here for the duration? She may be more comfortable.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s you who’d be more comfortable,” I muttered, but I did what Colin wanted.

      The box sealed itself up and zipped away to the farthest curve of the wall behind me. Only then did Colin scuttle closer again.

      “I’m not even gonna ask,” I told him.

      “A wise decision,” Col agreed, still looking over at Lottie like she was a Welsh vampire doctor and he’d misplaced his crucifix and holy water.

      “But what I am gonna ask?” Because, like, majorly important point: “Where are the massive forces, Col? Because I’m thinking they’re not here.”

      “They are not,” Colin said. “The communication array was sabotaged beyond my ability to repair. I could not transmit Helmsman Kal’s message. Nor, indeed, one of my own.”

      But that meant, “They’re not coming then, right? We’re on our own? No massive massed forces to the rescue? No intergalactic pan of paella to go bang, wham, wallop?”

      “Paella…” Colin echoed absently, totally lost in thought. Until – “Oh my!” – his eyestalks swivelled inwards suddenly, eyes going wide at the sight of each other, then equally wide as they swung back to me. “Hannah!” Colin exclaimed. “You must tell me, what are the primary ingredients of the grain dish you call paella?”

      I was still getting my breath back – and my wits too, turns out. Because all I could do for a second was pant desperately and blink disbelievingly.

      “What?”

      “Hannah, please,” Colin said, sounding weirdly urgent. He started to clack out a crazy fast rhythm on the console. “This is of great importance. The ingredients! Quickly!”

      “Oh my god, keep your nonexistent hair on.” I had to think for a sec. “I mean, rice, mostly? Water, olive oil. I think it was chicken paella, but I didn’t look properly, so maybe rabbit too. Maybe snails. Green beans. Salt. Rosemary. Tomatoes. Paprika. Uh…yeah, that’s it.”

      Our friendly neighbourhood hologram fizzed into life and conjured up what looked like some fancy molecular diagrams.

      “No, no, no,” Colin muttered as each flicked past. “No, none of these. Something else. There has to be something else.”

      “There isn’t, Col. That’s it.”

      “Hannah, there has to be,” Colin insisted.

      “Uh…” I must’ve watched Toni make his paella a thousand times, helped him make it just as many. I knew the recipe off by heart. I’d told Colin everything. There was nothing else to tell.

      Except – wait.

      An image flashed in my mind: the Akanarin lying on the kitchen floor, covered head to toe in rice and broth, and the broth that weird, rich goldeny-yellowy colour you just couldn’t get from anything else but—

      “Saffron,” I said.

      “Saffron?”

      I stepped closer to the console. “Yeah. It’s, like, little strands? Little red strands that smell kinda like hay and stuff. They give the colour to the rice. They’re from a flower, I think. Toni always moans about how much the good stuff costs. Saffron.”

      The hologram changed. A different molecular diagram appeared, zoomed in, and then just chilled there, spinning slowly in midair.

      “This is it,” Colin said. He was very still, pincer poised above the console. “This is how we stop her. This is how we stop B’oab.”

      I blinked at him. “With paella?”
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      Turns out those ‘certain respiratory weaknesses’ Colin mentioned a bajillion chapters ago? Turns out they’re pretty important after all.

      Because if you can exploit those weaknesses, you can make an Akanarin go sleepy-bye-bye for a bumtonne of time. Hours, days—

      “Months even,” Colin said.

      “Months?” I echoed. “Months?”

      “Indeed. Exposure to the compound in question induces a particularly acute state of systemic dormancy.”

      “Like yeah, I’ll say.”

      Col explained in more detail. Apparently it was all because of, like…some sort of chemical compound found in saffron? That’s pretty much impossible to find in the known universe? I think? Something like that…

      (I glazed over, to be honest. My chemistry abilities are up there with my physics talents. And by up there, I mean, down there, a couple hundred metres below sea level in a flooded, abandoned tin mine.)

      “But, Col – the creeper from the loos, he didn’t stay knocked out for long. That was five minutes max, if it even was. The only thing that actually got rid of him in the end was Carlotta.”

      “What you must understand, Hannah,” Colin said, “is that the presence of the compound in the original dish was minuscule, and already extremely diluted when the Akanarin came into contact with it.”

      “So you’re saying that, like, if one gram knocked him out for five minutes, what could a kilo of the stuff do? What could ten do?”

      A pincer clacked the affirmative. “Exactly. Thus, where would I find saffron in large quantities? Exceedingly large quantities?”

      What was I all of a sudden, the saffron expert? “Uh…Toni always buys the Spanish stuff. So Spain? I think. Morocco too? Maybe…is it Iran? India? Begins with an ‘I’ anyway.”

      “Yes,” Colin said, pincers tapping frantic on the console. “Yes. All of these.”

      A transport beam whooshed in and out, and in the next second, the opposite turn of the room was entirely full of saffron, heaped high from white-glass floor to curvy white-glass ceiling. The weird, soapy hospital smell of it was strong enough to make my eyes water.

      “Col.” My mouth dropped open. “Did you just steal…oh my god, that’s, like, hundreds of thousands of pounds worth.”

      “A small price to pay, one would think, for the potential salvation of the human race.”

      “Valid point.”

      (Totally was. But my point was valid too. And just fyi – turns out it was millions of pounds worth. Sorry, saffron farmers. I hope someone reimbursed you.)

      “Now I shall just…” Colin began, and in a blink the saffron was hovering, caught up in a big blob of gel, like a huge drop of rusty water floating in zero-g. Then just as quickly the drop became a flat crystal that levitated gently to the floor at my feet. “If you would?” Colin said, gesturing.

      I picked the crystal up. Tonnes and tonnes of saffron all smushed up and smooshed down inside a white-glass crystal the size of a dinner plate – and somehow the weight of one too.

      “Now what?” I asked, just about managing to stow my boggle.

      “Now?” Colin said. “We simply insert this device into the workings of the environmental controls of B’oab’s ship. It will then act to disperse the microdust into the atmosphere in such high quantities as to render all Akanarin on board unconscious. That, in turn, will give us enough time to make contact with the Council by other means.”

      “Wait.” I was still stuck on the first part of Colin’s hella optimistic equation. “It’ll knock them all out? All the Akanarin? Including Deeke?”

      “Yes,” Colin said, obviously puzzled at the relevance, “why would that matter in particular?”

      “Cause it’s Deeke,” I told him. “She’s the one with High Compulsion.”

      I saw the second realisation hit. Colin’s eyestalks flattened back against his big scaly head. “Oh, of course,” he said slowly. “Oh, that poor, dear child…”

      Horrified silence was the soundtrack of the moment. And it was also the soundtrack to the sci-fi movie cutscene going on outside. Because now that the stolen saffron mountain was condensed into a crystal dinner plate, we had our view back.

      And the view? Creepy Bob’s ship, pretty much level with us now, still scooting back and forth.

      “What’s it doing?” I asked.

      “Searching for us,” Colin said.

      Uh…“And is it going to find us?”

      “Not until I want it too.”

      “Until?” I echoed. “Don’t you mean unless?”

      “No.”

      “Col,” I said warningly. “Colin.”

      But Colin wasn’t having it. “B’oab will detect our presence shortly,” he said, “because getting the crystal aboard B’oab’s ship without first uncloaking my own is impossible.”

      “No it’s not!” I yelped. “Like, is so totally isn’t! Just do the beamy thing. Seriously, beam me over where I need to be. I’ll plug in the saffron air freshener and we’re good to go. Boom! Bunch of sleepy alien whackjobs.”

      But we were back to that thing where Colin tells me every idea I come up with won’t work. “B’oab’s ship has its own protective mechanism, which I cannot simply ‘beam’ you past. In order for me to transport you aboard, B’oab must first drop the terraformer’s shielding.”

      “As if she’s gonna do that, Col. C’mon, she’s so not.”

      “Exactly. So that is why we must trick her into doing so.”

      I choked out a laugh. “What are we gonna do, then? Ring the intergalactic doorbell and run away?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Colin said, and then didn’t speak in any manner even slightly at all.

      I fought a vaguely hysterical eyeroll and the eyeroll won. “How about in the manner of speaking where you actually explain your plan?”

      Then I totally wished I hadn’t asked, because Colin said, “Shortly, I will hail B’oab and offer myself as a hostage in exchange for the safety of Planet Earth. B’oab will lower her shields to allow me to dock. When she does so, I will beam you aboard, whereupon it will be simple enough to make your way to the environmental control panel and install the crystal.”

      Another hysterical eyeroll, nothing vague about it. “Okay, let’s say Creepy Bob agrees – and like, no idea why she would – what happens if I can’t get the crystal where it needs to go? Or if I do, and it doesn’t work? Couldn’t Creepy Bob just kill you, kill me, kill everyone else, and then terraform the frick out of Earth anyway?”

      “Yes,” Colin said. “Undoubtably.”

      “Colin! That is not a plan! That’s pretty much, totally a suicide mission!”

      “Hannah.” Colin reached out two pincers, took me by the shoulders, and scrunched down low enough to look me straight in the eye. “We have but one option before us and none other. We either try, or Planet Earth will fall within the hour. There is no other way.”

      “We’re certain about that?”

      “We are utterly certain.”

      I thought of Mum and Toni, and Nan, and Little Buckford, and all my family and friends.

      I thought of Kal and Deeke.

      I thought of everyone down there on Planet Earth who had not a single hope left but me and Colin and our bumtonne of saffron.

      “Then we try,” I said. “We have to at least try.”
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      “Then hide yourself,” Colin said. “And watch here.”

      I hugged the crystal dinner plate to my chest and hunkered down where he pointed, hidden away behind the console. A little holographic screen popped into life in front of me.

      “Disengage the cloak,” Colin told the console, “but disguise all lifesigns barring my own. Open a communications channel when you are ready.” The console gave an affirmative beep, then Colin spoke. “This is UIC Research Vessel Peregrination hailing the ship of B’oab Baakatarin. Please respond.”

      Nothing happened for a horrible long second or two. Then my little screen fizzed and settled, and I could see what Colin was seeing – Creepy Bob standing in the empty bridge of her creepy ship.

      “Where is she?” Creepy Bob said, not so much as a how d’you do.

      “The human child is dead,” Colin told her.

      Creepy Bob laughed – a mirthless, creepy little chuckle. “Oh, of course. How convenient.”

      Colin’s voice was blank. “I have disengaged the cloaking mechanism upon my ship. I am not blocking your instrumentation in any manner. I am sure you are able to scan for lifesigns.”

      Creepy Bob’s head turned away a sec, then, “One. Just you.”

      (She actually had the cheek to sound disgruntled. And legit, I still can’t figure out if that was because she’d thought Colin was lying, or because she was just straight up disappointed she wasn’t getting another chance to kill me.)

      “How did she die?” Creepy Bob asked, creepily invested in my apparent tragic demise.

      “The young hatchling was injured by the plasma blast. I caught her and carried her aboard, but I could not save her. The injuries were too severe.”

      “Then I must thank the seven moons,” Creepy Bob said. “For never have I met a more meddlesome creature.”

      “Feeling’s mutual, buddy,” I whispered through my clenched teeth.

      But Col was more diplomatic. “I hailed you because I wish to speak to you, B’oab Baakatarin, and not of the young life you have taken.”

      “Then what an honour it is that one of the Wise deigns to speak with so lowly a being.” Creepy Bob pulled a little mocking bow. “What may I do for you, oh Wise one?”

      “I offer myself in exchange for the freedom of this planet. Take me prisoner,” Colin said, “and release the Humans of Earth.”

      “And why would I do that?” B’oab said. “Why would I do that when I could just as easily aim a pulse cannon at your engines and let you plummet to your death.”

      “You will agree to my terms,” Colin said steadily, “because I am worth far more to you alive than dead.”

      Creepy Bob laughed, creepily delighted. “Are you? And why is that? Will you impart the wisdom of the ages upon me, oh Wise one? Will you tell me of the beauty and the majesty of our eternal, unknowable universe?” Her voice went hard suddenly. “Or will you meddle where you are not needed nor wanted, and leave nothing but a desolation in your wake.”

      “B’oab,” Colin said, weirdly gentle, “I am only myself and none other – no matter whom else my appearance may call to mind.”

      Creepy Bob cocked her head away, then back. Her forehead scrunched just the once, and when she spoke again, her own voice was weird too. Calmer, maybe. A little intrigued. “Colin, is it? I do believe I heard a panicked scream directed so.”

      Colin inclined an eyestalk. “You know the name the young Human of Earth gave to me. You do not know my true name.”

      “Oh,” Creepy Bob said, obviously humouring him. “And what is that?”

      Colin made a sound. It was all clicks and skitters and crunching whines. My ears could barely make sense of it.

      But it meant something to Creepy Bob, because her eyes flared wide – wider than I thought was possible – and she said, sudden and biting, “Then you are right, Colin. Your life is worth maintaining. For the moment, at least.”

      “Do we have an agreement then?” Colin asked.

      “We do. Begin your approach. When your ship is docked, I will end the compulsion upon the Humans of Earth. That is the only allowance I will make.”

      “It will suffice.”

      The screen went black. I scrambled to my feet. “Who did you tell her you were?”

      “Simply myself.”

      “Colin—”

      “Hannah,” Colin said, “there is no time. No time.”

      I’d never seen him looked so freaked. It was enough to freak me out all the more. “Sorry,” I said. “What do I do? Tell me what you need me to do.”

      Colin took the saffron crystal from me with a careful pincer, pressed something, pinged something, and then slatted straps appeared out of nowhere, like from Kal’s magic flight suit. “Affix this to your person, if you would.”

      I yanked my hoodie off my arms and up round my neck, flashed Col with some sexy sports bra action, and then slung the crystal on like a backpack. Another magic strap appeared out of nowhere and clamped tight around my waist.

      I pulled my hoodie back down. “Ready.”

      “The dispersion device is cloaked in much the same manner as my ship is cloaked,” Colin told me, tapping at the console. I could feel the subtle shift of the ship changing tact, the thrum of the engines doing something different. “It is hidden from Akanarin eyes but will not be from their touch.”

      “Yeah, pretty sure avoiding getting felt up by the creepy evil aliens is top of my list, Col.”

      Colin pulled up another hologram: an overhead floorplan of some kind. “I will endeavour to transport you to this cargo bay here,” he said, pointing. “From there you should progress along the corridor outside. You will find the Engineering Section roughly twenty human metres aft.”

      “Which way is—”

      “Turn left upon exit,” Colin said. “Your left, which is in no way right.”

      “Left left,” I muttered, fixing it in the brainbox. “Not right left. Left left.”

      “There is a large panel on the far wall as you enter, behind a cluster of little-used utility consoles. Open it. There, you will find a collection of control crystals. Remove the nearest crystal to hand, replace it with the device. The process will enact automatically from there.”

      “Okay, sounds doable,” I said – like, as doable as me winning a Nobel Prize in physics but whatever. Apparently you’re allowed to exaggerate for dramatic effect at the end of the world.

      “Do you remember the Akanarin I spoke of before?” Colin said. “The ones likely heavily under compulsion?”

      “The peeps who aren’t helping Creepy Bob out of their own creepy free will?”

      “Indeed. They will be the folk on duty in Engineering. They will also be so deeply in the compulsive state as to be unlikely to notice your presence. Move swiftly among them and with seeming purpose. They will pay you little mind. B’oab’s underlings, however…”

      “Different story, yeah. Avoid the psychopathic henchmen. Will definitely be doing that, Col.” I scooted away from the console and stood, feet planted, where I knew the beam liked to do its beaming from. I clapped my hands. “Let’s hustle. We’ve got a planet to save.”

      “Then…” Colin began, and I had to close my eyes, just so I didn’t see the awful, agonised look on his scaly face for one single second longer. “I can only say as you once said to me: good luck, my dear little hatchling.”

      And then—

      [image: ]
* * *

      The thing about Col? He’s not brilliant at the whole molecular reconstitution beam malarky. He’s kinda like the giant cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space version of when your nan tries to drop the little orange man on Google Maps.

      He’ll get you somewhere. It just won’t always be the somewhere you were planning on going.

      So yeah, Colin beamed me straight onto Creepy Bob’s ship. He managed that just fine. But the problem? When the flare of the beam faded away and I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in the cargo bay.

      I was, in fact, in the corridor outside the cargo bay.

      I was also not alone in the corridor outside the cargo bay.

      Because Creepy Bob was in the corridor outside the cargo bay too.

      And Kal – who was also in the corridor outside the cargo bay – lifted his barcode scanner gun and shot me straight in the head.
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      (The barcode scanner was set to stun, though. How’s that for luck?)

      I woke up in a cell – I guess. This big semi-circular room anyway, with some kind of forcefield across the open doorway. It didn’t hurt to touch, just tickled against my skin when I pushed my fingers to it.

      “Colin?” I whispered. “Col, can you hear me?”

      No reply. So either Creepy Bob was blocking his brain phone calls somehow or…or…

      No. I wasn’t going to think about that. Col had said it himself: he was worth more to Creepy Bob alive.

      But that was the thing – Creepy Bob knew I was alive now, which meant she knew Colin had lied. Which also meant all she had to do was throw a High Compulsion at him to find out exactly why I was here.

      Then she’d know all about…

      “Oh my god.” I reached around, scrabbled up under my hoodie – and the crystal was still there. “Oh, thank god.”

      And like, cool that I still had it and all, but also? Not much help when I didn’t know where I was, let alone where to find the ship’s environmental controls, let alone how to even get out of my creepy evil alien jail cell in the first place.

      I scrubbed my hands through my hair, pulled hard enough to give myself a face-lift. “Oh, not good. So not good. So, so not—”

      A noise outside. I hustled backwards just as the forcefield blipped out of existence.

      Creepy Bob strode in, Kal and his barcode scanner bringing up the photoshopped, cheekboned rear. “Your associate resists my compulsion,” Creepy Bob said. “So you will tell me instead. What did he send you here to do?”

      Time to play the epic idiot. I shrugged, trying to look casually defiant. “Doesn’t matter if you know now, does it? I was just supposed to, like, smash some crystals. Or something. I don’t know.”

      “Smash some crystals. Or something.” Creepy Bob made a disgusted noise. “How typical. The utter arrogance of it all.”

      “And you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you, you arrogant whackjob?”

      (Apparently stress makes me snippy. And not great at keeping my internal monologue internal, also apparently.)

      Creepy Bob considered me a second, her head cocked so far to the side that it was practically at a right angle. “The thought had occurred to keep you alive, that you might perhaps have been of some use to me. You have proved so remarkably resilient after all. But no, I find now that I tire of you.”

      “Well, if we’re having a heart to heart,” I said, totally trying to ignore how badly my voice was shaking. “Then I’ve got to tell you, Bob – I’m pretty freaking tired of you too.”

      Creepy Bob’s little chuckle was pure, unadulterated evil in laugh form. “Then we must do something about that, mustn’t we?” She turned to Kal and said, “Kill her.” Then, “Slowly,” she added, out the door and gone, voice already fading.

      Before I could even think about thinking, Kal was there, grabbing me by the neck with just one hand and hauling me up until my feet dangled clear off the floor.

      “Ack!” I managed, then even vague phlegmy noises weren’t an option anymore.

      I clawed uselessly at Kal’s wrist, tried desperately to pry his hand away with my suddenly jelly fingers. But he didn’t budge, not even a millimetre. It was like fighting with a concrete block.

      My brain wanted to explode out my eyes sockets. The feeling in my head, in my skull – it was like when you have the worst cold and you blow your nose too hard and everything pops and spins. All of that, but with no oxygen. No oxygen at all.

      I couldn’t breathe. Kal was squeezing too tight. He was going to kill me.

      Kill…me…

      Wait.

      With the very last, tiny bit of my brain that was still up and running, I remembered something. Something Colin had said. Something suddenly bizarrely relevant to the bizarrely specific situation I was in the traumatic middle of right then.

      …if you managed to get close enough to do so, I imagine that would be because Helmsman Kal was in the process of killing you…

      The control strip! Oh my god!

      I reached up. Willed my fingers to cooperate. Dug my nails into the back of Kal’s neck, right where metal met skin. Dug them in hard. Dug them in until I got a grip – which wasn’t a great one, my hand slippy with his blood, all silver – but I got a grip and I pulled.

      The control strip came squelching out with the most horrible noise I had ever heard. And instantly, Kal dropped me.

      (Then caught me by the armpits and lowered me gently to the ground – so we’ll forgive him.)

      “Bleurgh,” I managed, which I was quite proud of, really.

      Kal blinked every eyelid he owned. Shook his head. Tried a little more blinking. “You were there,” he said, “at the crash site. You’re the human. Hannah. You…you tried to help. I spoke to you.”

      I patted him on the knee in a way I hope conveyed, “Yup, that was me,” then I had to tip sideways to the floor.

      I couldn’t talk just yet. My brain needed a second to get the hang of breathing again. My throat too. Also, mainly, my lungs. Plus, the cut on my own  neck had started bleeding again, and the smell of that wasn’t really helping much with my ‘be sick or have a coughing fit’ dilemma.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Kal hauled me up so I was sitting again, which very much helped with the breathing situation, but maybe not so much with the potential puke situation. Kal’s big silver eyes were wide with concern, his hand hovering over the totally undoubtable mess that was my neck. “Aww, jeez. Oh, the light of the seven moons. I’m so sorry.”

      “Ack,” I managed. Then I cleared my throat and produced a croaky, “I’ve had worse.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      Kal’s ridiculously attractive face crunched up in a ridiculously attractive frown. “Was that supposed to be a joke?”

      “Your face is a joke,” I muttered. “No one should be that pretty.” Then I had to stop to cough.

      (Also? Stating just for the record here? I was still a little out of it at the time. He’s pretty, but he’s not that pretty.)

      The coughing stopped. I started. “Kal—”

      But Kal interrupted. “How do you know my name?”

      “Oh my god! How much does that not matter right now?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question or…?”

      “Oh my god!” I reached up and flicked Kal hard on the forehead.

      “Jeez!” he yelped. “What was that for?”

      “Because I need to know if it’s you in there. Like, non-creepy, non-alien-mind-bended you. Just you. Is it you?”

      Kal blinked a few times more – in both directions. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Oh my god, I’m going to need something a little more definite than think, you absolute bumwipe!”

      Kal went still a second, big silver eyes tracking as if he was thinking, remembering maybe. “I was under Affliction Class compulsion,” he said slowly. Then, with more certainty, “Baakatarin ordered me to kill you, but you disengaged the control strip, and I pushed aside the residual compulsion – it’s me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” Kal looked me right in the eye, all silvery and sincere. “Hannah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay,” I said, flopping back with relief. “Okay, whew. You were too pretty to be an evil alien mind slave. I’m glad you’re not anymore.”

      (Once again, for the record, I’d just had a near death experience.)

      But on the subject of evil aliens, and specifically on the subject my rebooting brain had just suddenly chosen to remind me of: “Oh my god, that’s why I’m here! Creepy Bob – we have to stop her, Cheekbones! She’s trying to take over the world with High Compulsion and this creepy terraforming blood clot of a ship.”

      Kal’s freckles went for a ride along with his eyebrows. “Creepy…Bob?”

      “B’oab Baaka-whatever. Her? We’re calling her Creepy Bob now. Run with it. Or, like, stagger maybe? While holding me up, please?”

      Kal held out a gloved hand and hauled me to my feet. “C’mon. You can explain, but we need a more defensible position first.”

      “You sound like a man with an intergalactic plan,” I said faintly, wondering how dizzy counted as too much dizzy, because I was hella dizzy right then. “An alien with an aim. An extraterrestrial with a…a…”

      “Expedient?” Kal offered.

      “Yup. That’ll do, Mr Alien Zombie Jesus Supermodel Supersoldier Thesaurus.”

      “Uh…?”

      I ignored the baffled look on Kal’s face, took a few staggering steps – then almost pulled the patented Schwarzy face-first flop.

      But Kal caught me by the arm, easy as anything. “Whoa, there.”

      “Sorry, still feeling a little light-headed. That was…like…” I gestured to the wall, to the floor. “A whole lot of strangling going on.”

      “I know,” Kal said, “and I’m sorry for that, but we gotta keep moving. You good to move?”

      “In theory. We could totally try in practice too as long as you’re still holding me up.”

      “Can do.” Kal used his grip on my arm to propel me out the door.

      But I startled to a stop as soon as we got there. My booting-up brain had discovered another pretty important file in the recycle bin. “Oh god, wait – I have a plan too.”

      “Does that plan involve standing out here in full view of anyone using this access corridor?”

      “No?” I said.

      “Okay, cool,” Kal said, and hauled me into the shadows of some big, slimy support strut. “The plan?”

      I fumbled up the back of my hoodie and womanfully restrained from the “Voila!” as I whipped the crystal out and brandished it triumphantly.

      (Gotta say, I’m pretty glad I did restrain myself, because there was a sum total of absolutely nothing in my hand.)

      “Uh…” Kal said.

      “No wait, it’s cloaked. How do you uncloak it? Please tell me you know how to uncloak it.”

      Kal reached out and in the same second the crystal rippled into view. He pressed it to his chest, where the slatted straps clamped to his flight-suit. “C’mon, we gotta keep moving.”

      Off we went at a pace I never reach unless Buckford Academy’s Girls 1st XI are down at least five goals in the fourth. Pretty good thing that my legs were cooperating again. Lungs though? Not so much.

      “The crystal’s got – this compound in it,” I said, gasping for breath, “that – sedates the Akanarin and – wipes out their compulsions.” I stopped to suck in some vital oxygen. “But it needs to be plugged into the environmental controls. Please tell me you know how to do that, because I’ve forgotten basically everything Colin told me.”

      “Yeah, I know how,” Kal said. “Pretty easy to do, actually – if we can get to Engineering.”

      “Big if?”

      “Kinda medium sized if, maybe?” Kal took another quick glance down at the crystal. “This is really sophisticated tech. Where did you say you got it?”

      “From Colin,” I said. “Creepy Bob’s holding him prisoner right now. He’s…uh…” How, exactly, did you explain a Colin? “He’s, like, an outer space ethnographer? Got this giant cockroach-scorpion hybrid-type thing going on. I can’t say his name. His proper name, I mean. It’s all clicks and stuff. So I just call him Colin.”

      That didn’t seem to matter, though. Kal bit down a sigh, but not hard enough that I couldn’t hear the annoyance in it.

      “Wait, do you know Colin?”

      “Yup.”

      “But why do you know Colin?”

      “Not really relevant right now,” Kal replied tersely.

      “Will it eventually be relevant?”

      Kal's mouth was a grim line. “Oh, yeah.”
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      We skedaddled along the terraformer’s weirdly deserted corridors. Kal kept scooting us down little side channels and through slimy bulkhead doors, so I guessed he knew where to avoid, and we did manage to totally not get killed – which I very much appreciated.

      When we finally stopped skedaddling though, it was in some random dead-end. Nothing much going for it really. Dim lights. Slimy, sticky walls.

      “I’m guessing this isn’t Engineering?”

      “Nope,” Kal said, busy doing something to the wall that made it squelch in a way I really didn’t want to think too hard about.

      “So how far away are we from where we need to be then?”

      Kal pointed to the ceiling. “Fifty levels. Straight up.”

      “Fifty levels?” I echoed faintly. “Wow, that’s just…more heights. Great. Thank you, universe.” And then I kept talking because at least our voices covered up a little of the squelching. “What are you doing?”

      “Checking in,” Kal said, tapping his fingers against the wall, leaving little indents in the squishiness that faded away just as quickly. “Letting Baakatarin know you’re dead. And hacking the surveillance sensors so she thinks I’m busy running a security sweep.”

      “She’s so going to twig something’s up.”

      “Eventually, yeah,” Kal agreed. “But this will buy us some time. She’s gonna need me up on the bridge soon, but if we can get to Engineering first…”

      “We can unleash the paella apocalypse,” I finished, catching on. “But Creepy Bob won’t be in Engineering, though? I mean, I’m hoping? Wishing. Praying – like, if praying was actually a thing I did.”

      “Nah,” Kal said, attention still to the icky, squishy, ‘squelchy in ways a wall should never be squelchy’ wall. “Baakatarin’s gonna be busy right now powering up the biomatter regenerator. That’ll take her, maybe, half a human hour? And those controls are hardwired to the bridge. They’re too important. Too powerful.”

      I didn’t like the sound of any of that, but I especially didn’t like the sound of, “The biomatter what now?”

      “Biomatter regenerator,” Kal said, offhand. “It uses forcibly decayed organic matter as a fuel stuff to power the terraforming process.”

      “Forcibly decayed…” I stopped. Thought about it. Didn’t much like any of the thoughts I’d thought. But asked, anyway, “What kind of organic matter are we talking about, specifically?”

      Kal glanced over his shoulder at me. Both sets of eyelids blinked. “Uh…”

      I took a really careful breath. “Is Creepy Bob going to put all of humanity into some kind of freakjob cannibalistic compost bin and then use us as biofuel to terraform our own planet?”

      “I mean, technically no one’s eating anybody, so it’s not really…” Kal trailed off, and I’ve got to assume that had something to do with the look on my face.

      (It did. And given that Kal’s faced down the rabid horde of Andexia Majoris, survived a fall from the top of the Grasofin Hyperfalls, and taken down ten Ondrongian in a bar fight with a broken arm and a hangover ‘from the depths of Pilori Prime,’ I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment.)

      “Oh god,” I said faintly. “I’m pretty sure I get why Col left this part out, because I would’ve freaked out hardcore.”

      “You’re freaking out hardcore right now.”

      “True,” I said, because it was. “Like, that’s a totally smartarse answer, but yeah – true.”

      Kal left me to my freak out and turned back to the wall. He held up his left hand, which was gloved until it wasn’t, and his palm, completely silver, one huge freckle, glowed a little, dimming then brightening with the light of his pulse.

      He pressed his hand flat to the wall.

      “What are you—”

      Kal shushed me. “Hold up. I need to concentrate.”

      For, like, a second apparently, because that was all the time it took for a hatch to appear on the wall out of nothing and nowhere.

      “C’mon,” Kal said. “This way.”

      I followed him and clambered through to the little platform on the other side. Took in the view. Then double-shot double-taked like I never had before.

      Because the view—

      “Oh my god.”

      —was a huge, empty tunnel, this shaft stretching out below us and above us for what seemed like miles. God, I couldn’t even see where it started, let alone where it finished.

      And standing there, staring up at the shaft’s massive hollow support struts, all of them white as bleached bone – it was weirdly, creepily like being stood inside of…some kind of…some kind of…

      “Backbone,” I murmured. And then a thought that I never ever needed to strike – struck. “Oh my god, wait. Is this ship alive?”

      “Used to be,” Kal said.

      I blinked, possibly hard enough to strain something. “Are you telling me that we’re currently standing inside a space corpse spaceship?”

      No answer from Kal. Just a noncommittal grimace.

      “Oh god,” I whined. “Why is that a thing? Why does that have to be a thing? Why of all the things that are things does that have to be a thing?”

      Kal squished the hatch shut behind us. Then he pointed up. “C’mon. We gotta get moving.”

      “Uh…then point of pretty important order?”

      “Yeah?”

      I pointed to the point of pretty important order: slimy space corpse walls. “Hate to break it to you, my pretty alien friend, but there is no ladder. There are no hand holds. We will try to climb up the inside of this space corpse spaceship, and we will fail, plummet to our all but certain death, and Earth and everyone on her will die in a spaceship space corpse compost bin.”

      Then I had to stop to breathe, because breathing was a thing I’d neglected for a while.

      “Well? Thoughts? Opinions? Suggestions?”

      “Eh,” Kal said, shrugging.

      “Eh? Eh! What is there about this situation that could possibly be described as eh?”

      “Because we can get up there no problem.” Kal’s gloves flicked out of existence again, both of them this time. He held out his silvery, glowy hand. “C’mon. Climb on my back.”

      “Excuse you what now?”

      “Climb on my back. Arms around my neck. Legs around my waist.”

      “Uh…” There was some pretty inopportune thrum of the yearning kind happening, not gonna lie. “Climb on your…why do I need to…” I looked up the backbone again, traced the route in my head, did some mental gymnastics, and ended up with the only possible conclusion. “Oh my god, can you fly?”

      Kal snorted. “Of course I can’t fly.”

      “Oh no!” I threw up my hands. “Of course not! Silly me! Come back from the dead, yeah! Live without a head? No problem. But fly? Completely out of the question. Why would the stupid human ask such a stupid question?”

      Kal raised an eyebrow at me, put his hand to the wall, then his other hand and then—

      In less than a second he was ten metres above my head, looking down at me expectantly, sticking to the wall with just his fingertips like a ridiculously attractive space gecko.

      “I retract the previous rant,” I said. “Yes, I will totally, absolutely cling to your back like a startled koala.”

      Kal dropped down to the platform as easily as stepping off the bottom step.  “C’mon, then. We don’t have much time.”
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      When Kal zipped to a stop somewhere further up the backbone tunnel, it was as suddenly as he’d started. He pressed his palm flat to the wall, and in the darkness, I could see the pulse of light leak out all around.

      (Incidentally, really helped to highlight the lovely reddish tinge of the space corpse spaceship’s rotting innards.)

      “This is it?” I asked. “Engineering?”

      Kal nodded.

      “Where’s the hatch?” Because there were definitely no hatches making themselves known.

      “There isn’t one. Security measure.”

      “Then how do we…”

      My answer?

      “Yeah,” I whispered, “great idea. Hang above the gaping chasm of space corpse death with me clinging to your back, and do it with just the pretty silver fingertips of one pretty silver hand.”

      “I need a hand free,” Kal explained, reaching for his barcode scanner, “to cut us an access route.”

      Then some lazar-beam hatch burning took place.

      (And that’s all the description you’re getting, because honestly? Even just thinking about that moment is still enough to make me want to puke.)

      “I have never smelled anything worse in my entire life,” I whispered, “and I have smelled Mum’s attempt at making liver and onion.”

      Kal holstered his barcode scanner, then eased out the rotting flesh of our new access hatch. He let it drop down into the darkness below. And I spent the next ten or so seconds mostly trying hard to avoid thinking about why I never heard an answering squelch when it hit the bottom.

      “Ready?” Kal asked.

      “Not even slightly, but when’s that ever stopped me?”

      “I’m guessing never,” Kal muttered.

      (And he guessed right, as my GCSE results will no doubt testify.)

      Kal crawled through with me still clinging to his back. But the second we were clear of the liver and onion hatch, I toppled to the floor as covertly and gracefully as possible.

      (So for ‘covertly and gracefully’ read ‘like a drunk wombat.’)

      Kal had brought us through the wall behind a slimy console, a big semi-circle about waist high. Pretty effective for hiding behind anyway, so I could grudgingly admit that maybe our resident supermodel supersoldier did actually know what he was doing. And what he was doing right at that moment was peeping over the top of the console.

      I joined the peeping – and then I totally understood why the corridors of Creepy Bob’s ship were so empty.

      “Oh my god.”

      Because if there were two hundred Akanarin on board, one hundred and ninety-nine of them had to be in Engineering.

      Kal pointed to the far wall, past the bumtonne of Akanarin. “We gotta be over there.”

      “And yet,” I whispered back, “we are over here.”

      Kal checked some setting on his barcode scanner. “I’ve got just enough juice to take ’em all down.”

      “Take them all down before Creepy Bob realises what we’re up to and, like, throws us out an open airlock? Because I get that’s not a problem for you, but it would be a pretty major problem for me in that I would actually and totally die.”

      Some grimacing happened and not just on my face. “I guess there could potentially be some airlock action involved,” Kal admitted.

      “Okay, alternative plan that doesn’t one hundred percent involve me dying? Col told me that I could just ‘walk among them with seeming purpose’ and they’d ignore me.” I gestured to the compelled Akanarin. “So maybe we could just try walking with some seeming purpose first and see how that works out. I mean, what have we got to lose?”

      “Basically everything?” Kal said. “Primarily, our lives? Specifically yours?”

      “Valid points,” I allowed. “Annoyingly valid, actually.”

      “But I guess we don’t have a choice.” Kal reached down to fondle his barcode scanner again. “If any of them even so much as twitch…”

      “Then you can totally shoot some people, all right? As long as your barcode scanner is still set to stun.”

      “It’s a pulse pistol,” Kal muttered. “And it’s always set to stun.”

      “Okay. Time to be stupid and or brave then. Delete as applicable.” I took a steadying breath and stood up slowly, filling my purpose with as much seeming as possible.

      If this didn’t work…

      I stood there, half-hidden by the console, for one long second. Then I lady’d up and took a step out into the room.

      And Colin was right. Not a single scrambled-egg lizard eye turned my way.

      I took another breath, much shakier than the last. “C’mon,” I whispered to Kal out of the corner of my mouth. “Time to shift your pretty bum.”

      We made our way with some hella seeming purpose through the crowd of non-zombie alien zombies. A vague, confused half-glance passed over us every few seconds, but those glances never seemed to register or stick. My alien non-zombie buddies were all too busy with whatever compelled evil nonsense Creepy Bob had them up to.

      “Here,” Kal whispered, tugging at my sleeve. “This is the access point.”

      We hunkered down behind a cluster of dull, powered-off consoles. Kal wrenched open another squelchy wall panel, yanked out a handful of crystals, and unhooked the saffron dinner plate from his flight suit.

      “You gotta do it,” he said, pointing to an empty divot in the panel. “It’s coded to your biometrics.”

      “Just, like, click it in?” I asked, taking the crystal from him.

      “Yeah, the device knows what to do. But the second you activate it, you gotta close your eyes. And hold your breath. The system will only let the microdust pass through for a few milliseconds before it cleans up atmo. But we don’t wanna breathe it in if we don’t have to. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I said, sounding far more decisive than I felt. “Ready?”

      “Ready. On my count. Three, two—”

      I took a deep breath.

      “—one.”

      And clicked the crystal into place. Saw the tiniest glimpse of the world turning red as I screwed my eyes shut. Heard a heavy thump. Another. More.

      Then the drone of some kind of fan-type thinygmajig powering on and off again.

      “You can open your eyes now,” Kal said.

      So I did –  and I saw a bumtonne of Akanarin lying sprawled out on the ground like Schwarzy after a collision with a lamp.

      All of them. Every single one. The full metric bumtonne of Akanarin.

      “Oh my god!” I threw myself at Kal and hugged him hardcore. “Oh my god, Cheekbones, we did it! We did it! We saved Planet Earth!”

      So of course – of freaking course – that was when Creepy Bob came stalking through the door.
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      Kal shot her. Again and again and again.

      But the pulse of energy from his barcode scanner never reached Creepy Bob. Just fizzled up and shimmered in the air around her, like something was blocking it, like something was…

      “Oh god, it’s the brooch.” The one from the gala. Creepy Bob was still wearing it, and now the white glass was glowing faintly.

      “Clever, don’t you think?” Creepy Bob said, tapping the brooch with a creepy four-knuckled finger. “Creates a bubble of perfectly breathable, uncontaminated atmosphere.” She directed a creepy eye-smile Kal’s way. “Atmosphere contained within a shield which is entirely impenetrable to meddling Watchkeepers and their useless little weapons.”

      Kal roared. Like, straight up roared. He leapt over the cluster of consoles and threw himself at Creepy Bob – then thudded off the shield just as quickly.

      And in the second it took him to do that, Creepy Bob moved too. She grabbed me. Hauled me back into the shield with her, clamped her arm around my chest, clamped my arms flat to my side, and pressed a barcode scanner gun to my temple. A scanner I knew without a single shadow of a doubt wasn’t set to stun.

      I tried to shift my arms. Kinda worked but kinda didn’t. Because there was a little more give to Creepy Bob’s grip than to Kal’s concrete fingers – but there was also a space gun aimed straight at my brains, that only pressed harder as I struggled.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered, and very much, totally stopped struggling.

      “Let her go,” Kal said, barcode scanner pointed straight at Creepy Bob, not wavering even a millimetre. “Baakatarin, you need to let her go.”

      “Or what?” Creepy Bob laughed then, and it sounded especially unhinged – as if she’d really, truly found the deep end and dived straight in. “Will you shoot me again, Watchkeeper?”

      “That’s the plan,” Kal said. “Shield’s gotta give out at some point, huh?”

      “Before or after your pistol does?”

      “Wanna find out?”

      “But will I let you watch the little human die first, I wonder?” Creepy Bob ground her gun harder into my temple. “I think that would entertain me. A Watchkeeper who can do nothing but watch. Imagine it. The dramatic irony of it all.”

      During Creepy Bob’s creepy soliloquy, Kal had been busy circling around us, putting himself firmly between Creepy Bob and the door. I guessed there must’ve been some kind of supersoldiery, tactical point to it.

      But whatever – it was the only reason that I was the first one to notice when a familiar, wobbly figure appeared over his shoulder.

      “Oh my god! Deeke!”

      Kal turned. Shot instantly. Would’ve hit Deeke clean between the eyeballs – if Deeke hadn’t been wearing a shield brooch too.

      “I ordered you to stay on the bridge, child,” Creepy Bob snapped.

      But Deeke ignored her. Or didn’t hear her, see her, even know she was there. It was hard to tell. Deeke’s eyes were misty, all milky-white blobs on black, and so far away.

      But—

      Her cottage-cheese eyes stuttered past mine, tripped back, and caught. “Hans,” she said. “Hans, you are here.”

      “Deeke,” I shouted again, desperately. “You’ve got to make her stop! She’s using you. She’s stealing your compulsion!”

      “You waste your breath as you reveal yet another of your lies,” Creepy Bob whispered in my head. “The child is loyal only to me, and she is under my compulsion. She cannot disobey.”

      But she had.

      Creepy Bob had told Deeke to stay on the bridge but here Deeke was; Colin had resisted a High Compulsion, and there’s no way that wasn’t Deeke’s doing either.

      And that was the thing: I wasn’t the only raging bucket of hormones in the room. Deeke was a teenager too. Col had told me that. So Deeke could disobey, and she had, just a little, here and there.

      But I needed her to disobey a lot, all over the fricking place, and right freaking then and there.

      “Deeke, you can break her compulsion!” I yelled, heard my voice cracking and snapping like Toni’s fancy spun sugar. “I know you can! You have before! Make her let you go!” I struggled against Creepy Bob’s grip, gone a little crazy with adrenaline and fear. “Help us! People are going to die, Deeke. Please!”

      “Enough of this,” Creepy Bob snarled – and snarled it with a huge smack of compulsion.

      My forehead burned as Deeke’s protection caught up a second later, but even that second was enough to shock me into stillness.

      And in the stillness – in front of my ear, against my temple – the hum of the space gun started to thrum.

      I closed my eyes.

      Thoughts flashed through my brain like a strobe light: Kal, he was a one-man army and Creepy Bob couldn’t compel him again. He’d find a way to free Colin. And Colin would find a way to disable the terraformer. Together, they’d find a way to stop Creepy Bob.

      They’d save Earth. They’d save Mum and Toni and Deeke. That was enough. If this was it, then that was enough.

      And this was it.

      I felt – actually, literally felt – the heat of the barcode scanner powering up against my skin. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter. Braced for the inevitable.

      And then—

      An agonised sound, a screaming roar. In my head. Everywhere.

      Deeke. “B’oab Baakatarin, you will let her go!

      The crash of Deeke’s compulsion was a physical thing, a wave that tore over my skin as it smashed around me and smacked straight into Creepy Bob. She wobbled, arms going lax. I pushed away from her with all my strength – scrambled desperately away, fell over my own feet and landed with a thump.

      “No more,” Deeke said, and her voice was so low I could feel it inside my bones, in the pulp of my teeth, all over my skin and giving me goosebumps. “Enough. You will stop, B’oab Baakatarin. You will stop. Now.”

      And Creepy Bob did. Completely.

      Her huge teardrop eyes rolled up in her head, leaving nothing but white behind. Her head snapped back, and she followed, crashing to the ground, landing in a crumpled heap. The brooch flickered once, twice, then toppled to the ground too, light gone out.

      Stunned silence. Then me, panting like a startled, asthmatic rabbit. Then, “Is she still…?”

      Kal pointed his barcode scanner, put his boot to Creepy Bob’s shoulder, and poked. “Alive, yeah. Out cold, though. You okay?”

      I was about to be. “Give me your barcode scanner. Right now.”

      “Huh?”

      “Give it.” And when Kal wasn’t quick enough about it, I clambered to my feet and snagged the gun out of his hand. “This is still set to stun, right?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Just making sure.” Then I took aim and shot Creepy Bob straight between the creepy eyeballs. Once. Twice. Thrice. “Wow,” I said, “that was somehow even more satisfying than I thought it was going to be.” I handed Kal his spacegun. “I might need to borrow it again. Just so you know. Like, if Creepy Bob wakes up, I’m totally calling shotgun on shooting her in the head with the barcode scanner.”

      “And I will absolutely help you do that,” Kal said, “if you can deal with—” he pointed with his chin “—this situation.”

      And the situation? Deeke, staring numbly down at her own shield brooch. She held it cupped in her hand, but then made a fist, and the brooch crumpled into dust.

      And it was as if doing that crumpled the rest of her too. Deeke’s knees went out from under her and she folded to the floor.

      “Oh god, Deeke!” I threw myself down next her. “Oh my god, are you okay?” I reached out for her hand. “Deeke—”

      “Do not touch me!” Deeke’s voice exploded in my head again. No compulsion this time. Just scared. Just sad. “You should not touch me. I am dangerous.”

      “Oh, Deeke, no…” I tried again, pressed my fingertips to the back of her wrist, and when she let me do that, I took the rest of her dusty hand in mine and squeezed.

      But, “I am dangerous,” Deeke repeated, her voice gone even flatter. Shock – had to be. “I am very dangerous. You should not comfort me. You should shackle me instead. You…” Her eyes had cleared enough to make out when she glanced over at Kal. “You should kill me.”

      “No one is killing anyone,” I told her firmly. “Least of all you.”

      “But I am evil,” Deeke insisted. “I am wrong.”

      “You have High Compulsion, that’s all. It doesn’t make you wrong or evil or bad. It just makes you you, Deeke.”

      “But I am wrong,” Deeke said. “I was born under the accursed moons. I am dangerous to all. I am wrong. Wrong.” And she just kept repeating that over and over again, like it was something she’d been taught – times table or Avogadro’s constant or something from physics that I’m supposed to remember and so totally don’t. “Wrong, wrong, wrong—”

      “Deeke.” I squeezed her hand tighter. Squeezed until she stopped with the traumatised chanting and looked at me. “What Creepy Bob did was wrong. And what she did to you was wrong. But you’re are not wrong, Deeke. There is nothing wrong about you. C’mon, you just saved my life. You just saved a whole planet! How is that wrong?”

      But Deeke wasn’t convinced. Like, at all. “I could have stopped our leader long ago,” she said. “I should have stopped her long ago.”

      “Yeah? And how was that gonna work? She’s had you under this weird feedback compulsion loop for, what? Months? Years? And you’re just supposed to shrug that off? Easy as anything? Of course not,” I said, disbelieving. “C’mon, Deeke, it’s not weird that it took you a long time to break out of it. Of course it isn’t.”

      And somewhere, somehow – finally – some of that seemed to register. Deeke blinked, slo-mo and then a little less slow-mo. Quietly, she said, “I didn’t want our leader to hurt anyone else. I didn’t want her to hurt you, Hans. She has hurt so many. I thought…I thought this is enough. There will be no more. I would not let there be more. And my mind cleared enough to make it so.”

      “And you did make it so,” I told her, “because you are brave and you are awesome.”

      “I am none of these things,” Deeke said, as wet tracks of what had to be tears began tracing shiny lines down the weird, odd angles of her huge alien face. “But it is kind of you to say.”

      “Oh, Deeke.” I had to do something to stop this. I couldn’t deal with the alien puppy dog eyes when they were teary too. “Do Akanarin do hugs? Are hugs a thing you do?”

      “Hugs?” Deeke cocked her head. “What is…hugs?”

      “This,” I said, and stretched my arms as wide as they could go around Deeke’s middle, tucked my head under her chin, and held on tight, tight, tight.

      “No, we do not do hugs,” Deeke said, eventually, quietly. “But…I find now that I begin to wish we did.”

      “Then we’re starting a new trend,” I told her. “You and me. Human-Akanarin intergalactic hugging. Actually, you too, Cheekbones.” I glanced over my shoulder and clicked some fingers. “Intergalactic interspecies group hug time. Bring it in.”

      “Oh, by the light of the seven moons,” Kal muttered, but a heavy arm slid around my waist and squeezed. So me thinks the intergalactic supermodel slash supersoldier doth protested too muchly, like majorly.

      Skrit. Clack. Click. A weird, sudden skittering noise out in the corridor.

      “What the—?” I began.

      Kal, still hugging me with one arm, aimed his barcode scanner at the doorway with the other. No evil Akanarin appeared – but Colin did.

      “Oh dear,” he said. “I see I have arrived a touch too late to enact a dramatic rescue.”

      “It’s the thought that counts,” I told him. “We’re group-hugging. Want to join?”

      “Very much so,” Colin said, skittering forward. Then he caught sight of Kal, stopped short, and wilted like only a giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space could wilt. “Ah,” he said.

      “Yeah,” Kal said, glaring. “Ah.”
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      So here’s the thing: Col wasn’t lying. He’s really not the president of the universe. He is, however, the president of the universe’s fiancé.

      “Betrothed,” Colin said. “We are betrothed, and we have been so for any number of years. So I fail to see why threats to the president’s life are so suddenly equated now with threats to my own.”

      “Because I told you why,” Kal said, then added, totes belatedly, “Your Excellency.”

      “No, you offered an opinion as to why, which I profoundly disagreed with. Really, if I were to desist from my duties each and every time the president received a death threat, then I would never work, would I?”

      “But these threats were too detailed,” Kal said. “Whoever wrote them knew too much – about you, about your department, about your operational schedule. The threat was to you specifically, not to the president.”

      “I would argue that a matter of interpretation,” Colin countered. “In fact—”

      “Oh my god, boys, get a room,” I muttered, left them to their obviously really familiar argument, and sat down next to Deeke again.

      She looked kind of wrung out still, but her eyes were already much clearer, the curdled milkiness fading fast. “I am maintaining the compulsion for now,” she told me. “His Excellency thinks the Humans of Earth would panic greatly if I were to suddenly release their minds from all manner of compulsion. So I have instructed them to keep themselves safe and to help others remain safe, but to do nothing more.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “We can switch off the compulsion bit by bit when you’re ready and Col’s ready and, like, when we’ve worked out some sort of plan that’s not going to cause total and complete global pandaemonium.” If that was even at all possible, oh my god. “So don’t worry, okay? It’s all good, Deeke. We’re all good.”

      “Are we?” Deeke asked, and I couldn’t really blame her for not sounding convinced.

      “Maybe not right now, not right at this exact second, but we will be.” I took her hand in mine again and gave it a squeeze. “You will be, Deeke.”

      “I hope so,” Deeke said.

      “I know so.” I gave her hand another squeeze and got a big, watery eye-smile for the effort.

      “—without even logging your departure with Xantari Gate Command. That’s just basic operational procedure.”

      When I tuned back in, Chalk and Cheese were still sniping away.

      “Because I simply wanted,” Colin said, “to check upon the progress of Planet Earth for one last time before the ceremonies and the rigmarole of it all began. Was that so wrong?”

      “All you had to do was ask,” Kal fired back. “I woulda got you clearance.”

      “Clearance,” Colin said, “and goodness knows what circus of a security detail dragging along at my tarsi.”

      Kal made an expansive gesture that somehow totally, entirely managed to convey, ‘wouldn’t be in this mess then, would we?’

      And Colin understood too. “A salient point,” he allowed grumpily, “though somewhat contemptuously—”

      Wreeeeeeep! Wreeeeeeep! A horrible noise filled the room – a screeching, possessed beeping.

      “What’s Creepy Bob done now?” I yelped, halfway to my feet and fullway to my freakout. “Are we totally sure we switched off the evil compost bin?”

      “Totally sure,” Kal said. “Just like the five other times you asked that exact same question.” He squelched a finger to a wall panel and the screeching stopped. “It’s just…huh.” Kal cocked his head. “It’s a hail,” he said. Then, “It’s a hail from…” He squelched some more. “Huh.”

      “Helmsman?” Colin prompted.

      “It’s the flagship.”

      That nugget made Col’s eyes go wide up on their stalks. “The flagship of the fleet?”

      “Yeah,” Kal said, doing some more nonplussed squelching. “That one.”

      “But how could the flagship possibly be hailing us? We’re well out of range, the relay station is non-operational, and when last I knew of her location, she was in deployment at the Takamosta Cascade.”

      “Was in deployment,” Kal corrected. “Not anymore.”

      Colin chuffed a disbelieving little laugh. “And how can you know that, Helmsman?”

      Kal pointed to the panel. “Mostly? Because she’s taking up orbit alongside us right now.”

      “Wait.” I did a little ‘aliens are weird’ blinking but mixed in a touch of ‘confused and so done with this shizz,’ just for good measure. “You mean the flagship of the people you work for is here?”

      “The Watchkeepers?” Kal said, totally unruffled. “Yeah. And a little more than half of the Watchkeeper fleet too.”

      “That’s the massive massed peeps?” I asked Col.

      “One and the same.”

      “Wow,” I muttered, sitting back down beside Deeke again. “Talk about the definition of fifteen minutes late with Starbucks.”

      Colin’s wings went for a fluttery rattle. “But however did they find us? My word, however did they even know to come to our aid?”

      Kal shot him a flat look. “I logged my flight plan before I left. Flight Command probably looked at gate activity when I didn’t check in. Had the flagship make an emergency hyperspace jump and figured it out from there. Weird what happens when you follow protocol, huh?”

      “I am very much aware of my operational failings, thank you,” Colin muttered gloomily, just as the spaceship space corpse decided to start its possessed beeping again.

      I waved a hand to attract some extraterrestrial attention. “Seriously, are we ghosting on the massed peeps of the intergalactic whatchamacallthems, or is someone gonna answer that?”

      Kal straightened up, looking especially supersoldiery all of a sudden. He squelched something that stopped the demonic screeching. Then, “Admiral of the Fleet, this is the ship of B’oab Baakatarin, now under Watchkeeper command. This channel is secure. Please go ahead.”

      A holographic screen fizzed out of one of the consoles and solidified in the air in front of us. A lady in a green and gold uniform appeared on screen. She was very blue and had more eyeballs than anyone could ever possibly need, and beside her was—

      “Dr Mensah!”

      “Hannah! Oh goodness, I’m so happy to see you! Are you hurt at all?”

      “No!” I said, scrambling to my feet. “Not even a little. Or no, I mean.” I touched a hand to the mess of my neck and then kinda wished I hadn’t, because that shizz stung. “Like yeah, maybe a little. But not, you know, majorly. Are you okay, though?”

      Dr Mensah let out a startled laugh. “I’m absolutely fine, Hannah, all thanks to you – and to your friend Colin, of course.”

      She gestured to Col. He’d perked back up, but wilted away again just as soon as Admiral Bumtonne-of-Eyes glared his way.

      “I must apologise, Doctor,” Colin said. “I did receive your distress signal upon my return to Planet Earth, but Hannah’s safety was in severe question at the time.”

      Dr Mensah shook her head. “There is absolutely no need to apologise, Your Excellency. I was very well looked after by the crew aboard the space station.”

      I boggled in Dr Mensah’s general direction. “The space what now…?”

      “The International Space Station,” Dr Mensah said. “Which is where Colin’s beacon transported me.”

      The boggle turned Colinwards. “The space station, Col?”

      “Nowhere on Planet Earth would have been safe,” Colin muttered, sounding hella defensive and no lie. “Thus, I was rather short on suitable options. As I’m sure you can bring yourself to understand.”

      But before I could boggle at anyone else, Dr Mensah carried on, “After some understandable confusion, I was able to explain the situation to the crew. We shut down communications so as to prevent Baakatarin’s message being broadcast up to the station. And we remained there, safe but very much ignorant of events on Earth until the flagship made contact – and now,” she said, “I have been able to explain things as much as I’m able to the Admiral here…”

      Admiral Why-Did-Anyone-Need-That-Many-Eyes-Ever took her cue. “Watchkeeper,” she said to Kal.

      “Ma’am.”

      “I’m to gather the situation is in hand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And I see His Excellency is safe?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Baakatarin’s in custody?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That was good work, Helmsman.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Wham bam,” I muttered. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “We have not been introduced,” the Admiral said as every single one of her eyes snapped towards me. “Your name is Wham Bam?”

      “No…uh,” I stammered. “Hannah.”

      “Your name is Nouh Hannah?”

      “No,” I said, “it’s just Hannah.”

      “Just Hannah?”

      “Yeah.”

      The Admiral said, “Then I wish to thank you, Just Hannah—”

      “No it’s – actually? Never mind.”

      “—in my capacity as a representative of the United Intergalactic Council and on behalf of our honoured president. I believe we owe you the greatest debt of all for your heroic efforts in thwarting Baakatarin’s plans.”

      “Oh. Like, no problem?” I offered. “Or no, yeah – some problems. There were some problems. Mainly Creepy Bob problems, actually. But like, no metaphorical problems, I guess? None of them. A few actual problems, though. But, like, I mean – no probs, Admiral. Metaphorically.”

      A whole lot of eyes blinked at me. Not all of them were attached to the Admiral.

      “That translates as ‘you’re welcome,’ ma’am,” Kal said.

      Dr Mensah cleared her throat. “Hannah, I must ask: is the young Akanarin girl able to maintain the compulsion until we’ve even begun to sort out the situation down on Earth?”

      I looked over at Deeke. She nodded – only a little but at a totally normal, non-slow-mo speed. “Yeah, Deeke’s good for now. But don’t take all day about it, if you can? She’s getting pretty tired.”

      Colin eased himself down beside Deeke. “Are you quite sure it is not too trying for you, little one?”

      “No,” Deeke said. “The Humans of Earth…their minds are easily malleable. They offer little resistance.”

      “Wow,” I said to no one at all, because no one at all cared. “Is this Intergalactic Be Mean to Humanity Week?”

      To Kal, the Admiral said, “I’ll send over a team to assist you in securing Baakatarin and her associates. Then we’ll begin contacting the Akanarin child with details of who to release from the compulsion and when. Be sure to keep this channel open and secure, Helmsman.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      To Colin, “Your Excellency, I’ll dispatch a transport shuttle for you. We’re going to need your help explaining this fiasco to the leadership of the planet. And I’m assuming you’ll want to take part in those discussions?”

      Colin clacked a little, obviously uncomfortable. “Thank you, Admiral. It would be both an honour and a privilege.”

      “I’m sure,” the Admiral said curtly, and her image on the screen cut out just as curtly, leaving behind one big, deflated-looking giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from outer space.

      “Oh, Col. You messed up big time, huh?”

      “I fear so.” Colin sighed, a whoosh of air and clattering mandibles. “I know what I did was irresponsible. But I simply wished to visit the planets in my care one last time before everything would…would have to change so. Was that so very wrong?”

      “Yeah,” Kal said. “Real wrong.”

      “No, it wasn’t wrong, Col. Of course it wasn’t. Just, maybe you could’ve gone about it a little differently, yeah?”

      “Real differently,” Kal said.

      I snapped my fingers at him. “If I wanted your input,  Cheekbones, I’d have asked.”

      “But the helmsman is right,” Colin said morosely. “I could not have known what Baakatarin had planned or even that she would be here enacting that plan when I arrived. But my actions from that moment on, even inadvertently, placed a dear little hatchling in mortal peril and condemned a young man who had done nothing but his duty to days of excruciating torture.”

      “Eh,” Kal said, shrugging.

      “Eh,” I echoed. “Eh? We’re back to eh again?”

      Kal shrugged his other shoulder. All the shoulders were shrugged. He was a walking, talking alien shrug. “Is it really torture if you heal afterwards?”

      “Yes!” I said. I turned to Col. “Does he have some kind of fairly significant screw that’s come loose somewhere in his pretty silver head?”

      Kal actually managed to look offended at that entirely reasonable question. “Hey. I don’t have any mechanoid enhancements. It’s all me.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about!”

      Deeke cocked her head suddenly. It looked as if she was listening to some telepathic chitchatting.

      “Releasing peeps from compulsion?” I asked.

      “Yes, only one for the moment. But Dr Mensah thought it best.”

      And in the next second the console started demonically beeping again. “Oh god,” I groaned, “what’s going on now?”

      “Nothing to be alarmed about.” It was Colin’s turn to do some squelching. “Simply a message from Earth on relay from the flagship to our – oh. Someone wishes to speak with you, Hannah.”

      “With me?” I stood up and dusted off my hoodie. This must be whoever Deeke had just hung up on. “Is it the Queen? The Secretary General? Is it—?”

      “It is your mother,” Colin said, just as Mum appeared on the holo screen, wide-eyed, frantic, and so epically, humongously furious.

      “Oh, um, hi Mum.”

      “Hi? Hi, she says!”

      “Yeah…that was…what I…said?”

      The tips of Mum’s ears turned a really weird colour. “Then you bloody well better have something else to say, my girl, because let me tell you – you’ve got some serious explaining to do!”
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      Mum grounded me until ‘such time as our solar system is subsumed into the heart of a super massive blackhole,’ but then she also cried a lot and told me she’d never been prouder – which, honestly, left me kind of confused at what disciplinary message she was trying to convey.

      But whatever. I was so totally grounded. I understood that much.

      Releasing Planet Earth from Creepy Bob’s creepy thrall took a while: tracking down all the VVIPs and un-mind-whammying them, then doctors, nurses, police, and everyone else in little controlled dribbles after.

      It all resulted in surprisingly little chaos – mainly because Colin was on hand to spend a lot of time on TV being reassuring in the way only Colin, a ten-foot-tall giant alien cockroach-scorpion hybrid from space, can be.

      (And don’t pretend you haven’t been reassured at some point by Col. He’s everyone’s favourite space uncle by now. I even saw a cuddly toy version of him in Asda just yesterday…

      …which I may have maybe, possibly bought, but you have no proof and I’ll never admit it.)

      Col didn’t do any telepathic chit-chatting on TV, though. Just skittered and tittered and clacked and clicked, and had Kal translate for him. Because by that point, people were full-stop done with aliens being all up in their brains, and I couldn’t blame them.

      (Could not. Cannot. Really wish aliens would stop being all up in my brain too, but if wishes were ponies, I’d be Dartmoor.)

      Uh…what else? Oh, Bendy Spanner. Mr Jenkins? Remember him?

      Colin helped him out with a little brain surgery and he recovered fine. And I know what you’re thinking – that it’s weird he totally didn’t mind his real name being mentioned in this thing, because he doesn’t exactly come across smelling of roses and heirloom potatoes, right?

      But good ’ole Bendy Spanner Jenkins didn’t care. Because he’d already sold his story to some greasy tabloid and made enough bank to buy a croft on some tiny Scottish island up in the North Sea.

      (He seems really happy up there. Sends me postcards every so often. Lots of seals and seaweed and bagpipes. It looks pretty zen in a soggy sorta way.)

      The crowdfunding campaign to repair the damage to the Big Dish was mega successful. It blew through its target a thousand times over in the first week, and ended up raising enough money to build a whole other, much bigger Big Dish on top of the carnivorous-sheep picnic area.

      (Big Dish Jr is still only plans, but from the way Mum keeps cooing over the blueprints, I’m pretty sure Big Dish Jr is also going to be the thing that finally bumps me down the list to favourite child No. 2.)

      Carlotta – who is just fine, by the way, because I know you’re worried – earned herself a really fancy new tank and legit, I think she’s the most photographed snail in the world by now.

      And The Snail’s Arms? I mean, we were always kinda popular, like, very much locally, but now we’re a ‘Destination.’ Most days, we get a bumtonne of coaches through, stuffed full of tourists armed with selfie sticks, who want to take pictures of themselves with a muddy hole in the ground and then eat themselves some thrice-time award-winning authentic Valencian paella.

      Toni’s totally down with the paella part of that equation.

      (And, well – so’s The Snail’s Arms’ bank account, not even one single word of a lie.)

      [image: ]
* * *

      The night before Colin and Kal and the flagship were due to leave, Col popped down for a visit. And after dinner – which was so obviously paella – I took him over to the planetarium.

      Seemed fitting, somehow.

      Kal came with us for the requisite security check. Did the bodyguard ‘poke about in corners and glare at stuff with a steely, level gaze’ thing, then declared the dome room, “safe, except for the crazy human.”

      I threw a shoe at him for that, which was really satisfying but also meant I was down a shoe and the air-con was running kinda chilly. “Col, my feet are cold,” I whined.

      “Oh dear, can’t have that at all,” Colin said, and tucked them nice and cosy under a pincer for me.

      I was sitting in one of the dome room seats. Col was on the floor next to me and still massively taller, but I reached over and managed to pat the bottom portion of a huge scaly wing. “You’re the best.”

      “I do endeavour to try,” Col said modestly.

      “Listen, I was wondering – do you think maybe I could go and see Deeke again tomorrow? Like, in the morning, just one last time before you all leave?”

      “I shouldn’t see why not,” Colin said. “I shall arrange a time with young Deekerin’s doctor and let you know when to expect the transport shuttle.”

      Deeke’s doctor was a lovely, non-Welsh, non-vampire lady who was basically a manatee with arms and legs instead of flippers. And she was also more than pretty decent at her job, because Deeke already seemed so much better. Brighter. More aware. As if the scrambled eggs were unscrambling just a little more with every passing second.

      “Cool beans. Thanks, Col.”

      Colin didn’t reply, just reached out another pincer and patted me absently on the head.

      But honestly, after the past few crazy weeks, it was kinda nice to just sit in the peace and quiet of the planetarium and take in the digital view. Colin had done something to the projector, though. I knew the show off by heart, and we weren’t in Kansas anymore. Or even Little Buckford, for that matter.

      Planets and stars and moons of every size and shape and colour spun around us. There were space stations that looked like cities in space, and more spaceships than cars on the Buckford road at rush hour. And I was pretty sure I’d just seen a pod of space whales floating past.

      “Where’s home, Col?” I asked, a little faintly, staring up at the epic space madness. “Can we see it from here?”

      “We cannot,” Colin said, “primarily because it does not exist.”

      I looked over at him, appalled, and really hoping we weren’t talking another ‘Fall of Akanara’ type situation.

      And Colin must’ve got that, because he laughed – quietly and a little sadly. “No,  nothing of that sort. It is simply that my people have been nomadic by nature for almost as long as we have been a people.”

      “What, you’ve never had a planet of your own? Ever?”

      “Once,” Colin said, eyestalks set to thoughtful, “many, many aeons ago, but we outlived it. As we outlive most things.”

      “But you do have a home somewhere, though?” I mean, okay, if nomadic, couch-surfing, no-fixed-abode was Colin’s thing, then I couldn’t knock it, but I hated the idea of him just floating through space all on his own, endlessly. “Like, even just somewhere to park your spaceship?”

      “I have no home in the sense that you would understand the notion. But when I have occasion to stop in any one place, for any amount of time, then it is here that I stop.”

      Colin pointed a pincer up at the dome, and the view shifted suddenly, whooshed on through some sparkly nebula clouds and out into another solar system. But we zoomed away from the sun, right out to the edge, where a planet with a ridiculous number of moons hung in the darkness, shining and shimmering like some big, fancy, hella expensive space pearl.

      “So pretty,” I whispered, awed, “but so extra.”

      Colin huffed a chuffy laugh that sent his mandibles fluttering. “Perhaps Old Xantari is a little extravagant in its appearance, that is true enough. But the strange lustre you observe is simply due to the planet’s unusual composition. It is formed almost entirely of a particularly rare form of iridescent rock.”

      “So basically it’s an entire planet made of shimmery white marble?”

      That earned me another chuckle. “A nebulous approximation, but nonetheless, an evocative one.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Is that a yes, you giant alien thesaurus?”

      “That is a yes,” Colin agreed, eye-smiling down at me. “But all the same, it is a extraordinarily beautiful place, is Old Xantari. Moonlit rivers, towering, shimmering spires, deep vaulted caverns illuminated solely by the glow of phosphorescent moss…”

      “It sounds so totally cool, Col. I’d love to see it in person one day.”

      “And you shall,” Colin told me. “I will make sure of it. You will stand before the Council in the hallowed Halls of Old Xantari and be commended for your bravery and your valour.”

      Okay, wasn’t about to turn that one down, but, “Just as long as you’re there too, Col.”

      “By your side, I assure you.”

      We sat chilling for a while longer, just watching the universe twirl slowly across the ceiling. Old Xantari and her bumtonne of moons faded away, then the space cities and the space whales, and planets spun and suns shone, and I started to recognise stuff again.

      There was Saturn, Jupiter, Mars – the big Blue Marble herself.

      Then our view swooped and shifted, and suddenly it was as if we were standing on the moon, watching the sun rising up from behind a dark Earth.

      Something came spinning out of the black of space.

      Something haloed with light as it slipped into Earth’s orbit, caught in the rays of the rising sun, spinning gracefully, majestically through the starlit expanse. Something that looked a whole lot like—

      “Col, is that a pan of paella?”

      “Indeed,” Colin said with a pleased flutter of mandibles, “it is the Paella That Saved the World.”
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