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Brandon Walker rolled out of bed at half ten on Saturday morning. Wearing his duvet like a cape, he resettled on a beanbag on his bedroom floor in front of his massive TV. He powered up his stereo and his games console, put his music on shuffle, and then started up a game.


It was the middle of a long hot August. Brandon was fourteen, and could think of nothing better to do with his time.


Half an hour later he put down the controller. He had defeated more than twenty other top-ranking players in a series of closely-fought spaceship battles. His thumbs ached; it was time for a rest. Checking the leaderboards, he was slightly annoyed to see that he was still only number two in the world.


Brandon reached for his phone. He had a new message from one of his gamer friends. It read: watch the skies.


Watch the skies? What was that supposed to mean? Too bad the curtains were still drawn. Brandon shrugged and turned his attention back to the TV. He loaded up a different game and spent the next hour fighting his way methodically through an underground dungeon filled with goblins and giant spiders. At around midday he started to think about breakfast.


He pulled open the curtains and squinted into the sunlight. Then he got dressed, throwing off his duvet and pulling on dark blue jeans and a black v-necked t-shirt. He strapped on a Swatch watch and forced his hands through the tangles in his thick black hair.


Glancing at his reflection in his full-length mirror, Brandon was reminded that his low-key style couldn’t quite tone down the striking gaze of his unusual eyes. They were deep violet, and the light reflected off them in kaleidoscopic patterns. Apart from that, he thought, I’m fairly normal. He turned off his music halfway through a song and then left the room.


Brandon’s quarters were in the attic extension of the large family home. He checked his phone before he started down the stairs; he had another message from a different friend: it’s the end of the world as we know it and i feel fine.


Something was definitely up, but he had no time for his friends’ riddles. Brandon typed an explicit reply, then pocketed his phone and went downstairs.


 


He walked into the spacious open-plan kitchen. The news was on the big TV and his father was pacing in front of the wide range oven, anxiously listening to his own phone. ‘Morning, Dad,’ Brandon said. ‘Afternoon, I mean. What’s going on?’


‘I’m trying to get hold of your mother,’ his father replied, looking worried. ‘Have you seen what’s happening?’ He gestured towards the TV. Brandon turned to look and caught the story halfway through:


‘… the largest of which are about five metres in diameter. Now experts are saying that these small asteroids—or meteoroids—are expected to disintegrate when they hit the Earth’s atmosphere, but this does mean that lots of smaller chunks of rock will fall as meteors over London. There is no way of predicting precisely where …’


That kind of explained the odd messages that he had been getting. Brandon turned back to his father. ‘That’s pretty scary, Dad. Even a meteor the size of your head could take out a whole street.’ Brandon read a lot of science books when he wasn’t playing video games.


‘Don’t make me more worried than I already am, Son,’ his father said, turning back to his phone. He jabbed at the screen impatiently. Brandon’s father was an art gallery curator; he had little time for modern technology.


Brandon picked up the TV remote and flicked through the other news channels. He read that ATLAS—the Asteroid Terrestrial-impact Last Alert System, a network of space observation stations around the UK—had spotted a cluster of about a hundred irregularly-shaped objects just hours away from Earth.


‘But when exactly are they going to hit?’ he wondered aloud. He navigated to the more detailed online reports. Then his phone vibrated in his pocket. It was his mother calling. ‘Hi—’ he began.


‘Brandon! Don’t say anything.’


Brandon just stood there with the phone to his ear.


‘Is your dad there?’ his mother continued.


‘Yep.’


‘Okay, go to the study where he can’t hear. I need a favour.’


Brandon casually moved back into the hall, then into his mother’s wood-panelled study. He kicked the door shut behind him. ‘He’s trying to reach you, Mum.’


‘I know. I’ll call him in a bit,’ his mother said. ‘I’ve been busy; I’m not at the hospital today.’


‘Okay …’ Brandon left it hanging.


‘I’ll explain later,’ she said. ‘Brandon, I need you to go to the lab and pick something up for me.’ Brandon’s mother was a doctor, a consultant with her own research laboratory at nearby Highgate Hospital. ‘But keep it quiet. You can’t tell anyone; not even your father.’


‘Alright. What am I going to get?’


‘I can’t tell you that either. Just enter the lab by the back door, and when you get inside, check your phone. I’ll mark the exact location for you on your map.’


Brandon smiled. Someone had said a similar thing to him already this morning. In a video game. ‘Mum, how will I get into the lab? Isn’t it all top secret and high security down there?’


‘I’ve thought of that,’ his mother said. ‘Go to the picture of you and Gem on the wall.’


Brandon went and stood in front of the picture of him and his older sister posing with surfboards in the sea on holiday in Devon. ‘Okay.’


‘There’s a safe behind the picture. The combination is one, nine, nine, one.’ Brandon entered the numbers on the keypad and the small door opened with a soft click. Inside, the safe was empty, except for a small memory card that was protected by a toughened metal jacket.


‘What’s on this?’ he asked.


‘Just some data from the tests we ran on your eyes a few years ago. Send me the files now, and I’ll make sure that security recognises your unique retinal pattern.’ She paused. ‘You need to do it now, okay?’


‘Okay. Have you seen the news?’


‘I’ve seen it. Don’t worry about that; you’ve got time. I’ll talk to you later. Thanks, Brandon!’ Then she hung up.


I should have gotten up earlier to deal with everything that’s going on today, Brandon thought. He slotted the card into his phone, ran the contents through an encryption program—he had been brought up to be very security-conscious online—and emailed them to his mother.


Why was she keeping his files on a dedicated card, in a safe? That was a bit extreme, even for her. And what was so important that needed collecting from the lab, today of all days? Medical research was a competitive and secretive industry, so Brandon guessed it had something to do with that.


He paused for a moment before leaving the study; it wasn’t often that he came in here. There was a computer on the large oak desk, and two more pictures on the walls: one of his mum and dad eating ice-cream on a sea-side pier when they were young; and another of the whole family posing in front of Stonehenge.


Brandon wasn’t the snooping kind. He left and closed the door behind him.


 


He went through the utility room on his way to the garage. His sister was in there, having just got back from a run. She was leaning into the wall, with one of her long legs stretched up so that her foot was above her head. Gem Walker was eighteen years old and taller than her brother. She was dressed in technical-looking running gear that was glossy black with lots of hot pink tubing.


‘What are you doing?’ Brandon asked her. ‘Yoga?’


She dropped her leg, and turned to face her brother, regarding him with her usual cool and amused expression. ‘I need to be supple,’ she explained, brushing her long damp black hair out of her eyes, ‘so that I’m ready whenever I might need to kick you in the face.’


Brandon had no response to that. ‘Tell Dad I’ll be back in a bit,’ he said, but Gem had already gone upstairs.


He went into the garage and pulled his Kona mountain bike down from the rack. He strapped on his helmet and then hit a button on his phone to activate the garage door mechanism. He kicked the pedals into position and hopped up onto them, balancing impatiently until the door was high enough to get under and out. But then a looming figure blocked his exit.


It was James—Gem’s boyfriend. He was tall, blonde, solidly built and square-jawed. He wore a blue polo shirt and khaki trousers. An expensive-looking steel diving watch hung around his wrist. ‘Hey Bran,’ he said. ‘Is Gem about?’


‘She’s just got back from a run,’ Brandon told him. ‘She must have just got in the shower.’


‘Oh right. Okay then.’ James went red for some reason. He looked intently at Brandon’s bike. ‘So what’s new on the bike?’


‘Semi-slick tyres,’ Brandon replied, twisting the front wheel to show them off. ‘I take it you’ve not seen the news.’


‘About the meteors? Yeah, I heard. Don’t worry about it. We’re advising people not to panic. The meteors could hit anywhere in Greater London—that’s an area of almost two thousand square kilometres; and there are almost ten million people living here. Even if a meteor big enough to destroy a house hits, the chances of it hitting yours are tiny. You’re more likely to get knocked off your bike by a car.’


Brandon shrugged. He could believe that. It was quite normal for James to be so well-informed: he had some low-level post-graduate job in the government press office, but liked to joke that he was really in the Secret Intelligence Service. He was taking helicopter lessons to further extend his double-oh-seven fantasy.


‘Anyway,’ James said, ‘I’m taking Gem out looking for shooting stars.’


‘Up in the chopper?’


‘Up in the chopper! The first meteors are expected tonight. Want to come along?’


‘Maybe,’ Brandon said. Gem would definitely not want him to come along.


James playfully punched Brandon on the shoulder before heading inside. Something about James’ intense friendliness irked Brandon. Gem seemed to like him though.


Brandon sped out of the garage and into the suburban streets of affluent North London. As he freewheeled down the hill he pressed a button on his phone and—even though he was half a kilometre away by now—the garage door slowly shut behind him.


 


Pedalling fast through the tree-lined avenues of Highgate, Brandon saw people coming out of their houses and looking up at the sky. What they didn’t know—but Brandon did—was that at the moment a meteor appears in the sky, it is then only about a hundred kilometres from the ground, and only about five seconds from impact.


In other words, there would be no time to run. It was probably best just not to worry about it.


He saw his science teacher, Doctor Kang, standing at a corner with a clipboard. Doctor Kang was wearing his white lab coat even though it was the holidays. ‘Hey, Sir,’ Brandon called as he sailed past. ‘Don’t get hit by a meteor!’ Doctor Kang was too busy making notes to notice Brandon.


He rode down to Highgate Cemetery. His mother’s place of work was an outbuilding of the nearby hospital, and adjacent to the cemetery. For some reason though, there was a back door located within the graveyard itself. The main gate to the East Cemetery was closed, but Brandon rode down to a spot a little further on, where a lamppost stood near the iron railings. He propped his bike between them, climbed up with help from the lamppost, pulled his bike up after him—the carbon frame meant that the bike weighed less than ten kilograms—and dropped down easily amongst the graves.


It was still and quiet in the leafy lanes of London’s city of the dead. Brandon had been here many times before, to look for the graves of famous scientists and writers such as Michael Faraday and Douglas Adams. The place was a maze of paths—some narrow and overgrown—that you needed a map to navigate. As he steered his bike past the famous giant stone head of Karl Marx he didn’t see any other visitors or tourists. No doubt they had other things to worry about today, like getting hit on the head by a rock from outer space.


He turned into a narrow path that had almost been lost under a creeping thicket of trees and ivy. When Brandon arrived at his destination, finally emerging in a secluded clearing in the corner of the cemetery, he discovered that he wasn’t alone after all.


The mausoleum that hid a secret door was guarded. As he slowed down and dismounted from his bike, two figures got up from where they were sitting and walked out to meet him.


One of them was swinging a pointed metal stick that looked like it had been torn off some iron railings. The other, the bigger of the two, hefted a dangerous-looking chunk of rock.


‘Hey, it’s Bright Eyes Brandon!’ the big one said. ‘What are you doing here, you freak?’


Brandon took a breath to compose himself. ‘Jason,’ he acknowledged.


Jason Brown was stocky and brawny with a number one crew cut. His twin sister Kat was small and skinny and her dyed-red hair looked like it had been styled with a bread knife. She wore black plastic specs. They both wore denim in various fades and Doc Marten boots. They looked tough and acted tough, but Brandon knew their parents were rich city bankers; Jason and Kat had an easier life than most. What were they doing here?


‘Well, Bright Eyes?’ Jason said. ‘Have you come to … apologise?’


Brandon tried to keep his head down when he was at school, but his violet eyes made him an easy target. Maybe it was because he didn’t seek attention that he got it. He tried not to care; he never showed that he cared.


‘Maybe you should be apologising to me,’ Brandon countered, ‘for not only getting me a week in detention, but also for making me go through it with you!’


The previous term at school the three of them had been grouped together in science class to work through a practical experiment. While Brandon had calmly gone through the process of measuring the rate of reaction of sodium hydroxide in water, Jason and Kat had fooled around and paid no attention. But when Doctor Kang had picked on their group to explain their results to the rest of the class, Brandon had remained silent, leaving Jason and Kat to splutter random nonsense that made them all look like fools. A fight ensued at the end of the lesson, and a series of detentions for all involved quickly followed.


Jason couldn’t think of a smart answer. ‘Look out—meteor attack!’ he said, hurling one of his rocks.


Brandon didn’t budge. His reactions were so fast that sometimes he imagined that he saw the world in slow motion. He could see in an instant that Jason’s rock was aimed to land at his feet, and probably wouldn’t bounce in the soft earth, so he did his best not to flinch. When the rock missed Brandon by a matter of centimetres, Jason actually growled.


‘Jason, come on! We need to get this door open,’ Kat said, hovering anxiously behind him. The mausoleum was about the size of a single garage, carved in grey marble with a sloping roof and supporting buttresses. It was modern, despite its classical design. The wooden door was adorned with a single word: Paran. Brandon didn’t know who that was, but he knew that behind the door was a staircase that led to an underground tunnel.


‘Is this really the best time to go tomb raiding?’ he asked, trying to think of the best way to quickly get past—or get rid of—the twins.


‘Nope, but we thought it might be a good place to hide from the asteroids,’ Kat said. ‘There are supposed to be secret underground crypts down there!’ She rapped on the wooden door with her stick. She had evidently been trying to use it as a crowbar; the door was already splintered near the lock.


‘Is this your family tomb or something?’ Jason asked. ‘We saw your hot sister running around here before you showed up.’


Brandon ignored Jason’s question. He was wondering if Gem ran through the cemetery often. ‘You don’t really need to be hiding,’ he said. ‘The probability of—’


‘Don’t start boring us with maths,’ Jason warned him. ‘School doesn’t start for three more weeks.’


‘But listen,’ Brandon persisted, ‘The chance of—’


Jason suddenly lunged forward and Brandon hopped to the side to avoid being caught in a headlock. Jason just tried to barge into him instead, and they ended up locked in a wrestling hold, each trying desperately to unbalance the other. Jason was stronger and heavier, but Brandon was quicker with his feet and managed to find a secure footing that would unbalance his opponent. Except when Jason toppled over he brought Brandon down with him, and together they crashed into the mausoleum door head first, breaking it open.


Brandon and Jason disengaged and picked themselves up off the floor. Brandon pulled off his cycle helmet and threw it down. Jason was rubbing his forehead. Behind the wooden door that they had just demolished was a small space and then another door—this one made of thick reinforced steel.


‘Why is there another door?’ Kat asked.


Brandon looked around and noticed a tiny camera lens just above the doorframe. As he looked up at it, the door made a soft click and opened inwards slightly. ‘The camera recognised my eyeball’s retina pattern,’ he explained, pushing the door open. ‘It’s not a crypt. My mum works here. I need to go in and get something—’


Jason pushed past him and entered the mausoleum. The inside was floor-to-ceiling steel. Some metal stairs descended into darkness. As Jason started down, strip lighting came on automatically and illuminated his descent. Before he followed, Brandon went back to pick up his bike. It had cost him too much time and money to build to leave outside, even chained up. He carried it down the steps.


Brandon found Jason about thirty metres underground, in front of another solid-looking door. This one slid open in two halves like a lift door as he approached. As it did so, he could see that it was at least thirty centimetres thick.


The two boys entered a large underground chamber that had a stone floor and a metal ceiling that was supported by massive beams, also metal. Steel, maybe even titanium, Brandon thought. The space was partitioned into smaller areas by glass walls. There were lots of machines and computers that looked like they had been left on standby. The opposite wall was hidden in darkness.


The staircase that they had come down had turned back on itself several times, but Brandon had been keeping track and calculated that the vast space before them was directly under the cemetery. He was amazed; he had thought that his mum’s lab was nearer the hospital.


‘What does your mum do here?’ Jason demanded to know.


‘She’s a doctor. But she doesn’t treat patients much. She does medical research down here all day, I guess. Something to do with genetics. I don’t really know—’


‘And what’s so important that you have to get it today of all days?’


‘I’m not sure. I didn’t ask,’ Brandon said. Why didn’t he even ask?


Jason rolled his eyes.


Kat came down the steps behind them. ‘Wow! This place looks like it would be safe from a nuclear bomb, never mind an asteroid.’


‘Actually a big enough meteor could release as much energy as a nuclear explosion,’ Brandon informed her. ‘A meteor is a shooting star: a falling meteoroid. An asteroid is bigger …’


Brandon trailed off as Jason glowered at him.


Kat gave Brandon an apologetic smile. Jason started off into the lab and more strip lights flickered on as he explored.


Brandon checked his map on his phone and headed off in a different direction: to where he assumed his mother’s office was. Kat loitered by the door; she seemed more interested in admiring Brandon’s bike where he had left it propped against the wall.


As he walked around, Brandon wondered again exactly what it was his mother did down here. Not all of the equipment in the various different sections looked medical. Pinned to the glass walls were blueprints of what looked like industrial or military armoured vehicles. There were also a lot of maps too: detailed plans of complex cities or road networks, Brandon couldn’t tell which.


There were experimental stations loaded with chemistry apparatus, but a lot more space was devoted to computers and servers. There was a worktop that was home to an array of handheld gadgets; another workstation had a large magnifying glass positioned in a frame above the surface of the desk. Brandon peered in as he passed—there was a microchip under the lens.


The spot that Brandon’s map on his phone directed him to wasn’t an office or a desk, but a locker on one of the side walls. Like everything else here, his mother had somehow set it to open as he approached. He looked inside …


There was a loud bang and Brandon staggered back. The floor shook and lots of things around the chamber crashed to the ground. The ceiling lights went out and an instant later low-level red lights came on. He heard Jason shout, ‘Kat!’ and Kat shout, ‘Jason!’


Brandon grabbed what was in the locker—a metal cylinder that looked like a lightsaber handle—and ran back through the lab to the entrance. His phone buzzed as he got there. It was his mother.


‘You found it.’


‘Mum, I think a meteor just hit!’


‘Good grief! Brandon, get out of there! The place won’t withstand more than two direct strikes.’


More than two strikes? Why would any place get hit twice? Brandon had an awful sense of foreboding. ‘Mum, I—’


‘Go, Brandon, but don’t go home. Bring the cylinder to—’ There was a crash and a buzz and the line went dead.


‘We have to get out of here,’ Brandon told Kat. Jason came running over from wherever he had been exploring. The door that they had come in through had closed and Brandon stood in front of it, waving desperately for it to recognise him again.


‘We’re not going anywhere!’ Jason argued. ‘This is exactly where we need to be!’


Kat nodded in agreement.


‘We’re going to get hit again,’ Brandon said urgently.


‘What? Why?’ Kat said. ‘Lightning never strikes twice. Nor do asteroids … meteors … whatever you call them …’


There was another bang and they all fell over. This time all the lights went out and a whooping siren started up. Several of the glass partition walls cracked loudly.


Jason turned on a Maglite that he must have picked up somewhere in the lab. He turned the beam on the door and Brandon could see that Kat had stuck her iron stick in the gap before it had sealed completely. He and Jason each grabbed one half of the door and pulled it open, and Kat wedged her stick horizontally across the gap. It bent under the pressure as they all ducked under it, and snapped in two when they were halfway up the stairs.


‘Let’s hope the door at the top isn’t shut too,’ Jason said.


‘It isn’t,’ Kat said emphatically.


When they reached the top Brandon groaned. While they had been exploring the lab, somebody had carried his top-of-the-range dual-suspension mountain bike back up the stairs and stuck it in the doorframe. As they stepped over it he could see that it was mangled beyond repair.


‘Good thinking, Kat,’ Jason said. ‘Always watching my back.’


‘Yeah,’ Kat said. ‘Somebody has to. Sorry, Brandon.’


Brandon was about to reply, but the scene that greeted them back in the cemetery stunned them into silence. Trees were split and on fire, and a thick cloud of brown dust blocked out the sun. Gravestones had been ripped out of the ground and were strewn all around; tombs and monuments had collapsed. Behind them, the metal superstructure covering the staircase had been stripped of the marble mausoleum that hid it. And in front of them …


A crater half a kilometre wide had been punched into the centre of Highgate Cemetery by the two small but amazingly accurate meteors. There was nothing but a great pit full of rock, dirt and smoke. Flashes of metal showed where the top of the roof of the hidden laboratory was.


They paused only for a moment. ‘Keep running!’ Brandon urged.


They ran away from the crater, heading for the distant shelter of the trees and tombs that were still standing by the cemetery wall. A third meteor flashed down from the sky and into the crater, finishing the job that the first two had started. The blast sent Brandon, Kat and Jason flying through the air. They landed in an ancient grove in a tangle of arms, legs, nettles and ivy. Brandon hit his head on a gravestone. His vision blurred and he tasted blood.


It was Kat who pulled them both, dazed and bruised, to their feet. ‘Come on!’ she urged. ‘This isn’t the time to rest in peace!’


They scaled the wall, left the cemetery and ran through the nearby roads without any destination in mind, wordlessly agreeing to simply put some distance between themselves and the crater. More meteors were falling out of the sky all over London. They could hear the impact explosions and could feel the ground shake. People were running about shouting and crying. They passed police cars, fire trucks and ambulances all heading in different directions.


Eventually they emerged on Hampstead Heath and collapsed on the dry grass of the park at the foot of Parliament Hill. Jason and Kat were staring in shock at the clouds of smoke that were rising on every horizon. Brandon tried to call his mother back: no reply. He called his father; the line connected, and then …


He saw it clearly this time: a hot white fireball speeding out of the clear blue sky. It crashed to Earth less than two kilometres away. Brandon didn’t feel the heat or the shockwave this time, but he felt a much more violent reaction in his gut.


‘No,’ he gasped. ‘Dad …’


The meteor had hit home: Brandon’s home.
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Brandon sank to his knees. All around him more and more meteors were falling over London, but he could hardly hear them. His mind, usually so sharp and clear, was clouded with shock and grief. He couldn’t make sense of why his whole world had been turned upside down.


His phone was buzzing urgently in his pocket. He fumbled for it: it was his sister Gem calling.


‘Brandon, where are you?’


‘I’m … it’s …’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m on the Heath.’


‘Listen to me, Bran, we’re in big trouble. These meteors … they’re not random; they’re targeting our family! They hit Mum’s lab three times! They also took out some army and communications stuff too. This isn’t a natural meteor shower—it’s some sort of attack!’


‘Mum and Dad, Gem, they’re …’


‘I don’t know, Brandon. I’ve no idea where Mum is, but Dad left the house just after you did. He said he was going to the gallery to move his precious paintings, so hopefully he’s okay. I’m in the chopper with James. You have to get somewhere safe until all this is over, okay?’


‘Okay,’ he agreed, relieved, but still bewildered. Gem obviously had no idea that he had just been to the lab.


‘Gem, what do you think this—’


He stopped mid-sentence and involuntarily ducked as another meteor streaked overhead at an unnaturally low angle. It landed about four kilometres away, smashing the top off the British Telecom Tower as it went by.


‘Gem?’


There was no reply; his connection had been lost. Jason was looking at his phone like he’d been cut off mid-call as well. Kat’s fingers were moving around her phone’s touchscreen. ‘Internet’s down too,’ she reported.


The barrage of meteors started to slow down. Plumes of smoke were rising all over London. There was a haze of dust in the summer sky. Then one more meteor flashed across the horizon; this one exploded in mid-air as a missile came up to meet it. It looked like a defence of sorts had finally been mustered.


‘We need to get somewhere safe,’ Brandon said. ‘Somewhere that’ll survive a meteor strike.’


Kat nodded in agreement. ‘An underground tube station?’


Jason shook his head. ‘Everyone in London will have the same idea. We’ll never get out in time if the place gets hit more than once, which it might do if we keep hanging round with this loser.’ 


He meant Brandon, of course. Brandon ignored him, although his point was a good one. ‘We want somewhere with a deep cellar; somewhere that won’t be full of people … What about your place?’ he asked the twins.


‘Get lost!’ Jason snorted. ‘Our parents are on holiday—the south of France. Lucky for them!—but they’d kill us if they got back and the house had been flattened.’


Kat sighed. ‘I know a place,’ she said reluctantly. She dug into her pocket and pulled out her keychain. She held up one of the keys on it for them all to see.


‘What’s that for?’ Jason asked. ‘Some kind of secret underground bunker? If you’ve got a key to a safe place, then what were we doing earlier trying to break into a crypt?’


‘It’s my secret place,’ Kat said. ‘Come on!’ She walked off across the heath.


Jason looked at Brandon, who just shrugged.


‘Who keeps secrets from their twin?’ Jason muttered darkly, then followed after Kat.


 


‘Are you alright, Brandon?’


‘Yes. Well, no, obviously; I’m worried about my mum. But I’ll keep it together for now if I can. We have to focus on staying alive.’


‘I’m impressed,’ Kat said. ‘You’re tougher than I thought.’


‘If you’re so tough, Bright Eyes,’ Jason grunted, ‘then maybe you could give us a hand ripping the bottom out of this fence.’


They were trying to break into the grounds of their school, Highgate Academy. Brandon helped Jason pull back some wooden planks until they snapped off, then they all squeezed through the gap. They headed over the football pitch toward the looming three-storey buildings.


It was mid-afternoon. In the past hour, no more meteors had fallen. The city was subdued; the only sound was the wail of distant sirens.


‘Head towards B Block,’ Kat said. ‘There’s a door there to the cellar boiler room. That’s what the key’s for.’


‘I don’t remember being issued with a boiler room key on induction day,’ Jason remarked sarcastically.


‘Ha! I nabbed it off the caretaker’s key chain. He’s always leaving it in the lock. Handy place to hide when I want to skip double maths.’


‘You should have let me know,’ Jason said. He was in a lower maths set. ‘I could have joined you. What I wouldn’t give to have a place to escape double maths, let alone killer asteroids.’


Kat didn’t reply. She looked slightly uncomfortable.


They made it to the main doors. Jason kicked them in and the three of them entered Highgate Academy, a modern privately-funded school with a mix of new buildings and older ones from the sixties. The Latin motto on the crest over the door read: Docendo Discimus. By Teaching, We Learn.


Jason caught Brandon’s eye. ‘I guess that now that we’re back here, it means that the holidays are definitely over.’ 


 


Hidden in the shadow of a bank of lockers under B Block’s main stairwell was a small cellar door. Kat opened it with her key. They went down two flights of narrow stairs into the underground boiler room.


Kat found a light switch. The bare bulb that hung from a wire lit a gloomy brick-lined space that was criss-crossed with a maze of pipe work. In the centre stood two massive iron soot-stained tubular boilers. Between them there was an old table and four plastic classroom chairs.


Jason was carrying an armful of booty that he had gotten from smashing open a vending machine. He and Kat sat down on the plastic chairs and started to feast on chewy toffee bars, chocolate, crisps and fizzy pop.


Brandon got out the cylinder from the lab. It was his first opportunity to take a closer look. It was about sixteen centimetres long and four centimetres in diameter, and made of smooth, polished metal; maybe steel or aluminium. The ends were slightly wider, but they didn’t appear to unscrew; the whole cylinder looked like it was machine-tooled from one piece of metal.


And yet …


As he weighed the cylinder in his hand, Brandon could feel a strange sensation, as if the centre of gravity of this seemingly solid object was almost imperceptibly shifting as he rolled it in his palm. The more he concentrated on the feeling, the more it seemed that the very atomic structure of the metal was responding to his thoughts.


But how could it?


Jason belched loudly and snapped Brandon’s focus. ‘Aren’t you going to eat any of this delicious meal that I prepared?’ Jason asked. Brandon craved savoury food and grabbed a couple of packets of cheese and onion crisps. Kat was downing multi-coloured sugar-coated chocolate drops like an addict.


Jason leaned back in his chair and stretched. ‘So who’s throwing these meteors at us then if they’re not randomly flying in from space? Are there terrorists up in a space station now, catching asteroids and then aiming them at us?’


‘Or maybe … aliens!’ Kat said excitedly. ‘Aliens could do it. I saw a film once where aliens flung alien meteors at Earth from their alien homeworld!’


‘You can’t just fling a meteor from one planet to another,’ Brandon argued. ‘And anyway, you can’t be so quick to blame it on aliens. Jason’s probably closer to the truth: it’s more likely to be terrorists. Have you heard of the Drake equation?’


Jason rolled his eyes. ‘Of course not.’


‘It’s a formula for estimating the number of alien civilisations that might be out there in the galaxy, within contact distance,’ Brandon told them. ‘The result usually comes out somewhere between one and zero. But nearer zero.’


Jason wasn’t listening. He had picked up a black school pullover that had fallen off the back of his chair. ‘Is this yours, Sis? Oh, hang on, there’s actually a name tag in it!’


‘It is mine!’ Kat said, making a grab for it ‘Give it here.’


‘No, it’s not. The tag says … Xander Jones?’


Kat’s face was bright red.


‘Wait a minute! Is this why you kept this place secret? You meet your secret boyfriend down here? Xander Jones? That posh fool?’


‘He’s head boy!’


‘He’s a sleazebag! You do know he’s officially dating the head girl?’


Brandon decided to leave the twins to it. ‘I’m going to risk heading up to the computer lab,’ he said. ‘The mobile network is still out, but the internet might still be coming through the cables. I want to see what the rest of the world is saying about these meteor strikes.’


They ignored him and continued bickering, so he left the boiler room and went back above ground.


 


The school was eerie and quiet. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows through the tall glass windows, and Brandon found himself turning corners carefully, as if there might be someone or something lying in wait around them. Blame Kat and her talk of aliens!


He passed the science labs, where a great deal of the equipment had been provided by technology companies that his mother had links with. Brandon and Gem’s parents could have sent their kids to Highgate’s historic private school, but instead saw that their money and influence could be better used to equip the Highgate Academy with state-of-the-art facilities.


He walked through the extensive library on the third floor and went into the computer lab. The computers had all been turned off for the summer, but Brandon knew the set-up and went about hitting all the switches that booted up a desktop PC and all its peripherals.


The internet was on, but it was slow; the meteors must have been hitting switching stations all over London, and it would take time to re-route around the outages. Brandon went straight to the news sites to check what was going on. It looked as if hundreds of meteors had fallen within a twenty kilometre radius around Highgate, damaging cars and property all over London. Outside the capital, the largest meteor of the day had flattened The Grand Hotel in Brighton.


I’m not at the lab, his mother had said. Was she even in London?


Scientists and army chiefs were debating on whether to try using lasers or missiles to shoot down any future meteors, and whether to try and destroy or just deflect them. The ATLAS station had spotted an enormous asteroid that was two-hundred metres across: big enough to destroy London. Thankfully its velocity would take it on a path that missed Earth by just under three times the distance to the moon. It was impossible to detect how many smaller meteoroids were still on their way.


There was no mention of the fact that three meteors had hit Highgate cemetery, or indeed any suggestion at all that the meteors were anything other than a natural catastrophe.


Brandon read on. The meteor that had taken out his family’s home had created a deep crater. Thirty houses in total had been destroyed completely. People had died, there was no doubt about it: neighbours and kids that he knew. Xander Jones lived in the street behind Brandon. Was he now dead and buried under a pile of rubble?


Brandon logged into Octopus, a site that consolidated all his messaging and social networking accounts. The first thing that he noticed was that Gem was online. The next thing he saw was that his last log-in time was given as thirty minutes ago.


That was impossible!


brandon! Gem wrote, you okay?


yeah. you? you got internet?


yep. still flying. james has special access. where are you?


Special access? Brandon had heard that the military could take control of London’s communications network in a crisis. How did James qualify for access?


i’m somewhere safe, Brandon wrote after a pause. He was worried now that meteors falling on his head weren’t his only problem. He heard footsteps in the corridor outside. That was fast!


Brandon hit the log-out button and spun his chair to face the door. The shape that appeared behind the glass window in the door was too tall to be Jason or Kat. Brandon carefully rolled his chair to one side, aware that any sudden movement would be visible to whoever was outside. He was halfway to cover when the door opened.


It was Doctor Kang, their science teacher.


‘Oh. Brandon. Hello,’ he said. ‘Did I lock you in after detention at the end of term?’


You could never tell with Doctor Kang if he was joking or not. He was considered eccentric by both pupils and staff. He always wore his lab coat out of school hours, and his Sikh turban seemed—to Brandon at least—at odds with his scientific credentials. There was talk that he had lost a post at University College London because of his odd approach.


‘I was just bored sitting around at home,’ Brandon replied. ‘I hate the holidays. What are you doing here, Sir? Catching up on marking?’


‘No, no. Just a bit of my own personal research. I’m examining a very interesting piece of celestial debris that I came across earlier today.’


Celestial debris? It took Brandon a few seconds to work it out.


‘A meteorite?’


 


Several minutes later, all four of them were gathered around Doctor Kang’s desk in his classroom on the second floor. All the lights were off except for three Anglepoise lamps set at different corners of the desk. They illuminated a lump of metal that was about the size of a fist. Doctor Kang had found it at Highgate Cemetery, shortly before the army had moved in and cordoned off the scene.


‘Notice anything unusual about it?’ he asked them, looking at Brandon.


‘It’s metal, not rock,’ Brandon said. ‘That’s quite rare.’


‘It is,’ Doctor Kang agreed. ‘I found fragments of regular meteoric rock around the crater too. But the strangest thing of all is that this particular chunk isn’t composed of meteoric iron; it’s actually a titanium and aluminium alloy.’ He tapped it with his Sikh ceremonial dagger; it tinged.


There was a few seconds silence.


‘Which means?’ Jason prompted impatiently.


‘The space shuttle was made of a similar alloy,’ Brandon said. ‘Which means that this isn’t a meteor at all—it’s a spaceship.’


‘Aliens!’ Kat exclaimed. ‘I knew it!’


‘And look at these markings,’ Doctor Kang pointed out. ‘The patterns look a bit like circuitry. Maybe they are some kind of technology; perhaps a controlling function …’


Brandon pulled the mysterious cylinder out of his pocket and put it on the desk. ‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘There are no markings on this, but the metal is similar. It’s not aliens though. This is from my mum’s work.’


Their teacher’s eyes lit up as he handled the cylinder. Kat watched him with interest. ‘Doctor Kang, do you know what this might be all about?’


‘Not exactly, no,’ he admitted, handling the cylinder with care, ‘but I’ve known Brandon’s mother since Oxford. She’s always been very … protective of her work. Hmm, whatever this is there are no obvious joins or moving parts …’


‘I didn’t know that you knew my mum,’ Brandon commented.


The conversation was brought to a halt by a loud hammering noise from the ground floor. Then the sound of glass smashing and things breaking. Finally they heard what sounded like several pairs of feet stamping about.


Brandon instinctively grabbed the cylinder from Doctor Kang. ‘Who have you sent after us?’ he asked his teacher.


‘What? Nobody!’ Kang insisted. ‘I had no idea that you’d bring that thing here!’


‘Then we’d better hide,’ Brandon said. They all hurried to the back of the classroom and crouched behind the last row of desks, which were solid with built-in cupboards. Jason suddenly rushed back to the front, turned off the three lamps, grabbed the meteorite chunk, and quickly ran back to join the others behind cover again.


‘Something’s coming up the stairs!’ he said urgently.


‘Shhh!’ Kat hissed. There was the sound of a noisy group stomping about in the corridor outside. Brandon found himself holding his breath. He wished that it was darker; it was the kind of early-evening gloom that you could see in, but that strained your eyes.


Almost immediately the door to the classroom creaked open. From behind the solid desks, they couldn’t see anything, but they could hear clearly enough: a heavy animalistic panting and sniffing.


Brandon’s armpits were soaking with sudden sweat. He felt like how he imagined a wild animal might feel, hiding from a predator. Clumsy footsteps started across the room, and it sounded like a heavy body was banging against the desks with each step.


Time seemed to slow down as Brandon’s mind sped through all their options. They only had one chance to try something unexpected. He decided to take a risk. ‘Jason! Fight!’ he yelled, passing the cylinder to Kat. Almost as one, the two boys leaped across the top of the desk.


The thing they faced was terrifying: a tall muscular humanoid with a horrific beastly face. Brandon saw fangs, a broad bare grey-green chest and what looked like combat trousers and boots. Jason threw the meteor chunk at the thing’s head. The creature just blinked as it took the hit right between the eyes. Then it flung out its wide arms and sent both boys flying. It grabbed Jason around the neck and started to squeeze the life out of him.


Brandon picked up a stool and smashed it against the creature’s back. The stool bounced off and hit Brandon in the shoulder. Jason was clawing and punching at the thing’s face with no effect.


Brandon realised after a while that fighting this thing was futile. He felt awful about it, but they would just have to run and leave Jason. There was nothing else to do.


‘Brandon, if you’d just move to one side please,’ a voice behind him said. Brandon stepped away from the creature.


Doctor Kang was aiming a fire extinguisher. He let it off and a torrent of water hit the monster in the back. The thing kept on strangling Jason though—until Kat lobbed a ripped-open bag of white powder into the stream of water.


The creature howled as chemical burns seared across its body. It dropped Jason and stumbled sideways, crashing into some stools and falling to the floor, prone. Jason picked himself up and rubbed at his neck.


‘Wow, Kat,’ he croaked. ‘Don’t tell me … water and … sodium hydroxide!’


‘Nothing like a practical demonstration to drive the lesson home,’ Doctor Kang said. ‘Now come on, hurry!’


Kang hurried them all out of a door at the back of the classroom that led into a small staff room. ‘My notes,’ he suddenly remembered, and ran back into the classroom that they had just fled. Brandon and the others didn’t wait around for him—they opened another door that took them back to the main corridor. As they stepped out they saw two more of the large grey-green-skinned creatures enter Doctor Kang’s classroom.


What happened next was quick and violent. They heard their teacher cry out, followed by a ripping, squelching sound. Then something rolled out of the doorway and into the corridor, unravelling as it did so and leaving a vivid purple trail behind it.


It was Doctor Kang’s head unwinding from his turban.


 


They ran down the stairs and along the ground floor corridors of B Block, changing direction twice to avoid more groups of the strange muscled creatures. Kat skidded to a halt outside the boiler room door, unlocked it, and waved Jason to go through. But instead he turned around and blocked Brandon’s attempt to follow.


‘Are you going to just lead those things down here after us?’


‘Jason! Just let me in, please!’ Brandon said frantically.


‘Let him in, Jase,’ Kat said. ‘We can’t leave him out here. They’ll rip him to shreds!’


Jason relented and stood aside to let Brandon through the door. Kat locked it behind them, and they headed back down into the gloomy boiler room. The three of them gathered in the narrow space between the huge boilers.


‘Jason! Fight!’ Jason mimicked. ‘Great plan, idiot! You think it’s so easy to order me about? I only joined in to try and save your stupid skin.’


‘I’m sorry!’ Brandon said. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’


‘We can’t stay down here now,’ Kat said. ‘We’ve got to keep moving.’


‘No,’ Brandon said emphatically. ‘No more running. I’m sick of running. Those creatures—mutants, aliens, whatever—killed Doctor Kang. We have to stop them.’


‘How?!’ Jason challenged him.


‘I’ve got a new plan: we’ll blow up the boilers … blow up the school.’


The twins’ jaws dropped open.


 


Brandon moved quickly around the boilers, closing valves and hobbling the thermostats. The ancient contraptions were due to be replaced, but the school still hadn’t got around to installing the proposed new biomass heating system.


‘Will this really work?’ Kat asked urgently. Jason was shoving some heavy lockers and worktops against the door at the bottom of the stairs. Their planned route of escape was a tiny window high up in the opposite wall.


‘I hope so,’ Brandon said. ‘Heating up the water really fast from cold will severely stress the system. Pressurised water can be pretty dangerous. When the water in these boilers turns to steam, the pressure will rocket, and if we close all the release valves …’


‘Boom?’ Kat said.


‘That’s the theory.’


Kat had been looking around for useful tools. She showed Brandon a fire axe she had found. He nodded and grinned.


Jason hurried over. ‘They’re coming,’ he said. He looked troubled. ‘Are you sure you want to do this? If this actually works and we blow up the school then we’ll most likely kill them, whatever they are. Are you okay with that?’


‘Not really,’ Brandon admitted. Who would have expected Jason to be the one with the moral conscience? ‘But you saw what they did to Doctor Kang. I think I’d rather regret killing them than regret getting killed.’


Jason shrugged. ‘Fine. But it’s your call.’


‘Alright then,’ Brandon said. ‘I think we’re just about ready.’ The boilers were shuddering and groaning. There was a banging from behind the barricade; the creatures had found the stairs. He handed Jason the fire axe. ‘Hit that gas pipe. You’re strongest.’


Jason wasn’t going to argue with that. ‘This is for Doctor Kang then,’ he said, raising the axe. ‘I hated the guy, but still … I hate school too.’


He brought down the axe and cracked the pipes. Gas started hissing out.


They all scrambled out of the high window, standing on a table to reach it. Emerging at ground level behind the kitchens, they ran across the yard and clambered over the school delivery entrance gates.


It was almost dark. The school was silent behind them. There was no sound of pursuit. Hopefully the creatures—aliens?—were still in the basement. They were too big to follow through the window.


Halfway down School Road they stopped running and turned back to look. The dark buildings were silent. They heard the sound of a door banging open.


‘It didn’t work,’ Brandon said.


Kat looked the most disappointed. ‘Maybe we should go back and throw in a match—’


Then Highgate Academy suddenly exploded. The boilers tore apart under pressure and ignited the leaking gas; the result was a devastating fireball that lit up the streets like a warzone.


Brandon, Jason and Kat flinched at the explosion, and held their arms over their faces to shield themselves from the rain of charred debris that fell down on them. As they peered through the dust and cinders that stung their eyes, they saw a hulking figure emerge from the ruin. It staggered drunkenly towards them. Jason hefted the fire axe, but then the creature collapsed face-down in the wreckage and lay still.


Brandon felt a sick feeling in his stomach. The thing stumbling towards them had looked almost human from a distance. Maybe it was some kind of human. Okay, so it might have been a killer … but now so was he.
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They stopped running after that. Instead they walked calmly: away from the burning school; away from the growing crowds of people who were shouting and pointing, taking photos and making videos. ‘I need to go somewhere where I can think,’ Brandon said. The twins tagged along. Jason was still wielding the fire axe from the basement.


They wound up in the quiet of Waterlow Park. From here, they could see all of London laid out before them. Although it was now dark, the city was lit and busy, and the sound of confused voices carried across the park. The air was thick with clouds of dust. Helicopters equipped with powerful strobe lights surveyed the meteor craters, and some turned their attention to the remains of the school. Brandon wondered if Gem and James were up there somewhere, or if they’d flown far away from London.


He sat on a bench. Kat sat beside him, and Jason stood nearby looking moody. ‘Okay, so what were those things?’ Jason began. ‘Aliens? After everything you see in films, they end up looking like wrestlers with body paint and Halloween masks?’


‘Ask them if they have acid for blood next time you see them,’ Kat said.


‘There has to be a rational explanation,’ Brandon said, thinking out loud. ‘Those aliens, or whatever those creatures are, were after this,’—he held up the metal cylinder from the lab—‘and those meteors were missiles aimed at my family. Maybe they want my family dead, or maybe they just want to make sure that this thing gets destroyed. We need to find out what the hell it is.’


‘We?’ Jason questioned. ‘Are we still part of this, Kat? I never liked hanging out with you much at school, Walker. I like it less now that we’re getting bombed and harassed by … those brutes.’


Brutes. Brandon liked the description.


Kat sighed. ‘Maybe you should hand that thing over to the police or the army, Brandon. They’ll protect you.’


Brandon shook his head. ‘This thing could be too important to give up. My mum insisted that I keep it secret. No, I need to stay hidden: off the radar. In fact I probably should leave London and keep moving. There could be some kind of tracking device in this thing that’s giving away its position.’


Jason looked around apprehensively.


Kat seemed to perk up though. ‘Where could we go?’ she asked.


‘Brighton.’ Brandon said. ‘I think that’s where my mum is. A meteor hit there today, round about the time she got cut off on the phone. I don’t know why she’s there—maybe there’s another lab—or even if she’s still alive, but she’s the only person who can help.’


Kat looked at Jason questioningly.


‘Go then,’ Jason told Brandon. ‘Kat and I will be safer going in the opposite direction to you. We’ll let the army know that you’ve got this mess under control.’


Brandon got up.


‘Wait,’ Kat said.


Kat gave Jason a look. What are you going to do, it seemed to say, if what I want to do isn’t what you want to do? Jason raised his eyebrows in disbelief. She stared him down. Eventually he sighed and shrugged.


‘Great. A trip to the seaside. Where’s my bucket and spade?’


 


They set off down the hill.


‘Are we walking to Brighton?’ Jason asked.


‘I’m thinking,’ Brandon said. In the distance he could see a bright light moving north along the Midland Main Line. ‘It looks like the trains are running again—the outbound ones at least. The fastest way to get out of London would be by train. What station do we need?’


‘Hmm … St. Pancras, I think,’ Kat said.


‘If the internet wasn’t down, we could have booked a ticket,’ Jason said.


‘Something tells me that every train out of London is going to be fully booked,’ Brandon said. ‘We’ll have to blag our way aboard. Anyway, let’s go—St. Pancras isn’t far. We can walk down through Kentish Town.’


Their route took them close by smoking meteor craters and big piles of rubble that were once buildings. They had to find a diversion around a gaping hole in the middle of Royal College Street. Kat fell in beside Brandon as they hurried along, walking fast but definitely not running. ‘God, I hope Xander’s okay and his house is still standing,’ she said, seemingly suddenly remembering him as she stared at a ruined row of townhouses.


‘Do you know where he lives?’ Brandon asked her.


‘Nope,’ she admitted freely. ‘We didn’t actually do much talking.’


Brandon said nothing. He didn’t know what to say.


‘He wouldn’t like to have come on this adventure though,’ Kat went on. ‘I think he would definitely have run straight to the police.’


Brandon prepared to break it to Kat that Xander Jones was probably dead.


But she suddenly changed the subject: ‘Doctor Kang seemed interested in your mum’s gizmo,’ she said. ‘Maybe he was a spy, placed at school to keep an eye on you and your family! What do you think?’


Brandon shrugged. That was exactly what he thought. ‘I don’t know, Kat. He certainly wasn’t on the same side as the monsters though.’


Jason chuckled. ‘Maybe we’re the spies, Bright Eyes. Keeping an eye on you. Or maybe … even … we’re aliens. In disguise. What do you think about that?’


‘You look ugly enough,’ Brandon shot back.


 


St. Pancras Station was in chaos. Crowds of people swarmed around the enormous Victorian terminus, desperate to get on board the last trains leaving London that night. Brandon, Kat and Jason pushed their way inside. There were queues at the ticket booths and at the entrances to the platforms; and there were soldiers all around the station providing extra security and controlling the crowds. To get to the Brighton train they would have to push through two levels of shops and restaurants and then get another escalator down to the platform.


They stood in the shadow of The Meeting Place—a nine-metre-tall bronze statue of an embracing couple. ‘We’ll never get to the train, with or without a ticket,’ Jason said. ‘Coming here was a stupid idea. We could have been halfway up the M1 if we had just gone home and taken Dad’s Merc, but instead this idiot’—he jabbed Brandon’s shoulder—‘wants to jump on a train and—’


‘Wait, stop,’ Brandon said suddenly.


On the level below them, visible through the glass barriers on the balconies, Brandon had noticed a pair of soldiers stop a group of teenagers. One of the soldiers had some kind of handheld device like a camcorder that he was pointing at the kids.


‘They don’t look like regular troops,’ Kat observed.


She was right. They looked like members of some kind of special ops team, dressed in black combat fatigues and Kevlar helmets with night-vision goggles attached. They were fully loaded with weapons: submachine guns, handguns in holsters, and assault vests with daggers and grenades clearly visible.


The soldier with the handheld device seemed satisfied with his readings and waved the kids along. The two soldiers went back to scanning the crowd.


‘They’re looking for us,’ Brandon was certain. ‘Whatever’s interesting to mutant aliens is bound to be just as interesting to secret government agencies.’


‘It’s more likely they’re just looking for you if they’ve been watching your family,’ Jason said. ‘Give me the thingy and I’ll get it past them.’


‘Okay, but they’re still going to stop me anyway,’ Brandon said.


‘Leave it to me,’ Kat said. ‘I’ll distract them.’ She looked up at the departure boards. ‘We’d better be quick: the last train to Brighton leaves at eleven. We’ve got five minutes. Split up and meet on the train!’


‘Alright,’ Brandon agreed. ‘But don’t do anything stupid. Shouting fire! or something in a crowded station isn’t a very cool thing to do.’


‘Trust me!’ she grinned.
 

Brandon reluctantly handed the cylinder to Jason, who set off into the crowds, taking a roundabout route to the Brighton platform. Then Brandon started moving, head down, following a different path. He took the stairs down to the lower level then cut through WH Smith to avoid the black-clad soldiers. He was almost at the Brighton turnstiles when another soldier came out of nowhere and blocked his path. The man was tall and imposing, with skin as black as his uniform. He knelt in front of Brandon and tried to smile.


‘Hi Brandon,’ he said in a patronising tone. ‘I’m Lieutenant Hewson. Are you alright? Are you looking for your family?’


Brandon tried his best to look confused. ‘My name’s Jason Brown,’ he said.


The man took a closer look, peering into Brandon’s violet eyes. Nearby, one of the other soldiers was pointing the scanning device at Brandon. ‘Facial recognition positive, Sir,’ he reported. ‘That’s Brandon Walker.’


Just off to one side, Brandon saw Kat running through the crowds, keeping her distance but close enough for the soldiers to see. Brandon’s adrenaline surged and time seemed to slow down. His eyes flickered around, taking in distances and obstacles. He heard Kat shouting and waving her arms. ‘There’s an alien in the toilets!’ she screamed, loud enough to stop people in their tracks. When Brandon saw the soldiers’ heads jerk around and their hands go to their guns, he made his move. He launched his body to one side, then dived into a crowd of startled people. In the other direction, Kat tipped over a table in front of Starbucks, spilling mochas and cappuccinos everywhere, adding to the chaos as people jumped up and started arguing and shouting.


Brandon raced around the concourse and when he judged the confusion to have peaked, he vaulted the turnstiles and hurtled down the final escalator. He ran down the platform and threw himself aboard the Brighton train.


Looking back down the platform he saw Kat racing towards the train, just as the doors were starting to close. Brandon held them open and called out to her. Nobody seemed to be following her; she must have given the soldiers the slip. Brandon caught Kat in his arms as she hopped up. They both fell back and collapsed on the floor as the train pulled away and out of the station.


 


They found Jason a few carriages down, sitting at a plastic table and rolling the cylinder back and forth across its surface. Brandon and Kat sat down opposite him. Jason rolled the cylinder over to Brandon. ‘Thanks Jason,’ he said. Jason just grunted.


Kat was laughing. ‘Did you see the way they reacted?’ she said. ‘When they pulled out their guns, everyone went nuts. They really must be expecting aliens.’


‘Maybe,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ll only really believe that it’s aliens though when I see a great big flying saucer swoop down out of the sky. Until then we have to keep an open mind. We have to find evidence!’


‘Right now we know nothing about anything,’ Jason observed.


‘Story of your life,’ Kat teased.


‘We know that someone is out to destroy this cylinder,’ Brandon said. ‘And now that they’ve run out of meteors, they’re sending those brutes after us. I wonder how they found us at the school.’


‘If they do have a spaceship,’ Kat said, ‘then they might be scrutinising us from outer-space.’


‘If they have a spaceship,’ Brandon repeated. ‘I wish I could work out how to open this.’ He was examining the cylinder as he spoke. It had the same weight and feel as a Maglite torch, with the same kind of raised and textured areas, but he could still find no obvious way to open it … if it could actually be opened.


‘I just hope that they can’t scrutinise us now that we’re on a speeding train,’ Jason said. He was constantly looking out of the window.


They sat in silence for a while. As the train cleared London, they looked back and saw flames flickering over rooftops. An ugly glow covered the city: London was burning. The meteor impacts would generate a great deal of heat, Brandon reflected; it was easy to imagine fire catching and spreading through London’s densely-packed buildings.


It wasn’t long before the train began to slow down.


Three Bridges station. They had cleared the M25—the motorway that circled London—but it was still too close for Brandon’s liking. Somewhere up there was a huge meteor that everyone thought was going to miss Earth.


He looked out onto the platform when the train doors opened. There weren’t so many crowds here, and most people were getting off, but Brandon carefully evaluated everyone who boarded. He was happy to see that there were no scary creatures or armed soldiers.


A smartly-dressed man in his fifties sat down nearby—the only other passenger in their carriage. He unfolded a large broadsheet newspaper until he was almost completely hidden behind it.


‘Have you ever actually tried reading a paper that big?’ Brandon whispered, trying to lighten the mood. ‘It’s impossible. Your arms ache after five minutes.’


Kat giggled, but Jason just gave Brandon a blank look as if to say, Who even reads newspapers?


‘Brandon,’ Kat said. ‘What if Brighton’s been overtaken by aliens? What if they’ve captured your mum and we have to sneak in and rescue her? Or what if—’ 


‘What if she’s already dead?’ Brandon said. The shocked look on her face told him that she actually hadn’t considered that possibility. ‘Sorry Kat, I don’t mean to be pessimistic. I just don’t know what we’ll find.’


Kat’s happy face turned glum.


Brandon got up from his seat. ‘I’m just going to the …’ he said, nodding towards the end of the carriage.


‘The bog, yeah,’ Jason said. ‘Don’t fall in.’


Brandon walked slowly down the carriage, looking at his reflection in the windows as he went. They were in the middle of pitch black countryside, so for all he knew they were surrounded by UFOs or stealth jets or big flying alien worms. He smiled at his own imagination.


He glanced at the headlines of the man’s newspaper as he passed him in the aisle. It was the morning edition, printed before the meteors started to fall. The front page picture was the Prime Minister visiting Paris and meeting the President of France. Brandon wondered what tomorrow’s headlines would be. Would The Times even manage to get out a Sunday edition?


He reached for the cubicle door. Before he could grab the handle, the door was flung open, and Brandon fell backwards to the floor as one of the huge brutish creatures stepped out. This one was wearing dirty blue overalls, and was toting what could only be a laser gun: a shiny metallic weapon with a transparent barrel in which blue energy flashed about like bottled lightning.


The brute aimed down at Brandon as soon as it saw him. Brandon rolled to one side. He heard a fizzing sound and smelled burned carpet. Then Jason and Kat were there. Maybe they instinctively knew that there was nowhere to run on a train, or maybe they even had some kind of crazy plan.


‘Grab its legs!’ Jason ordered as he held on to the brute’s gun barrel and tried to point it away from them. Kat wrapped her arms around its thigh. ‘This is a citizen’s arrest!’ she shouted. Brandon tried to unbalance the brute by lifting its foot off the ground.


The thing just roared and shrugged them all off. It pointed the laser gun again at Brandon, whose fast reactions saved his life: he tilted his head to one side as a bright blue laser beam fired out and blasted a hole straight through the carriage’s bodywork. Then the brute caught sight of the man with the newspaper, who was trying to leave his seat as calmly as he could manage. The brute zapped him dead.


But immediately after that there was an extremely loud clattering sound, and the ugly creature dropped dead with a multitude of bloody bullet wounds in its chest and head. Brandon turned to look, and saw Lieutenant Hewson at the other end of the carriage, standing in a firing position and still aiming down the sights of his submachine gun. Two of his men were behind him, both with readied weapons.


Hewson lowered his gun and began to walk forward. ‘It was a mistake to run last time, Brandon,’ he said, his expression serious. ‘You’re in a lot of danger. Come with us and we’ll protect you.’


Brandon, Jason and Kat all stood up slowly. Kat wiped the brute’s sticky blood off her glasses. ‘Protect us from what?’ Brandon challenged. He kicked the still twitching foot of the creature. ‘From these guys? Do you even know who they are?’


Hewson hesitated a moment, then said, ‘Do you?’


He has no idea, Brandon thought. Then Hewson suddenly raised his gun again. For one awful moment Brandon feared that Hewson was going to shoot him, then he sensed movement behind him: three more brutes had piled out of the cubicle and into the carriage.


Kat grabbed Brandon’s arm and pulled him out of the aisle and down between the seats. Two of the brutes were unarmed and charged up the carriage while the other one fired lasers at rapid speed. Hewson fired again, unloading ten rounds of nine millimetre bullets in a single second and killing one of the charging brutes. Then he was forced to drop his gun and engage the other in hand-to-hand combat.


‘We’ve got to get off this train!’ Jason yelled from where he was crouched across the aisle, underneath a table.


‘Will we get fined if we use the emergency stop?’ Kat shouted back.


The other soldiers couldn’t get a line of sight while their commanding officer was wrestling with the enemy. While they were trying to find a target, a window shattered, and yet another brute swung in and cannonballed into both soldiers, knocking them off their feet.


Lieutenant Hewson had managed to pull out his knife—a wicked-looking six-inch blade with a serrated edge—and was hacking at his opponent. Dark red blood was spurting out of the brute’s shoulder, but it kept on fighting, trying to pin Hewson to the carriage floor.


The brute with the laser gun was inching up the length of the carriage. When it had passed the table that Jason was under, he jumped up, ran to the doors and hit the emergency stop button. All three soldiers and three brutes were thrown about the carriage as the train’s air brakes slashed its velocity.


Both Kat and Jason started kicking out at the head of the brute that was sprawled on the floor. As they did that, Brandon was thinking: his mind focusing on the situation despite the chaos around him. The doors wouldn’t open until the train was at a complete stop—if they opened at all. The only immediate exit was through the window or—


Past the open door of the toilet cubicle he could see how the brutes had gained entrance.


‘The roof,’ he said, pointing up to the hole that the creatures had cut. He led the way, climbing up using the hand dryer and toilet roll dispenser as footholds. Up on the roof there was no sign of whatever vehicle had dropped off the brutes. He turned back and helped Kat up and then Jason. The brute was still after them; its clawed hands grabbed the lip of the hole in the roof and it prepared to pull itself up. Jason took the fire axe that he was still carrying out of his belt and brought it down on the brute’s fingers. They chopped clean off, and the creature fell back into the cubicle.


The train was coming to a grinding halt in the middle of a stretch of dark countryside. The only light came from the north, where London was glowing orange, red and yellow. The flames lit up grey clouds of smoke that hung above the wounded city.


It was all Brandon could do to take his eyes off the sight. ‘Let’s get down as soon as it’s safe,’ he said, turning to face the twins. ‘We’ll just have to make a run for it across the fields.’


Kat was pointing over his shoulder, her mouth open in shock. He turned back to look, and saw something that he’d never ever forget.


A titanic meteor.


It must have been two hundred metres across; as big as the Olympic Stadium. When it hit the centre of London, it hit with the energy equal to that of a hundred megatons of TNT. It was the biggest explosion that the world had seen for ten thousand years.


The sound wave hit them with an almost physical force and they all fell over on the roof of the train. Then the shock wave lifted the whole train off the tracks and slammed it back down several feet to one side. Brandon, Jason and Kat all rolled off the roof and fell onto a grassy slope. As he tumbled down head over heels, Brandon could feel the hot wind from the explosion blasting at his skin.


Then he rolled to a stop. He lay there, eyes closed, expecting to feel the pain from the inevitable injury.


The pain didn’t come. But still, he almost didn’t dare open his eyes.
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An hour later: a country lane. The darkness was absolute.


‘Turn the lights back on!’ Kat squealed.


‘Alright!’ Jason snapped. ‘I just twisted the lever the wrong way, that’s all.’ He flicked the headlights back on, then pulled the lever back to turn on full beam.


Luckily for Brandon, he was oblivious—slumped in the passenger seat of the stolen car, drifting restlessly in and out of sleep. His body ached in several places, but he was more tired than anything.


They were driving as fast as Jason dared down dark country roads towards the south coast. The mysterious metal cylinder rolled around in the footwell. They had given up trying to guess what it was or what it did. Their only aim was to get to the last-known location of Brandon’s mother and look for answers.


Jason pulled up in front of a sign at a junction. ‘Okay, which way?’ he asked impatiently. ‘Cuckfield? Cowfold? Is this Narnia? Where the hell are we?’


‘I’m sure there’s a main road somewhere that goes straight down to Brighton from London,’ Kat said. She was sharing the passenger seat with Brandon. ‘The M23 turns into … well, it must be the A … the A23?’


‘Well, obviously!’ Jason argued, as if he knew this all along. ‘The problem is that I can’t get there from here, because I don’t know where there is and I don’t know where here is.’ He pulled away in the direction of Cowfold without explaining his decision.


The cool night air came in through the open window on the driver’s side door. They had found the car—an old gunmetal two-seater MG—in the barn of a farm that they had stumbled across while fleeing the train wreck. Jason had straight away got excited about attempting to hot-wire the car, while Kat and Brandon were still reeling in shock from the events that had interrupted their train journey. In less than ten minutes, Jason had popped off the ignition cover and found the starter and power wires. One spark later, and the engine was humming.


Brandon had just wanted to collapse into the straw of the barn, go to sleep and forget about everything. Instead he had found himself trying to get some rest in a badly-driven car. He tried to shake off his exhaustion—and hunger; he was so hungry—and attempted to concentrate on the problem of getting them heading in the right direction.


He leaned across Kat. ‘Go up that hill,’ he said, pointing it out to Jason.


Jason took the junction too fast, throwing Brandon and Kat across the car. But he stayed on the road at least, and soon brought the car to a skidding halt at the top of the hill.


They could see the remains of London to the north: a dull red glow flickering behind a smothering swathe of smoke. Kat stared out in awe. ‘I know it’s wrong,’ she said, ‘and maybe it just hasn’t sunk in yet, but it’s almost exciting: like some horrific news story that you just can’t get enough of. Is it wrong to feel like this?’


‘I don’t feel excited,’ Brandon said. ‘But I’m not distraught either … I just feel detached from it all. It doesn’t seem like it’s real yet.’


‘What is wrong with you two?’ Jason said in exasperation. ‘This is a catastrophe, and it might only be the beginning. Do you still think it could be something other than the start of an alien invasion, Brandon? Only aliens would destroy London.’


‘Humans have never needed help from aliens to destroy each other,’ Brandon replied philosophically. ‘I think I’m still going to need to have a close encounter to believe it’s aliens.’


‘That fight in the train not close enough for you then?’


‘I think I’d have to talk to them to be sure,’ Brandon said, smiling for the first time since the train crash. ‘I think that would be a close encounter of the fifth kind.’


‘Whatever,’ Jason said. ‘There’s the road we need, anyway.’ He pointed out a glowing line running from north to south in the distance. The traffic was heavy, despite it being three in the morning. People were panicking and rushing to their families; the ones that weren’t bolting their doors and hiding under their beds, at least.


‘And there are your flying saucers!’ Kat said in an awed voice.


Breaking through the cloud layer were speeding, glowing shapes, twisting and looping tighter and faster than any aeroplane possibly could. They zipped up and down the length of the main road, occasionally shooting out across the fields and back. One was heading their way.


‘Lights,’ Brandon hissed. ‘Kill the headlights, Jason.’


‘Yeah,’ Jason agreed, plunging them into darkness. 


The craft hovered closer, shooting a beam of bright light down into the valley below, illuminating the road that they needed to take. The beam of light then began sweeping back and forth across the road and the surrounding fields, getting closer with every pass.


Brandon couldn’t help staring at it, open-mouthed. It really did look saucer-shaped, although it was hard to make out any details: it was like trying to identify a car coming towards you on a dark road with its headlights on.


‘We’re sitting ducks,’ Jason said. ‘I’m getting us out of here.’ He released the handbrake.


Brandon saw Jason’s plan, and it was a good one: Jason timed it so that as the searching beam swept across the road and out across the fields, he rolled their dark and silent car down the road and into the valley beyond. There was a frightening few seconds when they were descending in pitch blackness, with Jason trying to control the speed of the plummeting vehicle with his foot on the brake pedal.


Then they were clear. Jason fired the engine while they were still rolling, and they soon joined the flow of traffic on the busy A23 heading down to Brighton. The flying saucers had moved away, hunting around in England’s villages and lanes.


Brandon watched them go. What destruction would follow, he wondered, if they couldn’t find what they were looking for?


‘Anyone got any sweets for the journey?’ Kat asked hopefully.


 


They arrived at the outskirts of Brighton at almost five in the morning. The sun was beginning to rise. This was quite a rare sight for Brandon; usually at this time on a Sunday he would be looking forward to another six hours’ sleep.


Instead he was stuck in traffic. The road into town was bumper to bumper; cars were queuing to get in, and there was also a long jam on the other side of the road heading out. It was like both morning and evening rush hours at the same time, when everyone really should still be in bed.


A giant billboard loomed over them as they sat in the queue. A nineteen-thirties-style girl in a bikini and a floppy hat posed by a pool above the words BRIGHTON, AMUSEMENTS, SURF BATHING. Parked behind the billboard was a tank. Two soldiers in khaki were watching the road.


‘I don’t think that they’re after us,’ Brandon observed. ‘It was just those special ops troops in black that know who I am.’


‘These guys are just looking for under-age drivers without a license!’ Kat laughed.


Jason sat up straighter in the driver’s seat and tried to look manly.


Kat was playing with her phone. ‘No signal or internet around here either,’ she said. ‘How can the whole internet be down everywhere?’


‘Maybe the army are blocking it here,’ Brandon guessed. ‘Or something else is.’


They rolled forward a few metres. A tandem rotor helicopter flew low overhead with a large truck-sized container swinging beneath it.


‘That’s a Chinook,’ Brandon noted. ‘They use them for moving troops and artillery around. They must be expecting something big to go down here.’


Kat turned to look at Brandon. ‘How come you know so much about military hardware?’


‘Operation Flashpoint in Modern Combat Three: you have to fly a Chinook around and pick up survivors from different landing zones.’


Kat looked confused.


‘It’s a video game!’ Jason explained. ‘He knows as much about flying helicopters as I do.’


They crawled along slowly, the road curving so that out of the left windows they could see the town beyond a golf course. There were no golf buggies out this morning though. Instead, an army truck was dragging one of the large containers across the fairway. Unfolding out the back of the container was a snaking concertina-like barricade, three metres high and two metres thick.


‘They’re barricading the town,’ Brandon realised.


‘They must be turning all the traffic around, and kicking out the locals too,’ Jason said. ‘This place must be where they expect the aliens to attack next.’ He actually grinned at Brandon. ‘Trust you to want to go there.’


‘We need a plan to get past those barricades,’ Brandon said.


The Chinook was coming back in their direction, this time without a container. Brandon looked out across the golf course. On one of the greens near the road there were five of the large containers lined up in a row.


‘The heli is picking up the barricade containers and deploying them around the city,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ve got a crazy idea!’


Kat jumped out of the car straight away when she realised what Brandon was planning. ‘Come on then!’ she urged them. ‘We’d better be quick!’


‘You’re mad!’ Jason said. He was still driving, trying to keep pace with the traffic, when Brandon also disembarked.


Eventually he applied the brakes. ‘Damn it!’ he exclaimed, thumping the dashboard of the MG. ‘I liked this car … it was my first one!’ Then he got out and followed Brandon and Kat, abandoning the car to a chorus of horns and shouts from the other drivers on the road.


 


They raced across the fairway and threw themselves down in a bunker. Kat wriggled up the sand to the edge and peered out. ‘All clear!’ she reported. ‘The soldiers have gone round the other side.’


They scrambled out and made it to the containers over on the cropped grass of the green. The container doors were locked by four thick metal rods, their release levers secured by padlocks. Jason took a quick look at the set-up, then went over to the hole in the green and pulled out the flag.


‘No door is safe,’ Kat said proudly.


Jason fixed the pointed end of the metal flag-pole into the padlock’s loop and then pulled it down sharply. The lock broke open and Jason quickly released the lever and opened the container door.


The space inside was packed with the collapsible barricades. They appeared to be made out of steel wire mesh, so Brandon and Kat found that they could push them back just far enough to make some space. Once they were in, Jason pulled the door shut.


It was pitch black. Kat turned on the Maglite that they had got from the lab. ‘I hope there’s not one of those aliens in here with us,’ she teased.


‘Kat, stop it,’ Jason said. He turned to Brandon. ‘I don’t suppose you also have a plan for leaving town when we’re done here?’


Brandon hadn’t even thought about it. ‘Boat?’ he hazarded.


Jason seemed to like the idea though. ‘Could do. We’ve not done boat yet.’


They could hear the rotors of the helicopter getting closer. There was a loud clang as the hooks hit the roof of the container. Soldiers were moving about outside making sure that everything was secure. Luckily they didn’t check the doors again.


The container shook and swung as it lifted off the ground. Jason gripped the inside lip of the door tight to stop it swinging open mid-flight. Brandon twisted his fingers around the wire mesh behind him just in case. Kat was safely wedged behind the other door that was still bolted shut.


Thankfully the flight was short, and there weren’t any aliens hiding in the container. As soon as they hit the ground, they prepared to move out. Jason opened the door a crack and looked around.


‘Dual carriageway. Bushy bank to the right. Go go go!’


They made it to the bushes without being seen. Once they were concealed, Brandon looked back. The container had been set down on the back of a truck, which was preparing to extend the barricade along the length of the dual carriageway, which he guessed was the main ring road around Brighton.


‘I hope after all that, that we’re inside the barricade,’ Brandon said. Keeping low under the cover of the bushes, they climbed to the top of the bank to get a view of the surrounding area.


It turned out that they were on the edge of a housing estate, a few kilometres from the city centre and the coast. Across the houses, they could see a few high-rise hotels and glimpses of blue sea.


There was also a hazy cloud of smoke in the air over the city centre, still rising from where a meteor had struck: the one that had hit Brighton at the same time that Highgate Cemetery had also been hit.


‘That’s where The Grand Hotel was,’ Brandon said. ‘So that’s where we’re going.’


 


They walked cautiously through the quiet suburban estates. There was no sign of normal Sunday morning life; no kids playing in the streets; no adults out walking, jogging or washing cars in drives. All the houses looked empty. Brandon kept his eyes open for soldiers, aliens or any kind of aircraft.


Kat seemed oblivious and chattered away.


‘So, these aliens. Where could they have come from? Another universe far, far away?’


‘There’s only one universe, Kat,’ Brandon said. ‘The universe is supposed to include everything, after all. But there are billions of planets in this galaxy, let alone the whole universe, so I reckon they must have come from somewhere nearby.’


‘Nearby? Like … Mars?’


‘Well, maybe not that near. It depends on how fast they can get around. Even a nuclear pulse-propelled rocket would take four-hundred or so years to get to Alpha Centauri—the nearest solar system—so either they’ve been travelling for a very long time, or they’ve developed some form of faster-than-light travel—’


‘Who cares where they’re from or how they got here,’ Jason interrupted. ‘What I want to know is where, and how hard, to hit them to make them go down.’


‘Between the legs?’ Kat giggled.


‘But what if they’re not male?’ Brandon wondered. ‘Or what if they keep their reproductive organs—I don’t know—under their tongues or something?’


‘Those super soldiers on the train had some pretty interesting weaponry,’ Jason went on, ignoring Brandon. ‘I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on one of those wicked-looking machine guns.’ 


‘Or one of those alien laser blasters!’ Kat said.


‘I think that you might have to wait a few years before you can sign up,’ Brandon reminded Jason.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said. ‘When we’re some of the last few humans to have survived the alien apocalypse, they’re not going to be fussy about who they hand the guns out to. Wait here; I need to pee.’


Brandon and Kat stood about awkwardly while Jason watered the flowers down the side of one of the houses.


‘That’s better!’ he said as he returned. ‘I didn’t want to go while we were in the container!’


‘You didn’t wash your hands,’ Kat scolded him. 


‘Look out!’ Brandon said.


Two silver saucers were flying high overhead. Brandon led the others quickly under the cover of an empty garage that had been left open. They peered out cautiously. In the morning light they could see the saucers in greater detail; they were about twenty metres in diameter, almost flat at the edges but with a spherical centre where the cockpit must be. On the underneath, a ring of glowing blue circles suggested some form of propulsion.


Both saucers slowed down and hovered above them.


‘They must have seen us,’ Brandon said. Jason swore.


Then one of the saucers exploded in a massive orange fireball. The other immediately sped away, pursued by two sleek grey fighter jets.


‘Alright! The RAF have got our back!’ Jason said. ‘Now come on! Let’s get to that crater and find out what’s left of Brandon’s mum.’


Brandon gritted his teeth and followed.


 


Hiding behind the smashed windows of a deserted ice-cream shop, they looked across at the fenced-off crater that had once been Brighton’s Grand Hotel. There were still people on the streets here, running back and forth with stuff looted from the nearby shopping center. An army truck rolled by, evacuation orders issuing from its roof-mounted speakers.


When it was clear, Brandon, Kat and Jason went up to the wooden fence and looked through a gap at the rubble-strewn crater beyond. Brandon just stared at the mess for five minutes. It was probable that his mother had died here, and all her secrets were lost forever; but what else could he do but come here and hope? He felt the primal urge to shout, ‘Mum!’ across the open space.


A section of the fence was covered in missing persons posters; hundreds of people must have been booked-in to the Hotel when the meteor struck, and no one knew how many were in their rooms at the time. Brandon scanned the posters for any clues about his mother or her colleagues, but saw nothing.


He didn’t know what to do. Jason was standing by the fence with his fingers interlocked to provide a step-up. ‘Well, go on,’ he urged. ‘Get over the fence and have a poke about in the crater.’


Brandon clambered up. Kat gave him a push as he went over, almost causing him to lose his balance on top of the fence. He dropped down on the other side and nearly twisted his ankle on the uneven ground.


It was still warm in the crater. Dust hung in the air. Under the summer sun it was as if a small round desert had been dropped in the middle of an English town. Other than some twisted remains of metal girders, it was as barren as a desert too.


He reached the centre of the crater. Now what? There was nothing to discover here. The aliens, or whatever they were, had done a pretty good job of obliterating anything that might tell him what his mother was doing here. If they spotted him, exposed and alone in the middle of the crater, they could finish the job completely. Up in the sky above Brighton, the silver saucers were too busy mixing it up with the fighter jets to notice.


He turned to head back. Then his phone buzzed.


It was a message sent from his mother’s computer. Brandon was confused; the mobile internet network was still down, so how …


He opened the message. It read: you’re close. love mum xx.


Close! The message must have been sent wirelessly over Bluetooth, and that had no more than a ten metre range. Brandon looked around.


Then he looked down. His heart sank, but he started to dig in the rubble. After a few minutes he pulled up a battered—but intact—laptop case.


It must have been made out of some kind of military-grade ABS plastic. But the best thing about it was the letters stamped on the top: SLW.


Sarah Louise Walker. It was indeed his mother’s case. The message must have been sent automatically, which wasn’t good news, but Brandon couldn’t bear to jump to any conclusions just yet. At least not until he had investigated his find.


He hurried back to the fence, lobbed the case across and then climbed back over and rejoined the twins.


‘What you got?’ Kat asked, curiosity evident on her face.


‘Whatever it is, we had better get out of here before you show us,’ Jason said. They could hear the sound of the army truck returning.


Brandon nodded. ‘Fancy a stroll along the pier?’ he suggested.


 


Brighton Pier: half a kilometre of Victorian iron and steel that stuck out into the English Channel. Brandon, Kat and Jason walked down its length, past the empty shops and arcades. Most of the seaside souvenir junk on sale here wasn’t worth the looters’ time. Behind them, the RAF jets shot down the last of the UFOs, which crashed somewhere in the town centre. There would be fighting in the streets soon, Brandon guessed, if any of the saucers’ occupants survived.


At the end of the pier was a giant dome surrounded by a funfair. Inside, they found a deserted amusement arcade and a restaurant. Brandon sat in a booth and put the laptop case in front of him on the table.


‘This place is nice and quiet,’ Jason said, ‘but I’m going to make sure we’ve got an escape route. There might be stairs down to a dock under the pier or something.’


‘And I’m going to find some food,’ Kat decided. She hovered over Brandon. ‘Can I take your order, sir? Today’s special is alien brain ice-cream.’


‘Get some water,’ Brandon said tersely. ‘And something healthy. We’ll need fruit and meat. Fish would be good if you can find any.’


Kat’s smile vanished and she headed off to have a look.


Brandon wasn’t in the mood for fun and jokes. He hadn’t really slept since yesterday morning; they had walked a long way today and he was hungry and bruised. And his mother was almost certainly dead.


He examined the laptop case. There was a combination lock. Without anything new to go on, he tried the same code as his mother’s safe: one, nine, nine, one. It worked: the catch popped open. Did something important happen in 1991? It was before Brandon or Gem were born, before even their parents’ marriage.


He flipped up the lid. There was lots of foam padding and a watertight seal around the lid. The laptop inside though was a budget model from one of the popular manufacturers.


He didn’t need to boot it up; it was already in standby mode. The operating system looked like a new copy of Windows. There were no additional programs installed, and no files in the documents folder.


The only thing that might have been added to a fresh installation was on the desktop: an ebook titled The Book of the Dead.


The book’s cover was black with a white skull graphic. Brandon flicked through the virtual pages: it was a picture book, showing drawings, paintings and photographs of humans through the ages: from stick men in cave paintings, to Egyptian figures on papyrus, to high-definition photos of modern leaders such as Kennedy and Churchill.


But why was this on here? Brandon’s mother wasn’t a historian. Her specialty was genetics.


Of course! Brandon knew of another Book of the Dead that was more relevant to his mother’s line of expertise: The Genetic Book of the Dead. Not an actual book as such, but more the idea that a living being’s DNA was a record of the entire history of its evolution; the history of its dead ancestors.


Maybe this ebook was not all that it seemed. He renamed the file from bookofthedead.epub to bookofthedead.zip and extracted the contents.


Sure enough, there was an extra folder inside that had nothing to do with the picture book. Brandon found three text files, each around three gigabytes in size, that just seemed to contain a solid chunk of random letters:


 


[image: CODE]


 


He had half an idea what they might mean. There was also a video file: brandon.avi.


Brandon smiled to himself, and double-clicked it.
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Sarah Walker was sitting on a black leather sofa with the laptop beside her, open in its case. On the screen, some video recording software was running. A smaller version of the same scene could be seen in the program’s window, and a smaller version again within that, receding to infinity.


Sarah looked back and forth between the screen and the camera in front of her to check that the set-up was working. She scraped back her long blonde ponytail and took a deep breath.


‘So, Brandon,’ she began. ‘It’s time to come clean. I have so many secrets that I hardly know where to begin. I’m at a secret lab here in … well, if you’re watching this then you probably already know where. But the secret might have come out, and now with these meteorites on their way I’ve started to get worried. So in case anything happens, Brandon, I just wanted you to be able to see me.’


She waved her hand dismissively. ‘Let’s just start at the beginning, shall we?


‘Twenty two years ago, I met an alien in a pub in Oxford.


‘Well, I didn’t realise at first that he was an alien: it wasn’t as if I walked in and there was a little green man propped up at the bar. This one looked almost human, like David Bowie perhaps in The Man Who Fell to Earth, although maybe not as handsome.’


She laughed. ‘Anyway, I was a post-grad student, at Oxford working on my second degree. I was out drinking with Amrit Kang—or AK as we used to call him. The pub was The Jericho Tavern. We’d gone to see our friend Thom playing in his band. The place was packed out, standing room only. I found myself squeezed next to this tall guy who leaned in and told me that the band was going to be the next big thing.


‘I just laughed and said that they’d be lucky to get a gig outside of Oxford. He offered to get me a drink and bet me another that the band would be a success.


‘He introduced himself as Talem Tarsus.’ Sarah shook her head. ‘I still owe him that drink.


‘Well, Amrit had got lost down the front near the stage, so I ended up going home with the tall guy. No, it wasn’t like that; in fact it never got like that. It was funny: Talem and I started seeing each other every day; he was interested in my work in physics and medicine, in visiting art galleries and reading and talking politics; but he never responded to any of my less-than-subtle drunken advances. He often seemed distant, a little detached. He was the perfect student, soaking up the lectures—in both arts and sciences—but ignoring all the fun extra-curricular activities.


‘It turned out that Talem wasn’t even registered at the university anyway. But he did have an impressive laboratory set up in old converted brewery by the river where he lived and worked. And he had lots of other student friends—including Amrit eventually—who were always coming and going. He made his living experimenting and improving on medicine and medical technology. He’d have us testing out hundreds of new variations of whatever the latest wonder drug was, and when he hit on a superior version he’d sell the formula to the original manufacturer. He paid his student helpers generously, and always let them keep the data for their own university papers.


‘We certainly wouldn’t have the nice house and lifestyle that we do now without Talem’s help. He was more helpful than my own university tutor when it came to my PhD in nanotechnology and its application in medicine. But it was only after I achieved my doctorate that he showed me his secret project.’


Sarah took a deep breath, as if to say, Here’s where the story gets interesting.


‘Well, first he offered me a job. He’d somehow wangled a position at the hospital in London, and he asked me to join him, as his partner, on an amazing salary and all the benefits. How could I refuse? I went from being a poor student to a successful London-based research analyst almost overnight.


‘And Talem’s project itself—it was amazing. Nanomedicine, but on a level of sophistication never before imagined, where cures, antidotes and vaccines—and possibly even surgery—could be targeted and delivered on a massive scale. Imagine treating thousands of Africans for malaria in minutes no matter how far they were from the hospital. That was the potential of the project. It would change the world.


‘I met your father in London too, at an exhibition that he had curated. Now there were two men in my life, but they got on well and were so different that there was never any conflict. Gem came along, work continued, life went on … and then I fell pregnant: with you, Brandon.


‘Then things got complicated. The birth was difficult. A terrible and random blood haemorrhage. In normal circumstances, Brandon, you would have died. We both might have died. But Talem believed that the nanotechnology, though still untested and unpredictable, could help. And it did: it was a triumph for both of us. Talem’s years of work and research were finally justified, and you were the proof.


‘And that was when Talem finally told me that he was an alien.


‘He said I probably wouldn’t believe it, and I didn’t, even when he took off his contact lenses and make-up. I had met funnier-looking people! He insisted I perform medical tests on him. I discovered then that he wasn’t lying. It wasn’t as if he had two hearts like Doctor Who, or anything: rather that his whole genetic sequence was different, not just to humans, but to anything that has ever evolved on this planet.’


Sarah paused and looked anxiously at her watch.


‘It turned out that the reason Talem was telling me all this was that there was some kind of emergency back on—I still can’t believe I’m saying this sometimes—on his home planet. He assured me that he’d be back, and that he’d even keep in touch if he could. He left me money to continue our work; we still needed to test everything thoroughly in secret before revealing it to the world.


‘And then he left. I didn’t see him blast off in his spaceship. Two days after you were born he just disappeared out of my life, and that was that. I haven’t seen him now for almost fourteen years.


‘The money that he left was quite a substantial amount. Enough to expand the lab at the hospital. Enough to hire my own team. Amrit Kang wanted to be a part of it, but he was perhaps a bit too eager and I worried that he knew too much, so I did what Talem had done before: picking promising students from those who were on placements at the hospital.


‘Without Talem around, the development slowed, but we made progress. Keeping the project a secret was hard, but no one could ever know that this technology was of alien origin. The only person on the team who had complete knowledge of every aspect of the project was myself. And so to make it that much harder for anyone who might be interested, we split the research between three labs: London, this one, and another in … well, let’s just say, Brandon, that it’s about two hundred kilometres east of your favourite place.


‘The hardware, software and control mechanism are worked on separately at the three labs. I am the only person who knows about the existence of all three. Not even Talem knows about the third lab, and that one I built specially for him for when he returns. His area of expertise was the control and deployment of the nanotechnology. No matter how advanced the medical and technical sides of the project became in all those years, Talem had made me promise never to reveal the technology to the world before he had a chance to return and prove that he could control it fully.


‘He feared that, ironically, people would be prepared to kill for this life-saving technology if they ever knew where to find it … and not just people from our own planet either.


‘And just yesterday he finally got back in touch to say that he was on his way back to Earth to complete the project. But he warned me that he wouldn’t be alone. I just hope he gets here before—’


Sarah’s phone beeped. She picked it up and pressed a button.


‘You found it.’


A pause.


‘Good grief! Brandon, get out of there! The place won’t withstand more than two direct strikes.’


Sarah stood up and quickly closed the lid down on her laptop and shut the case. She made to leave the room, phone in one hand, laptop case in the other. The recording software was still running as she moved away from the camera.


‘Go, Brandon,’ she pleaded into her phone, ‘but don’t go home. Bring the cylinder to—’


 


The video was now a black screen.


She was dead then. Brandon had feared as much.


With a heavy heart he transferred the ebook and all its hidden extras to the memory card that he still had from his mother’s safe. He took the laptop out of the case and removed its hard drive. The case, which was obviously bomb-proof, was too useful to leave behind, so he put the cylinder, his phone, the memory card and the hard drive all in the case. Then he shut the lid.


He had second thoughts, and removed the memory card and hid it in his sock.


Kat came out of the kitchen and presented Brandon with a plate of fish: two not quite completely defrosted battered-cod fillets, one smothered in Heinz tomato ketchup, the other with Helman’s mayonnaise. ‘Enjoy!’ she insisted.


‘Thanks, Kat.’ Brandon said, tucking in.


Kat took a seat opposite him and attempted to bite into a messy triple beef burger that was almost as big as her head. ‘So?’ she asked. ‘What did you find out?’


‘I know what the cylinder thing is. It’s not a weapon, or a bomb, or an ancient relic or anything we ever guessed that it might be. It is alien though. It’s a cure.’


Kat looked puzzled. ‘A cure for what?’


‘Anything! I mean, it’s nanomedicine—tiny robots I think, that are only a few nanometres big, entering your body and fixing things: destroying pathogens, even rewriting DNA; and not just to cure one person: millions of nanobots could cure thousands of epidemic victims.’


Kat considered this. ‘But it’s just a bit of metal pipe,’ she said. ‘Where are the tinybots? Inside?’


‘Probably,’ Brandon said. ‘It’s not like you would ever hear them rattling about. This cylinder could have layers and layers of protection and padding for just one tiny prototype robot. Who knows? But I do know there’s one more lab that’s got the information that we need to control it all. And I think I know where it is!’


Kat smiled. ‘So what are we waiting for? Hurry up and finish your fish!’ She reached across the table and clutched Brandon’s hand excitedly.


Jason reappeared. ‘We might have a problem,’ he informed them.


Kat withdrew her hand swiftly. ‘I made you a burger,’ she told her brother.


‘Great! Thanks.’


‘Jason,’ Brandon said. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I found us a boat,’ he said between mouthfuls. ‘But you might want to come and check out what you can see from the top of the dome. There’s a war going on out there, and both sides are closing in on our position.’


The top of the dome! Brandon and Kat followed Jason as he led them through the maze of fruit machines, coin waterfalls and zombie-shooting games until they came to a back door. Outside again, but in an area not accessible to the public, they found a narrow metal ladder that ran up the side of the dome to the top, forty metres up. Another ladder led down to a jetty under the pier.


Jason led the way up. The ladder creaked and rattled as they climbed. At the top was a small maintenance platform that was just about big enough for them all to fit. It was windy and cold, despite the sun.


‘We can just slide back down if we need to leave in a hurry!’ Kat pointed out.


A loud explosion caught their attention. On the esplanade around the entrance to the pier, a noisy firefight was taking place. Smoke from an amusement arcade fire was drifting over the road. Brandon could see figures moving between cover, and could hear the rattle of guns and the fizz of lasers. Brutes versus black-clad soldiers.


‘Who do we want to win?’ Jason asked.


‘Looks like the creatures are outnumbering the soldiers,’ Brandon said, peering across the distance. ‘And the way that they’re running into the clouds of smoke, it looks like they can see and breathe through it.’


The soldiers were pinned down behind a beachfront cafe. Their situation didn’t look good. Then something hovered into view from behind a large hotel: a small black box with four arms that ended in rotor blades.


‘What’s that?’ Kat said. ‘An alien robot?’


‘It’s a military scout drone,’ Brandon said. ‘The aliens will want to shoot it down as soon as possible.’ He could see that one of the soldiers was operating a touch-screen control pad.


The brutes didn’t even spot it, let alone shoot it down, and seconds later a shower of tiny but accurate missiles rained down on the targets that the drone had scouted out, eliminating almost all of the alien horde in one strike. The special ops team were freed from cover, and they quickly shot down the remaining enemies.


Jason was impressed. ‘Nice job,’ he commented.


‘Looks like we’re next,’ Kat said. The soldiers had regrouped at the foot of the pier. They left two men as guards, and the remaining eight began to march up towards the dome.


Brandon recognised Lieutenant Hewson leading the squad.


‘I think we should get down to the boat,’ Jason said.


‘Not yet,’ Brandon said. ‘I want to talk to him.’


‘Maybe we should do the right thing and give him the thingy,’ Kat suggested. ‘Now that we know it’s not a weapon and all.’


‘I’m not giving it to anyone,’ Brandon said, ‘except the one person who’s still alive that can safely use it.’


Kat and Jason gave each other blank looks. ‘Who would that be?’ Jason asked.


‘I’ll tell you in a bit,’ Brandon said.


Lieutenant Hewson walked up to the foot of the dome, stopped, looked up and gave Brandon an ironic salute. ‘You’re a hard man to pin down, Brandon Walker,’ he said.


‘What do you want?’


‘You know what I want: the device that you took from the lab in London. You did us a big favour getting it out of there before the city got hit—hell, Brandon, you did me a big favour leading us on this merry chase—but we’re taking it off you now.’


‘You don’t even know what it does,’ Brandon challenged.


Hewson shrugged. ‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘My orders are to bring it in.’


‘Who are you guys?’ Kat shouted.


‘You really want to know? Alright then. We’re a secret division of the Secret Intelligence Service. Every country has one: a team devoted solely to exploring the possibility of alien life—and alien technology—here on Earth. We’re so secret that even the government doesn’t know we exist; have you heard of the term plausible deniability?’


‘Yeah,’ Brandon said. ‘It means that the government can plausibly deny that they had anything to do with the hunting and terrorising of a group of kids.’


Hewson stiffened. ‘It’s not you that we’re interested in,’ he insisted. ‘I’m a soldier, Brandon. Ex-SAS. I’ve killed terrorists, insurgents, fanatics … and now aliens. My job is to protect kids like you, not frighten you.’


One of Hewson’s soldiers was monitoring what looked like a real-time map on his tablet computer. ‘Uh, Sir … we have a large unidentified object approaching from the south.’


Brandon turned. The sun was in his eyes, but there was something immense hovering above the thin cloud layer.


‘Brandon!’ Hewson was shouting. ‘Get down here now!’


‘Oh my God,’ Kat gaped.


The mothership—it was too big to be anything but a mothership—was almost a kilometre wide. It was a saucer with a spherical middle, making it look like a gleaming chrome version of Saturn and its rings. Rotating slowly, it lowered itself into position over the sea, about a kilometre offshore. The sunlight sparkled off it.


‘Would now be a good time to get to the boat?’ Jason asked.


‘Uh, yeah,’ Brandon decided. As one they hurled themselves over the safety barrier and slid down the south side of the dome. Jason led them down the ladder that led to the jetty beneath the pier.


Brandon looked up and out to sea to see what the saucer was doing. An opening had appeared under the central sphere. From inside came a ominous blue glow. Brandon looked down at the boat.


‘Jason, this isn’t a boat!’


‘Get in, you idiot!’


‘It’s a pedalo!’


‘Then get in and start peddling!’


Brandon hopped aboard—what choice did he have?—and he and Jason took to the pedals while Kat perched between them. ‘Hold on to this,’ Brandon told her, handing over the laptop case. Then with agonising slowness they began to put some distance between themselves and the pier. The cold dirty seawater splashed around them.


Hewson’s men hadn’t followed them down to the jetty. Brandon glanced back and saw them running back down the length of the pier. 


Then the giant alien saucer fired its weapon.


There was no noise, no beam of light, just a horrible hum in the air that battered Brandon’s eardrums. Then the water around their tiny craft swelled up and suddenly they were hurtling towards the shore.


‘What’s going on?’ Kat cried, trying to find a stable position between the pedalo seats.


‘Electro-magnetic beam!’ Brandon guessed. He noticed that the pier that they had just left was shaking violently. ‘They’re inducing an earthquake under the sea!’


Jason swore. ‘We’re going to get smashed against the promenade.’


Brandon, though, was looking back out to sea. ‘No,’ he said, ‘we’re not. Turn the boat around. Quick!’


Their forward momentum slowed, and now they found themselves being dragged back away from the shore as the powerful drawback sucked all the water from Brighton beach. At the moment that the pier was completely exposed, its supports collapsed and it smashed down on to the seabed.


Brandon had stopped peddling, and Jason was working twice as hard in order to turn them around. When he saw what they were now facing he swore again. And again.


An enormous wave crest was looming over them. Forty metres high and topped with churning froth, it advanced on Brighton with devastating potential.


Jason started to peddle madly in panic. Kat looked like she was about to jump off and into the sea. Brandon held his nerve though. His brain seemed to focus under pressure, and he knew what they had to do.


‘Jason, stop peddling! We’ve got to hit this thing head on and bust through!’ He was thinking back to last summer: a beach in Devon, a hot day, a wetsuit and a surfboard. To get further out to sea to catch a wave that was even further out, you had to know how to bust through the waves that were in your way.


He crouched low in his seat, leaning forward. Jason looked terrified, but copied the position. ‘When we’re almost at the crest, tip the weight forward!’ Brandon ordered.


The small pedalo began to climb the giant wave. Their entire world became a solid wall of grey water that blocked out the sun, creating a wet and scary world of cold shadow. Brandon judged the moment when their upward velocity peaked, then shouted, ‘Now!’


The three of them tipped their weight forward as far as they could over the front of the pedalo, gripping the bottom of the seats as tightly as they could. The tiny vessel cut into the wave, taking a short cut through the apex, and avoiding the deadly crest. They burst out the other side onto the back of the wave.


‘Well, that was gnarly,’ Jason said flatly. He spat out a mouthful of saltwater. They were all soaking. Kat wiped her glasses clean and then pulled a small fish out of her jacket pocket and flung it away.


The immediate danger was over, but they were still being carried along behind the wave, heading for the town. The water broke on the esplanade, lifting cars and smashing shop windows with its incredible force. The white-fronted hotels were surrounded by rushing water that pushed through the third floor windows and flushed the contents of the rooms out through the other side.


Brandon, Jason and Kat had no control over the pedalo now. Luck alone saved them from being smacked against the buildings. They were funnelled up a gap between them instead, following the leading edge of the tsunami as it flooded Brighton’s roundabouts, roads and parks.


They were heading towards Brighton’s Royal Pavilion: a long oriental-looking palace that wouldn’t have looked out of place next to the Taj Mahal. The wave reached it first, swamping the palace’s domes. Only the top of a tall minaret was left above the waterline, and as the pedalo passed it, Brandon and the twins jumped out and onto the small gallery.


They collapsed in a pile behind the stone parapet. Kat looked exhilarated as usual, but there was a wild look behind her eyes that Brandon hadn’t seen before. Jason looked angry. ‘Why?’ he complained. ‘Why are aliens trying to kill us?’


Brandon tried to explain briefly. ‘You might not believe this,’ he sighed, ‘but my mum met an alien twenty or so years ago and they’ve been working on some kind of new technology ever since. Now a whole load more aliens seem to have come to wipe out their efforts completely.’


‘Brandon,’ Kat said. ‘After what I’ve seen today, I’d believe you if you told us that you were an alien.’


He laughed, then looked out over the edge of the wall to see what was happening. It was chaos out there.


Out to sea, the mothership was still hovering above the water, malevolently rotating as it appeared to watch the devastation that its tidal wave had caused. Two fighter jets—Tornados, Brandon guessed—their wings heavy with missiles, flew in close to the saucer and circled around it, presumably looking for weak spots to target. But before they could fire, the saucer zapped them with lasers—spidery thin blue lines that effortlessly found their targets despite the Tornados’ speed.


One of the jets went into a spin and exploded against the hull of the saucer, disintegrating completely, but leaving no mark on the shiny alien craft. The pilot of the second tornado ejected, but he was in the air for less than a second before another laser spat out and vaporised him.


Across the city, Brandon saw that only a handful of Brighton’s tallest buildings were above sea-level. One of the Chinook helicopters was hovering over the roof of a hotel in order to collect some stranded soldiers. Brandon couldn’t see Hewson’s secret black-clad team though. He wondered if the regular army even knew that they were here.


Hundreds of small pleasure boats from the nearby marina were bobbing around with all the rest of the floating debris between the surviving buildings. On the outskirts of the city, the wave had swept away the army’s mobile barricades and had sloshed across the golf courses, only coming to a halt at the line of hills four kilometres north of the city.


The waters began to slowly recede, but the destruction wasn’t over yet: the mothership’s seismic weapon was glowing again, gearing up to generate another wave. Brandon was looking around desperately for a way to escape: a jet ski, a handy speedboat, a path made up of conveniently placed floating boxes …


There was nothing. This wasn’t a movie.


The world shuddered and the minaret shook violently. The wave that was approaching this time was sixty metres high and would engulf even the tallest block of council flats in Brighton. Brandon knew then that they were finished. He should have told all he knew to Lieutenant Hewson, he realised that now.


‘Look!’ Kat shouted.


There was a helicopter approaching from the north, just as the killer wave approached from the south. Brandon recognised it: a bright yellow Bell 206 JetRanger.


It was James and Gem. Brandon and the twins leaned out and waved and shouted frantically, and eventually caught the chopper’s attention.


The snub-nosed five-seater helicopter hovered over the minaret and let down a rope ladder. Jason made Kat hurry up it first, then he and Brandon simultaneously hooked their arms and legs around the lower rungs, just as the helicopter started to climb at a fast—but maybe not fast enough—seven metres a second.


Brandon and Jason clung to each other tighter than Brandon had ever clung to anyone in his life.


‘It’s probably safer for me to stay down there,’ Jason roared in Brandon’s ear, ‘than to follow you wherever you’re going next!’


Brandon just laughed out loud in relief and exultation as the new onslaught of water passed just metres beneath them.


 


Gem grabbed Brandon’s hand and pulled him up into the heli. ‘Hi, Bro,’ she smiled. She was still wearing her running trainers, but had now teamed them up with grey skinny jeans and a soft grey hoodie. Brandon went to hug her, but she directed his dirty wet body down into a seat next to Jason and Kat, and then threw a blanket over him.


‘How did you—I mean, thanks, Gem. But how did you find us?’


Gem nodded over to James, who was concentrating on flying clear of the town. He gave Brandon the thumbs up. ‘James is MI Zero,’ Gem explained, shouting over the noise of the rotors. ‘It’s a secret agency! They found out that you were here in Brighton and sent us to pick you up!’


MI Zero?


‘Wait, what?’ Brandon spluttered. ‘MI? As in Military Intelligence?’


Gem nodded.


‘I thought you were joking when you said you worked in Military Intelligence!’ Brandon shouted to James. The divisions of the British secret services also included MI5 (homeland security) and MI6 (foreign intelligence). MI Zero was a new one to Brandon though; it must be the secret secret division that Lieutenant Hewson had mentioned.


‘It was the best cover story I could come up with,’ James explained. His eyes didn’t leave the heli controls as he concentrated on their escape. ‘I knew no one would ever believe that I actually was a spy!’


Brandon frowned. ‘Are Hewson and those other guys MI Zero too?’


‘The Lieutenant? Yeah, he’s our top field agent. I’ve got more of a desk-bound supporting role. Well … had. There aren’t many desks left at the office anymore.’


Brandon turned to look at Kat. ‘Are you MI Zero?’ he joked.


‘Licensed to chill … in front of the TV,’ she quipped. Jason and Gem laughed. ‘Not really,’ Kat added, in case anyone had taken her seriously.


‘I don’t know if there’s anyone left but me now,’ James said. ‘The head of MI Zero was killed on the London to Brighton train.’


The man with the newspaper, Brandon recalled.


‘So, what are you going to do with us now that you’ve found us?’ he asked James.


It was Gem who replied: ‘Don’t know yet. We heard that you’ve got something from Mum’s lab. Let’s talk about that once we’ve shaken this massive bogie on our six.’


Six o’clock position, Brandon guessed. He tried to see what was behind them by looking out of the side window.


It was the alien mothership, so close that it was blocking out the sky.


‘James, we can’t outrun this thing,’ Gem said. ‘We need to land and find some cover.’


‘Right. On it,’ James replied, wrestling with the joystick.


‘Let’s hope they’ve not got a tractor beam!’ Kat said.


‘I doubt it,’ Brandon told her. ‘Tractor beams only work in the vacuum of space, on an atomic scale; they’re the stuff of, uh, science fiction …’


He tailed off as he realised what he was saying. This whole weekend had been the stuff of science fiction.


There was a sudden grinding noise as the rotors were forced to a stop and the engine jammed. The navigation instruments went haywire and James lost his grip on the joystick as it jerked about spasmodically.


Everyone’s eyes looked upwards. The cabin of the heli was cast into shadow as the saucer loomed over them.


James’ voice cracked in panic. ‘We’re stuck! I can’t move us!’


Jason shook his head. ‘We’ve got MI Zero chance of getting out of this one.’
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A thirty metre-wide letterbox-shaped slot opened in the outer rim of the giant saucer. Behind the slot, a long barrel-like chamber was rotating on its horizontal axis like a kind of side-on revolving door. Brandon stared in fascination as the helicopter was dragged in. It must be some sort of airlock, one that Brandon guessed would operate in the vacuum of space too. It was like being inside a massive tombola, and the helicopter shook as the tractor beam’s pull was weakened by the walls of the chamber. The rotor blades were snapped off in the confined space.


Then they were out the other side and into the mothership’s hangar. Brandon was both scared and awed at the same time. He looked around at his companions: Kat seemed just awed; Jason was quietly furious; Gem looked curious—nothing ever seemed to faze her though—and James looked …


James looked like he was terrified. Not a good look for a secret agent.


A whole platoon of muscled alien brutes was lining up to greet them. They tried to arrange themselves in ranks and files, but their discipline and co-ordination failed, and they ended up milling around beneath the hovering helicopter like a pack of hungry dogs.


The tractor beam brought the helicopter down to the floor of the hangar with an inelegant crash, as if it had lost its grip just at the last moment. One of the brutes stepped forward and ripped the door away with its bare hands. It growled at the cringing occupants, until some of its friends pulled it back to allow Brandon and the others to get out.


Brandon stepped out first. There didn’t seem to be any point in staying in the chopper, which certainly wouldn’t be airborne again anytime soon. Gem and the others followed his lead. James seemed to summon up some courage and pushed his way through the group to stand in front of Brandon and address the circling pack of aliens.


‘You’re not allowed to harm us,’ He told them. ‘Do you understand? It’s in the Geneva Convention! You can’t hurt prisoners. My name is James Bentley and I am on Her Majesty’s Secret Service—’


The nearest alien lashed out with a giant paw and sent James sprawling to the ground with a broken nose.


Jason and Gem helped him back to his feet. ‘Take it easy, man,’ Jason cautioned James. ‘I don’t think that dude’s read the Geneva thingy.’ Gem wiped the blood from James’ face with the sleeve of her hoodie.


The crowd of aliens moved in closer, almost forcing Brandon and the others back into the helicopter. Then suddenly the brutes backed off and made a clumsy effort to stand to attention. A new alien was marching through the ranks, sometimes having to push the others out of the way to make a path. This one was clearly in charge. It was bigger, and was wearing a strange combination of armour: some medieval-looking metal plate mixed with sinuous purple webbing of a more futuristic kind. On its head was a crude metal crown.


An alien king?


The king was taller and fatter than any of the other aliens, and twice as ugly. It staggered slightly when it stopped, as if it was drunk. In its hand was something fleshy and bloody which it popped into its mouth and crunched down on.


It spat on the floor, pointed at the laptop case that Brandon was holding, and then spoke, in English:


‘Give me that!’


The nearest alien soldier stepped forward and tore the case from Brandon’s grasp. The king pulled out a laser pistol and shot the clasps off. The cylinder, phone and hard drive all fell to the floor. The king gingerly picked up the cylinder and held it up to examine it. The other aliens all took a few steps away. They looked nervous.


The king tossed it into the hands of the nearest alien, who nearly dropped it in fright. ‘Take this and destroy it,’ the king ordered. ‘Throw it into the star reactor. And take these creatures and lock them away somewhere. We’ll give them to Zaal later.’


Who or what was Zaal?


‘Wait, no!’ Kat spoke up. ‘Can’t we talk about this? We want to talk to you! Why won’t you talk to us?’


Brandon put a hand on her shoulder to restrain her. He didn’t want her to get a smashed face like James.


The alien king didn’t even bother looking at her. Instead it grabbed the cylinder back from the other alien. ‘On second thoughts, I’ve changed my mind. I’ll take this myself and make sure that it gets destroyed. I can’t have you fools getting mixed up, vaporising these hoomunz, and then handing me back the most dangerous thing in the entire universe!’


 


They were dragged, each of them by a brute soldier, down a long corridor that curved slightly to the left. Brandon guessed that it was following the curvature of the ship’s circumference. Despite their terrible situation, he couldn’t help but take an interest in their surroundings. The hangar and the corridor were plain and functional, and not particularly alien-looking. But what had he expected? Organic walls and dark creepy passageways?


The group halted beside a hatch in the inner wall. One of the aliens opened it and before Brandon could think, he was hurled through and found himself skidding down a steep metal chute. His hyper-awareness kicked in and he managed to cover his face with his arms just in time to cushion his landing as he shot out of the chute and onto a hard metal floor.


He rolled to the side as the others came tumbling down. When they had all picked themselves up off the floor, they examined their new surroundings. They were in a small, very cold room with metal walls and a solid door. There was one dim light recessed into the ceiling.


Jason got to his feet and went and tried the door. There wasn’t any kind of opening mechanism.


‘Well, here we are,’ Kat said, a bit too cheerfully considering their situation, ‘prisoners of the alien king! I wonder who this Zaal is that we’re going to meet next.’


‘Whoever or whatever it is,’ Jason said, ‘I’m guessing it’s going to be the last alien creature we ever meet!’ He banged his fist against the wall in frustration.


Gem was tending to James, who had collapsed in the corner with blood all down his shirt. She examined his arm, which looked like it had been broken in the fall. Then she glanced at her phone, and threw it to the ground in frustration.


‘No special access anymore?’ Brandon asked.


‘Not up here,’ Gem confirmed. James held up his wrist; Gem held hers up to his and Brandon noticed that she was wearing a smaller version of her boyfriend’s watch. She rotated the bezel and both watches’ faces lit up. ‘Time Trackers are working,’ she said. ‘MI Zero gadgets,’ she explained, seeing Brandon’s curious expression.


How involved was his sister in MI Zero? Brandon realised that his mother had been right not to trust anybody with the secrets of her work, not even her own family. Still … what difference did it all make now? He sat back against the cold wall and felt all the excitement of the last few days drain from his body, leaving a gut-wrenching emptiness in its place. They had been taken by the enemy, having lost the alien cylinder—the very thing that they had fought so hard to protect. It was all as good as over.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said aloud, to the room in general. ‘It’s all gone wrong.’


Gem came over and put her arms around him. ‘It’s alright, Bro. Don’t be sorry. I’m just glad that we found you before the aliens got us. If everyone’s going to die, we might as well all die together. You couldn’t run forever.’


Brandon tried to blink away stinging tears. Why did his sister have to be so brave?


‘I wasn’t running, Gem; I found out where Mum was.’


‘You found Mum?’ Gem was surprised. ‘In Brighton?’


‘Yes. There was another lab. She’s dead, Gem.’


Gem was silent for a few moments. Was she thinking about their mother’s death, or about the second lab?


‘I found Dad,’ she said at last. ‘We managed to contact the gallery and he was there. He was a bit peeved because they were using the gallery to sleep people whose homes had been destroyed. You know what he was like when people breathed near the paintings. He said that we should all meet him there when I’d found you.


‘He was still there when the final meteor destroyed London.’


Brandon broke down completely. His world had fallen apart. Both his parents were dead. The only thing that had been motivating him all day—the mystery of the cylinder—had been denied him just at the moment when he thought that he’d started to figure it out. He had been hoping to find the final lab; finish what his mother and this Talem guy had started; save the world, maybe even the universe …


Now all he could see in his future was a horrible death.


The door clicked and swung open.


 


Three brutes stepped in. James lurched to his feet and made a valiant attempt to fight all three off. One of the brutes made a high-pitched grunting noise that may have been a laugh, picked James up and pitched him over its shoulder. They carried him out and pulled the door shut behind them. It was over in seconds.


‘Oh no,’ Gem sobbed. ‘James!’


They heard a shout from the other side of the door. ‘Gem!’ James called. ‘I’ll be back!’


The footsteps retreated. Then there was silence.


Eventually Jason said: ‘He won’t be back.’
 

Brandon gently patted his sister on the back in a pathetic attempt to console her. Was this how it was going to go down? Each of them dragged off one at a time? He looked around at his friends: Kat, Jason, Gem. As he did so he noticed something new: something that hadn’t been there moments before when the brutes had come to take James.


Someone was standing in the corner of the room.


A tall figure, humanoid but not quite human. Not a brute like all the aliens they had seen so far, but definitely alien … at least as far as Brandon could tell.


‘Hello,’ Brandon said cautiously. Gem, Jason and Kat all turned to look at the newcomer.


The stranger stepped forward gracefully. He was slim but his muscles were clearly defined beneath his close-fitting shirt. His clothes were black—black shirt, black trousers and black knee-high boots—as was his long hair. His face was pale though, his eyes a gleaming amber. His ears were slightly pointed, but other than that he had no obvious alien feature or appendages; but rather his whole presence was otherworldly. Even his voice, though it spoke English, had a unique mellifluous tone that none of them had ever heard the like of before.


‘Brandon Walker?’ he said. ‘At last we meet. Interesting that it should be here.’


‘Do I know you?’ Brandon asked. He had a sudden flash of inspiration: The alien that could pass for human. ‘Are you … Talem?’


The alien laughed casually. ‘No. My name is Dravid Karkor. But I knew Talem; We were friends back on our home planet. In fact, he’s the reason that I’m risking my life by sneaking into your cell. I don’t want to see Talem’s legacy falling into the wrong hands.’


Brandon shook his head. ‘Well, you’re too late. The alien king took the last prototype and destroyed it.’


‘But well done with all the risking and the sneaking!’ Kat said positively. ‘Now perhaps you can get us all out of here!’


Karkor smiled. ‘I might be able to help with that. I can’t be found out though—even though I’m not locked up, I’m as much a prisoner here as you are. But I can help you make your own escape. And I can get you your prototype back.’


Brandon suddenly came alive. ‘It hasn’t been destroyed?’


‘No. The balak king might be strong, brutal and violent, but he’s also weak-minded and easily manipulated. I persuaded him that it might be advantageous to hold on to the technology, dangerous as it is.’


‘Dangerous?’ Brandon questioned. ‘It’s not a weapon.’


Karkor knelt down in front of Brandon. ‘It can be. It’s the most powerful weapon in the galaxy right now. To protect it, Talem configured it to be deadly to both balaks and our kind alike. But I know that he hoped to put it to better uses than that, so I need you to take it away from here and find out how to control its power. I believe that the key to that is still on this strange planet of yours.’


Brandon nodded. He thought so too. His head was full of so many other questions though: ‘Those aliens are called balaks? So what are you? You’re from the same planet as them?’


Jason was getting anxious. ‘Who cares! Can we talk about how we’re going to escape already?’


Karkor seemed quite unflustered. ‘Yes we are from the same planet, but two quite distinct species. Sworn enemies, if you like. We call them balaks. We call ourselves zelfs.’


Kat looked suspicious. ‘How come everyone here speaks English?’


‘English? I don’t know what that is? Oh, your language? I’m certainly not speaking it. I imagine the ship’s translation systems are doing the work. It’s a nicely-fitted out craft. Our design of course; the balaks can barely sail a ship on a lake, let alone through space.’


‘They stole your ship to come here?’ Jason asked him. He was looking at the slim alien suspiciously.


‘Something like that,’ Karkor said evasively.


‘Why do I get the feeling,’ Brandon said, ‘that we’re getting mixed up in some alien war. Who’s Zaal?’


‘Zaal is a god,’ Karkor said. ‘He’s very good at starting alien wars.’


‘What are they going to do to James?’ Gem asked in a low voice.


Karkor looked serious for the first time. ‘It might be too late for your friend,’ he said, ‘but I can make sure that the rest of you all leave together. That’s if you trust me.’


‘Do we have a choice?’ Brandon asked pointedly.


‘Not if you want to live. Now here’s what you have to do …’


 


The minutes stretched interminably. Gem’s concern for James was written all over her face. She sat staring at her watch, watching the lights flash around its face. There was nothing they could do except wait for the balak guards to return. Dravid Karkor waited nonchalantly by the wall beside the door. The rest of them sat nervously on the floor. The only sound was Kat humming a tune under her breath.


‘Kat, shhh,’ Jason warned her.


‘I’m sorry,’ Kat said. ‘I hum when I’m excited.’


Brandon had nothing to add to that conversation. Thinking back over his mum’s message, he remembered that he needed to check a map. He picked up Gem’s phone from where she had thrown it. There was no internet access, but there was just enough of Google Maps saved in memory for Brandon to work out where they needed to go next … if they managed to escape.


He pocketed the phone. If Gem wanted it back then she could ask for it.


‘These aliens?’ Kat wondered aloud. ‘Why do they have arms and legs and heads … I mean, why do they look almost human and not have tentacles and eyes on stalks?’


Karkor smiled. Jason looked across at Brandon. ‘He’ll know.’


‘Wings evolved convergently in birds and bats,’ Brandon said mysteriously.


‘What?’


‘Birds and bats—they don’t share a common winged ancestor. They both evolved wings independently. So—’


‘Oh, I get it!’ Kat said cheerfully. ‘Alien planets can have human-like people too—it doesn’t mean that they made us, or that they evolved from us … or that they’re future humans come back through a time tunnel to visit us.’


‘The simplest explanation’s usually the best,’ Brandon agreed. ‘I’m sure that there are aliens out there with tentacles, six legs and faces on their bums … but they’re not the ones best suited to building and flying spaceships.’
 

‘Listen,’ Gem said. ‘They’re coming back.’


‘Okay. Everyone get ready,’ Brandon said.


The door opened. The same three balak guards stepped into the room, but this time Brandon and his friends were ready for them. They all ganged up on the leading balak and wrestled it to the ground. The other aliens attempted to separate them, and soon everyone was pulling and shoving and kicking. One of the balaks lifted Kat by the belt of her jeans and flung her hard against the wall. Together, Brandon and Jason pulled the brute to the ground by its legs.


Gem rolled out of the scrum and leaped to her feet to face another of the aliens. The balak made a grab for her, but she deflected both its arms away with confident inside-forearm blocks. Then she feigned a step backwards and ducked to the side, sticking her leg out to trip her opponent as it pressed forward.


Brandon saw it all. Where had she learned to do that? But he also saw the next threat before Gem did: the other balak had moved behind her and grabbed her in a bear-hug around the waist. Brandon and Jason’s opponent had finally got to its feet and shrugged the two boys away. The one that Gem had tripped eventually got up too, rubbing its ugly nose where it had smashed it on the floor.


‘That’s for James!’ she spat.


The three aliens moved backwards out of the room, taking Gem with them, and leaving Brandon, Jason and Kat in a breathless heap on the floor. Gem gave them one last desperate, but hopeful, look and then the door slammed shut.


Brandon rubbed a bruised elbow. ‘Everyone alright?’


‘Great place for a fight,’ Kat complained. ‘I don’t know what hurt more: the aliens or the wall.’


‘We almost had them,’ Jason said. ‘Your sister can kick ass.’


‘We were never going to beat them,’ Brandon said. He looked around the small room: the mysterious Dravid Karkor had gone. The fight had just been a distraction to buy him some time to sabotage the door mechanism on his way out.


Brandon went up to it and pushed.


It opened.


 


They stepped out into a narrow service corridor that curved away to the left and right. A twisted network of pipes and cables covered the ceiling. Brandon took a closer look, hoping for some insights into alien technology. Did everyone in the galaxy use electricity for power? He supposed that they must: after all, it wasn’t as if the laws of physics were different from one side of the galaxy to the other. Electrons move along conductors, no matter what planet you’re on.


‘Stop admiring the scenery,’ Jason said. ‘Which way do we go?’


Brandon looked left and right ‘I don’t suppose it matters,’ he said. ‘Either way, we’ll be circling the ship; as long as we take the next passage that leads towards the centre then we’ll be heading in the right direction.’


Jason grunted. ‘And what did your new friend say we should do if we come across any alien patrols on the way?’


‘He’s not my friend. And he didn’t say. We’ll have to improvise until we find Gem and James.’ He noticed something shiny on the floor: Gem’s watch. She must have dropped it for them to find. Brandon picked it up. It was a women’s diver’s watch with a metal bracelet. On the inside of the bezel though there was a ring of LEDs. Three were lit up blue at the twelve o’clock position, but as he turned around, they moved to six o’clock. He tilted the watch and they moved to three o’clock. Could be useful, he thought. He strapped it to his right wrist.


Brandon started off following the corridor in an anticlockwise direction. They took the first turning on the left—an even narrower tunnel with warm piping covering the walls—setting them on course for the centre of the mothership. They moved as fast and as quiet as they could, listening out for danger. The only sound was a soft background hum.


‘So who is this Dravid guy?’ Jason whispered. ‘Come on, Bright Eyes, don’t keep all your thoughts to yourself.’


‘He claims he was friends with Talem—the alien that my mum knew—but he’s also gotten himself mixed up with those balak creatures. I can understand it if they want to destroy what they think is a terrible weapon, but I can only guess what this Dravid Karkor wants with it. I don’t trust him. I just hope he really can get us out of here.’


‘And if we do escape? Then what?’


‘I think I know where to go to activate this cylinder thing. But I can’t say where right now. Not until we get off this ship.’


‘Fine, but when we’re out of here, you’ve got to tell us everything you know or think you know. Me and Kat, we’ve got to decide if we’re going to see this thing through with you, or cut our losses and get out before you get us both killed.’


‘Alright,’ Brandon said.


‘Seriously,’ Jason insisted. ‘Kat thinks this is a great adventure and all that, but someone else should be taking on an alien invasion force, not us!’


‘Okay, I get it!’ Brandon hissed. ‘Do you think I woke up this morning—yesterday morning—and thought, I know, I’ll take Jason and Kat Brown on an exciting tour of a flying saucer!’


Kat had followed close enough to hear the last part. ‘You’re the best tour guide ever!’ she said breathlessly. She was documenting their adventure by taking photos with her phone.


Brandon held up his hand to signal a halt. The tunnel they were following ended at the entrance to a vast hangar. It looked much like the one that the helicopter had been dragged into, except this one was full of rows and rows of parked spacecraft: saucers twenty metres in diameter, the same as the ones that they had seen fighting over Brighton.


The airlock for this hangar was in the floor. Brandon figured that they must be near the bottom level of the mothership. They would need to climb to reach their destination, the top of the reactor room. There was a pair of vertical tubular structures across the hangar that looked like lifts. Brandon pointed them out to the others.


‘Looks deserted,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’


Jason eyed-up the access ramp to one of the saucers. ‘Or we could take one of these UFOs and quit this place,’ he said.


‘Go if you think you can fly one,’ Brandon snapped. He started off across the hangar floor, not looking back to see if the other two were following. When he arrived at the lift, however, they were close behind. Once inside, Brandon scanned the panel of lights on the inner wall.


‘I never saw anyone worry about which button to press in Star Wars,’ he complained.


As his finger hovered over the top button, the one below changed colour and the lift doors slid smoothly shut. They began to rise.


‘Someone must have called it,’ Kat said.


‘We’ll get off a few floors below then,’ Brandon decided, pressing one of the lower buttons. He hoped that they’d still be in time to rescue Gem. He checked the Time Tracker: five LEDs were lit now. They must be getting closer.


The lift slowed and opened and they got out. The large space that they entered took them all by surprise.


‘Wow,’ Kat said.


 


This was more like it. This was what Brandon had expected to see aboard an alien mothership: strangeness; otherworldliness; vats and tubes and fluids and twisted organic shapes. The long room they had entered was like a cross between an art installation and a biology lab. Weird creatures suspended in fluid in glass tanks were arranged in rows on either side of a raised central walkway. The tanks—and the things inside them—increased in size further on down the hall.


‘What are these?’ Brandon said, examining a featherless bird-like creature floating in a thick green gel.


‘Who cares,’ Jason said. ‘We must be getting closer to the centre. Let’s keep going.’


‘They’re moving!’ Kat exclaimed, snapping away with her phone. ‘They must be growing things in these tanks.’


There was a computer console next to one of the tanks. The text on the screen was alien, but the images were unmistakable: planet Earth, slowly rotating, and in another window an animated double helix. ‘This is some kind of … DNA scanner,’ Brandon guessed. ‘Well, I think it is. It would be amazing if they could do that: scan and sequence the genomes of creatures on other planets, and grow their own versions here!’


Jason was halfway down the hall, between two tanks, each containing large animals that twitched and twisted as if they were asleep but dreaming. ‘Guys, come on,’ he urged. ‘This place freaks me out.’


Brandon couldn’t help but agree. The thing in the tank next to Jason looked almost like a carnivorous dinosaur, with a snaking tail and a mouth full of sharp teeth—except that its forearms were too long, too humanoid. These weren’t creatures from Earth … unless they were some kind of hybrid mash-up of different species.


A red reptilian eye blinked lazily, then seemed to focus on Brandon, studying him with interest. He shivered involuntarily. Suddenly the technology around the room didn’t interest him so much and he wanted to leave.


They hurried along the hall, trying not to look at the larger creatures in the last few tanks. Brandon hit a switch that opened the door at the end. As the door slid open silently, they heard marching feet. All they could do was quickly take cover either side of the door as a patrol of alien brutes stomped by. Luckily, the patrol ignored the open door and marched on past.


Brandon stuck his head out to have a look. Outside was a walkway that hugged the inner wall of a vast central shaft that must have been sixty metres across. Hanging somehow in the centre of the shaft—at the centre of the entire ship—was something so bright that its shape was obscured. The star reactor, Brandon thought. He could see how it got its name. Once again, curiosity kicked in and he found himself wondering what it really was and how it worked.


He looked up. The balak king’s chamber was at the top of the shaft, at the very top of the ship. A maze of walkways and steps rose above them. The blinding light from the reactor would prevent them from being seen from the opposite side, but it would still be a dangerous climb.


Looking down, he could see that the bottom of the shaft was open: the fields and roads of England could be seen passing by beneath them. Brandon figured that the ship’s seismic beam must have been generated by the star reactor itself and fired down and out the bottom of the shaft.


He looked at his watches. Fifteen minutes had passed since Gem had been taken; thirty since the aliens had grabbed James. The room that they had been locked in must have been checked by now; He expected an alarm to start wailing at any moment.


Jason had shrugged off his denim jacket. He was wearing a white T-shirt underneath. ‘It’s getting hotter and hotter in here,’ he complained. A gust of warm wind grabbed his jacket and took it from his hands. It flew down into the shaft.


They froze. If a balak saw it …


But as the jacket floated near the glowing core of the ship, it burst into flames and disintegrated.


‘We’re almost there,’ Brandon said, starting up a set of narrow steps like those on a fire escape. ‘Once we get to the top of the ship, it doesn’t matter if every alien on board knows where we are.’


If we can trust Dravid Karkor’s plan, he thought.


 


Brandon stepped out in front of the two aliens that were stood guarding the king’s chamber, stuck his middle finger up at them, then legged it as fast as he could back around the corridor. The guards were in hot pursuit; if it wasn’t for the curve of the corridor he had no doubt that they’d gun him down with their laser rifles.


This close to the centre of the mothership the corridors were so tightly curved that in seconds Brandon was back in front of the door he had just run from. Jason and Kat were waiting. Jason thumped the switch to open it and they all hurried through.


The room they entered was circular, with a stepped surround, like a Roman amphitheatre. It had a clear domed roof through which the sun could be seen blazing away in the summer sky. The floor was made up of thousands of semi-transparent tiles, and the light from the reactor below was softly defused through them. As for the decor, there was none of the plain functionality of the rest of the ship; the walls around the top level of the steps were panelled in a white glossy wood and hung with paintings. There were small tables all around that displayed sculptures and pots full of unusual plants.


Brandon breathed a sigh of relief: they weren’t too late. Gem and James were still alive. James was standing in the dead centre of the room. He looked beaten-up and barely conscious, and was held upright by a giant balak, the biggest and scariest that Brandon had seen so far. This one must have been three metres tall, and its muscular chest was tattooed with swirling tribal designs. The ink was the same deep red colour as the alien’s eyes. The king was here too, and stood facing James. It was eating—chewing on a giant greasy chunk of meat on a metre-long spit.


Gem was kneeling to one side. She looked up in hope as Brandon and the twins burst in.


Dravid Karkor was here too, standing at the top tier, examining a painting. He acted like he barely noticed the newcomers enter. So far, so according-to-plan, Brandon thought. Karkor had promised that he would be there. So now all Brandon had to do was provoke the balak king into revealing the cylinder.


The king calmly turned its attention from James. It had discarded the plate armour and was now wearing a red fur cape over a purple jumpsuit. The zip was open to the waist, exposing grey-green rolls of fat. Grease and drool were running down its chin and chest. The two soldiers that had been chasing Brandon around the corridor caught up and entered the room. They scrambled to attention. ‘You idiots!’ their king barked. ‘I said one at a time! I haven’t even finished with the first one yet.’


The guards made to grab Jason and Kat, but the twins evaded them and jogged off in opposite directions around the circular walls of the room. Brandon advanced purposefully out towards the centre. ‘Was it worth it?’ he demanded of the balak king as he approached. ‘All that death and destruction, to stamp out someone’s life’s work just because you don’t understand it and you’re frightened of it?’


The fat king didn’t reply. It didn’t even acknowledge Brandon, instead turning to Karkor and laughing. ‘Can you believe this, General? These—what do you call them?—hoomunz are very irritating!’ The king spat out a chunk of meat. ‘They don’t even taste very nice!’


‘That’s not a human you’re eating, My Liege,’ Karkor murmured dryly. ‘It’s called a kebab.’


The king tossed the meat away. ‘When I ordered human food, I didn’t mean I wanted what they eat!’


Brandon reached his sister. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked her.


‘You’re just in time. I think James is about to get sacrificed to Zaal.’


The giant tattooed alien glared mutely at Brandon from over James’ shoulder, perhaps watching for any trouble. Kat and Jason were standing together on the top tier of the steps, under a large painting. There was a guard on either side of them, but the twins had done well: they were in the right spot for when the escape attempt came.


The king went on expressing its views to Karkor. ‘That one tried to attack me, the female keeps shouting insults; now this one seems to think that it can question me!’ It laughed—a horrible rasping sound. ‘Zaal’s really got it in for me!’


Karkor turned from the painting he was seemingly absorbed in. ‘Perhaps Zaal is testing you.’ He stared pointedly at Brandon. The balak king followed Karkor’s gaze.


‘Could I perhaps have a word to Zaal about all this?’ Brandon asked innocently.


‘Zaal speaks only to me!’ the king spat at Brandon, addressing him directly for the first time. ‘Hoomunz—’


‘Humans!’ Brandon butted in. It didn’t look like it was going to be difficult to wind up the balak king.


‘Humans, hoomunz, any of the creatures on this nasty planet—none of them are mentioned in the Book of Zaal, so I can kill, sacrifice and eat as many as I like!’ The king reached across and laid his large clawed hand on James’ shirt, then ripped it away, leaving bleeding scratches all down James’ chest. James groaned, but then finally found his voice:


‘I hope Zaal chokes on me!’


The king prodded James in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him.


‘My Liege,’ Karkor said mildly, ‘we should leave soon. We don’t have to stay here. If the humans deploy atomic weapons …’


‘We will, General,’ the king said, not taking his eyes off Brandon. ‘When all my forces have returned. You said that the hoo— humans’ pathetic weapons will just bounce off this ship anyway. We have time to make Zaal happy before we leave!’


Brandon was sweating under the hot sun that streamed down through the dome, and the heat that rose up through the floor. It was as hot as The Eden Project in here. The balak king was dangerous and unpredictable, and he wasn’t sure that Gem wasn’t about to do something impulsive either; she looked like she could barely contain her anger. They needed to escape this crazy saucer as soon as possible … but not without the cylinder. ‘What is so dangerous about this so-called-weapon,’ Brandon challenged the king, ‘that you had to come all this way to destroy it?’


The fat alien looked puzzled. ‘How do you not know?’ He peered into Brandon’s sparkling eyes. ‘What do you call yourself?’


‘Brandon Walker.’


‘And where do you come from?’


‘London,’ Brandon replied. ‘Or what’s left of it. Why?’


‘Hmm.’ The king belched loudly. ‘I have seen hundreds and thousands of my people killed in the most horrible ways by this weapon. Such a thing cannot be called science or progress, even if Zaal cared about those things—which he doesn’t! The one who created this evil thing thought that he could run and hide here on this planet, but there is no place in the galaxy to hide from the will of Zaal.’


‘You said you were going to throw it into your star reactor,’ Brandon reminded him. ‘Did you? Is Zaal happy now?’


The king’s mouth twisted into a grotesque smile, and his gaze flicked to Karkor. He’s more in thrall to Dravid Karkor than to his god, Brandon thought. The king took the alien cylinder out from a pocket in his space suit and swished it through the air in front of them.


‘This weapon was dangerous enough before, but now it turns out that it has been made even more powerful since it was brought to this world. Now it is deadly to all life on our planet, not just to us. A weapon like this will make me feared by my enemies and my people alike. I’m going be a great ruler with this in my possession.’


Brandon shook his head. No! That wasn’t it. His mother had been working to heal and cure all life forms, not to kill them. But obviously they were just two sides of the same coin: life or death, depending on who flipped it.


‘I’ll have it made into a sword hilt,’ the king announced. ‘The most fearsome weapon in the balak kingdoms. I’ll call it … Catron’s Claw!’


He pointed his imaginary sword at the large painting that hung where Jason and Kat were standing. It showed two creatures rolling in battle: fearsome scaled tiger-like aliens with unfeasibly long claws. One was dark green, the other pale grey, and the composition of the painting—the way that the two creatures mirrored each other as they fought—reminded Brandon of the Chinese yin-yang symbol.


‘The catron is one of the most unusual creatures from our world,’ Karkor told them. ‘Their wicked claws have grown so deadly, that to protect themselves from each other their venom has evolved into a powerful regenerative fluid. A fight between two catrons can go on for hours as they are constantly injured and restored.’


‘To all other creatures, the claw means death!’ the king exulted.


‘They look friendly,’ Kat offered.


Kat was doing almost too good a job of trying to anger the king. Brandon glanced across at Karkor. Now would be a good time to execute the escape plan. The slim alien was surreptitiously pressing some buttons on a small hand-held device. The king had turned his attention back to James, idly tossing the cylinder in his palm as he looked over his offering to Zaal. ‘It’s time to show this human,’ the king gloated, ‘what the heart of a star looks like!’


Brandon had to keep the king’s mind off human sacrifice for just a little longer. ‘Yeah, like you’ve actually got a star on board this spaceship,’ he challenged.


‘What did you think it is?’ the king snapped. ‘They caught a star and trapped it at the centre of this ship.’


‘Seriously?’ Brandon looked to Karkor for confirmation.


‘Not quite,’ Karkor explained. ‘It’s an artificial star, created by splitting and refocusing lasers. Then splitting them again, millions of times over. The whole superstructure of this ship is essentially a container for keeping the massive amount of energy that it produces in check.’


‘And you let the brutes have this ship?’ Jason accused Karkor from across the room. ‘I’d have set it to self-destruct rather than hand it over to them!’


‘No one gave it to us,’ the king shouted. ‘The balaks take what they need!’ He gestured to the giant tattooed alien, who shoved James forward so that he was kneeling in front of the king.


James was stirring again: shaking his head as if summoning the energy to make a move.


Brandon kept his eyes on the cylinder as the king waved it back and forth.


‘Yeah, you took my parents’ lives too, you monster,’ Gem fumed. ‘What did you need them for?’


The king was getting visibly angry. ‘I don’t answer to you!’ He reached forward and grabbed Gem around the wrist. ‘It’s time that you answered to Zaal!’


Kat gasped, and made to run at the king. Jason held her back.


Brandon looked desperately across to Dravid Karkor. The mysterious alien gave him a subtle nod and activated something on the small device that he had been playing with. Finally, Brandon thought. It’s time to get out of here. Then he saw James lunge forward to attack the king.


The fat alien was taken by surprise. James knocked the balak king’s hand away from Gem’s arm and then grabbed the king’s other wrist and tried to prize the king’s fingers from around the cylinder. The king easily ripped his hand free and shoved James back down onto the floor. Then he leaned forward and spat the word, ‘Krabba!’ at James. The word must have voice-activated something, because the central circular floor tile suddenly opened up underneath James, who fell silently down into the star reactor.


The bright glow as his body caught fire was clearly visible to everyone through the semi-transparent tiles.


Gem pounced, launching herself forward to attack the king. But then there was a sudden loud explosion and the whole room shook. The king sprawled forward, the cylinder falling out of his hands and spinning across the floor.


‘We’re under attack!’ Karkor shouted at the king, who was disoriented. ‘I warned you!’


Brandon, however, had been expecting this. There was no attack, just an explosive charge that Karkor had planted as a distraction. Brandon reached down to pick up the cylinder from the floor.


But Gem was there first. She grabbed the cylinder and advanced on the suddenly terrified balak king.


‘Gem, no!’ Brandon shouted. ‘We have to go!’


The king had rolled over on the floor, but Gem jumped on top of him before he could get up. She began hitting him over and over again with the metal cylinder. The balak guards were circling with their laser rifles drawn, but they were unable to get a clear shot. The cylinder appeared to be glowing and blurring in Gem’s hands. Brandon felt a sudden pain in his head. He noticed that the giant tattooed brute was also staggering about with its head in its hands. Across the room, Dravid Karkor looked slightly uncomfortable.


‘Stop!’ the king pleaded. ‘You’ll kill everyone here!’


‘I know! Everyone from your stupid alien planet!’ Gem grunted between strikes. ‘I don’t care! You killed James!’


‘You’ll kill Brandon Walker!’


Gem paused, her hand held high ready to land another blow.


‘What? Why?’


The king spat blood and laughed. ‘Why do you think I even bothered talking to him at all? I could tell the minute I looked into his eyes: he’s from our world. He’s from our stupid alien planet!’
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Gem’s hand, gripping the cylinder, remained paused mid-strike. ‘What are you talking about?’


Brandon rushed up behind her and took the cylinder. ‘Who cares? It’s nonsense, Gem! He’s raving mad. Come on, it’s time to leave.’


The king gave them a bloody grin. ‘Leave? Where are you going to run? Guards! Kill them!’


An explosion shook the mothership again, just at the right moment. The armed guards all fell to the floor as the ship tilted at a dangerous angle. Gem and Brandon went sliding across the floor to the foot of the steps where Jason and Kat were. Brandon clambered up the steps and when he reached the big painting on the wall he didn’t hesitate: he jumped straight at it and ripped through the canvas.


The king howled in fury. He obviously didn’t know that there was a secret passage beyond. Gem, Jason and Kat bundled through too and they all half-ran, half-fell down a sloping tunnel. When they entered a small room at the end, Jason found a door control and locked them safely in.


‘That Dravid guy wasn’t joking after all!’ Jason exclaimed, looking around the room. ‘I was almost certain that you were going to smash your head against that picture.’


The room was cramped, with a low ceiling. Sunk into a grooved pit in the floor was a small rocket with a transparent hatch on the topside. Even as they looked at it, the hatch slowly opened.


‘That’s our ride,’ Brandon said, ‘Get in!’


‘Bran,’ Gem said, ‘what did the king mean when he said that you—’


‘Not now, Gem!’ Brandon said. He had no idea what had just happened either, but all he could think about was getting everyone safely back to Earth. The awful danger of their situation was at the forefront of his mind.


‘There’s no way we’re all going to fit in there,’ Jason said. ‘It’s a one-man escape pod.’


‘We’ll fit,’ Brandon insisted. ‘Even if we have to all lie down on top of each other!’


Thirty seconds later, the door from the tunnel crashed open and the two guards with laser guns charged in. The giant tattooed balak was right behind them, urging them on to attack. But the aliens immediately had to back up as the boosters of the escape rocket ignited and blasted in their faces. The rocket then accelerated down a narrow tube, and shot out into the blue summer sky.


 


 Lying on his stomach, with the others jammed in around him, Brandon wrestled with the rocket’s joystick. It wouldn’t budge.


He could feel Kat’s body pressed close to his. Jason was on top of him, crushing most of the breath out of his lungs. Gem was on his other side. ‘Are you actually flying this thing?’ she asked urgently.


‘No! It must be on autopilot; the controls are locked.’


‘We’re going to crash,’ Kat said, as the ground got closer and closer.


‘What did your mate Dravid say to do once we were in the escape rocket?’ Jason asked.


‘He didn’t,’ Brandon admitted.


‘Oh well,’ Jason said. ‘At least this is a better way to go than getting sacrificed to some bloodthirsty alien god like that poor idiot James.’


There was a nasty silence. ‘Sorry Gem,’ he said.


‘Forget it,’ she snapped. ‘Just get your arm out from around my waist.’


Brandon saw the ground approaching at a frightening rate. His eyes and brain focused on every last detail of what might be his last few seconds alive: the green field below them; the sheep going about their business chewing the grass; the blinking and flashing lights in the rocket’s cockpit, with their meaningless labels in an alien language; one of which was flashing faster and faster as they neared the ground …


When Brandon felt the sudden pull of the parachute opening behind the rocket, he knew that they were safe. But on instinct he reached forward and hit the flashing button. The joystick loosened in his other hand—he now had manual control—so he pulled back on it hard.


The rocket went from vertical to horizontal in an instant, jettisoning the parachute, and suddenly they were accelerating again, racing across the fields just metres from the ground. Brandon whooped in triumph.


‘What the hell?’ Jason screamed. ‘We were just about to land safely.’


‘Yeah,’ Brandon agreed. ‘And then we would have got safely scooped up by the aliens again. We need some distance!’


Jason didn’t reply. Brandon turned his attention back to piloting the rocket: it was controlled completely by the joystick and its triggers. As they skimmed along the top of a range of hills, he practiced a few swoops and dives and was even thinking about trying a roll when Gem spoke up, reminding him that he wasn’t alone in the cabin.


‘Bran,’ she said. ‘Are you pointing this thing anywhere in particular?’


‘The final lab!’ he told her. ‘Mum said that there’s another secret lab, where we can find what we need to activate the alien cylinder. We need to follow the South Downs to get there.’


‘Where?’ Gem persisted.


‘Stonehenge!’


 


Brandon flew the rocket in a west-northwest direction above the dry chalk valleys of the South Downs. He wondered how much fuel an emergency escape rocket carried.


The cabin was getting hotter and the windows were steaming up. Kat squirmed closer to speak with him.


‘So, Mr. Alien. Why Stonehenge?’


Bandon didn’t know which issue to tackle first. He went with the subject that he knew.


‘My mum spread her research over three labs: the hardware was in London; the software in Brighton; but the control mechanism—whatever it is that gets the device fully operational—is in a third lab that I don’t think anyone else knew about but her.’


‘But you know?’


‘I think so,’ he said. ‘Mum said that the lab was about two hundred kilometres east of my favourite place …’


Kat screwed her face up in thought. ‘How far’s that in miles? I give up! Where’s your favourite place?’


‘Bude.’


‘Huh?’


‘Bude. It’s a surfing town in Devon.’


‘You’re a surfer dude? Wow! You don’t look like one!’


‘Thanks. It’s a cool place though; maybe when this is all over, I’ll take you there.’ Brandon coughed. ‘But anyway, that’s not important. What’s important is that the secret lab is between here and there: somewhere in the middle of Salisbury plain. Then I remembered that my mum had a picture of Stonehenge up in her office … it has to be there!’


Jason and Gem were arguing about something.


‘I’ll turn around and we can top-and-tail if you like!’ Jason offered.


‘What I would like is if you went out and sat on the roof!’ Gem fumed.


Brandon remembered what Jason had said in the saucer, about wanting to leave the whole adventure while he still could and get Kat to safety. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. Maybe Jason could even look after both Kat and Gem. Brandon didn’t need anyone’s help now … all he had to do was get to the last lab.


The rocket started to lose speed.


‘We’re being followed,’ Jason said. He was now lying on top of Brandon, looking backwards out of the hatch. ‘The giant UFO is miles away, but it’s not getting any smaller. It’s keeping its distance and watching us.’


Brandon guessed that they were about halfway to Stonehenge. The rocket wasn’t going to make it. He shook his head with frustration: he still might need Jason’s help to steal another car.


 


Brandon brought the rocket down in a large field, cutting a wide semi-circular scar in the earth as he landed. Everyone got out of the cramped cockpit as fast as they could: Gem collapsed on the grass, Kat started stretching and jiggling about anxiously, and Jason decided to take out his pent-up energy in a series of furious press-ups.


Brandon sat quietly on the hull of the rocket, thinking. He felt like Frodo Baggins in The Lord of the Rings, planning on slipping away from his companions and bearing his burden alone. He could evade the aliens easier on his own, he thought, without having the worry of looking after the others too.


Then Gem surprised him by taking charge. ‘Okay, listen up,’ she commanded. ‘We’ve got to think and act fast if we’re going to get out of here, get to the lab, and get this alien weapon working properly so that we can take the fight back to those aliens! Brandon: you’re the brains of the operation, obviously. Jason: you’re the brawn! Maybe you can bully someone into getting us to Stonehenge.’


She looked at Kat. ‘Kat: you’re small and fast, so you’re our eyes and ears. Watch our backs. We don’t want anyone—alien or otherwise—creeping up and surprising us.’


Kat gave an eager salute. Jason was looking at Gem with undisguised admiration and respect. Brandon wasn’t sure that he liked the way this was going—the alien cylinder wasn’t supposed to be a weapon!—but before he could speak up, Gem was pushing forward and asserting her control.


‘Jason, check your phone. Now that we’re off that ship and far from London, maybe we can get online again. Find out what’s going on. And pull up a local map so we can plan our route. Kat—keep an eye on that flying saucer.’


Suddenly Gem stopped giving orders, turned pale and ran into some nearby bushes.


The mothership was still hanging on the horizon, but it didn’t seem to be coming any closer. Brandon wondered if it was watching them to see where they went next. They would have to think of a way to lose it somehow. There was a dull rumble in the distance. A summer storm?


Gem emerged from the bushes wiping her mouth. She came over and joined Brandon by the rocket.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked her.


‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I feel sick and angry and shocked and confused. They killed James! We have to do something … something to get back at them.’


‘He meant a lot to you, huh?’


Gem rolled her eyes. ‘He was the only boyfriend I had. If you ever get a girlfriend, Bran, then maybe you’ll understand.’


Brandon kept quiet. He didn’t think that now was the time to voice his suspicions that James had been using Gem to get close to their family on behalf of MI Zero. She must have wondered about that by now though.


‘Here’s your watch,’ he said, handing her back the Time Tracker.


She took it and stared at it blankly. The lights around the face were dim. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘You can keep my phone, by the way. Who am I going to call now anyway?’


‘Oh, okay. I forgot I still had it.’


‘So what did that alien mean when he said that you were an alien too, Bran?’ Gem asked him again. She jumped up and sat beside him on top of the rocket.


‘I don’t know,’ he said.


‘Seriously, Brandon! Think! You’re the brains of this gang, remember.’


‘Honestly, Gem, I don’t know. I mean, do I look like an alien? You’d think that I would suspect if I was! The alien king probably just said it to confuse you, to stop you smashing his brains out.’


Gem didn’t look convinced. ‘If you’re an alien, does that make me one too? Maybe our parents were aliens like that Dravid Karkor guy. He looked almost human.’


Brandon remembered something. He pulled the trainer off his left foot and tipped out the memory card that he had found in his mum’s safe yesterday morning.


He slotted the card into Gem’s phone, and looked at the files that held the results of the tests that his mother had run on his eyes.
 

Most of them were technical gibberish, but he found a scan of some handwritten notes that she had made:


Brandon’s eyes are much more densely packed with photoreceptor cells than is normal. His vision must be at least 20/10—a random mutation that means that his eyesight is better than almost all other people. Combined with the high temporal resolution in the nuclei of his brain, this means that Brandon can take in lots more information than most people—and in stressful situations, process that information faster.


He sat deep in thought, watching the mothership drift slowly round to the north, still keeping the same distance. His mother’s notes weren’t conclusive proof that he was alien, but as he had thought earlier when they were exploring the mothership: what was alien anyway, but just a different configuration of the same elements that were common everywhere in the universe?


The thunder rumbled on.


‘There’s a car coming!’ Kat shouted.


Brandon stood up to look. A big black off-road four-by-four was speeding down a grassy slope towards them. The windows were blacked out, and there appeared to be a lot of communications equipment on top. It certainly wasn’t a farmer on the way to his fields.


‘Hewson,’ Brandon muttered. How did he get here so fast?


‘Land Rover Defender,’ Jason added. ‘Cool!’


The Defender skidded to halt next to the fallen rocket. The passenger door swung open. Brandon walked over to look inside. Sure enough, Lieutenant Hewson was at the wheel. His face was cut and bruised and his uniform was scorched and tattered.


‘Where to?’ he barked.


‘What?’


Hewson sighed. ‘Where do you want to go? I’ve lost all of my team; HQ have gone dark; I figure that I may as well start taking orders from a fourteen year-old kid.’


Brandon was delighted. ‘We need to get to Salisbury plain, maybe Stonehenge,’ he said, jumping aboard. The others bundled in the back and Hewson set off across the fields again. He was a better driver off-road than Jason ever was on.


‘Salisbury Plain?’ Hewson muttered. ‘That’s where I was heading … until I saw that huge spaceship chasing you in your little rocket. Well, I guessed that it was probably you, running rings around the aliens just as you did with me.’


‘Why were you heading that way?’ Brandon asked. He was concerned. Did Hewson and MI Zero know about the third secret lab?
 

‘The RAF has a temporary base there. Northwood Headquarters outside London got taken out by a meteor yesterday; Army Strategic Command in Hampshire was attacked by flying saucers this morning. Every jet, tank, pilot and soldier left in the country is regrouping in Wiltshire to plan some last ditch assault on the space invaders. I heard that The Chief of Joint Operations is there. I hope that’s true, because otherwise the chain of command is going to break down completely.’


Jason was navigating, flicking through the pages of Hewson’s road map. He hadn’t managed to connect to the internet. ‘You need to find the A272 and follow it to Winchester.’


‘Got it,’ Hewson confirmed. ‘Looks like the UFO is closing in,’ he said, checking his rear view mirror. ‘So, is there something at Stonehenge that will defeat these things?’


‘Something like that,’ Brandon said evasively. He sounded like Dravid Karkor, but right now he needed Hewson’s help. So what if he believed that there was an alien super weapon hidden somewhere? ‘Haven’t the army tried nuking the big saucer?’ he asked.


‘Tried,’ Hewson admitted. ‘And failed. They’re protected by some kind of energy field that misdirects incoming missiles and throws them off course. I think the next plan is to try boarding the thing instead.’


They left the fields and dirt tracks and joined the road. The Land Rover seemed to still be shaking though. Was the suspension damaged? Then Brandon realised; it wasn’t the vehicle that was shaking; it was the road.


The saucer was deploying its seismic beam, this time on land.


Brandon could see trees shifting at the side of the road, and the ground started to buckle beneath them. Cracks were appearing in the tarmac. Hewson had to pull off a dramatic swerve as a long split opened up in front of them.


They’re going all out to stop us this time, Brandon thought. The alien king must have regretted not destroying the cylinder when he had the chance. Brandon wondered if Dravid Karkor would be held accountable for suggesting that the king keep it. Maybe he had already been incinerated in the star reactor.


Kat leaned in between the two front seats. ‘They must have been dragging that earthquake beam up and down all over the countryside behind us to block off our escape. They’ll ruin the whole country!’


Hewson grimaced as he concentrated on the road. ‘When you got pulled aboard that saucer … did those creatures take that device off you?’


‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘They wanted it. They didn’t get it.’


‘So what made you decide,’ Hewson asked, ‘not to just give them what they wanted and hope that they go away? More people are going to die so long as that saucer continues ripping this country apart!’


‘What?’ Brandon was shocked. ‘Are you saying that it’s my fault? You’re talking like it was me who dropped a giant asteroid on London, and not some genocidal aliens! And besides: this technology that they’re after could kill millions more people if it fell into the wrong hands, so who are you to say if I should or shouldn’t have given it to them?’


Hewson turned to Brandon, caught his eye and nodded, as if to say, correct answer. Brandon realised that he was being tested.


Hewson looked back at the road, then swerved and drove up a grassy bank as a chasm opened up in front of the Land Rover. Everyone on the back seat screamed. There was a thud as Jason’s head hit the side window. As Hewson fought to bring the vehicle back under control, Brandon stared at the scene ahead.


The straight flat road that they were following into Winchester was suddenly rising behind them and falling ahead. What was once an empty horizon was now a vista filling their field of view: the city before them was sinking into the ground.


As they watched, the ground split in hundreds of places along the length of the river that flowed through the centre of the small city. Almost every building, road and tree was shifted to a new angle. The city hung in its new arrangement for a few seconds, and then the buildings started to collapse. The white stone cathedral, having stood for a thousand years, fell apart as easily as if it was made of wet sand. A terrific cloud of dust was thrown up by the destruction and started to fill the newly created pit.


As the dust enveloped the Land Rover and blocked the world from view, Hewson spun the vehicle around and started to drive back uphill. The road was still rising though; the Land Rover’s wheels began to lose traction and they felt themselves moving backwards and down towards the sunken city.


Brandon estimated that the angle of the slope was over forty-five degrees and still getting steeper. Hewson seemed determined though, working the revs and the clutch with focused intensity. Everyone else waited in terrified silence.


‘Would it help,’ Kat asked after a while, ‘if we got out and pushed?’


Then the wheels bit into the tarmac and the Defender was inching its way back up the road. At the top of the slope, they found themselves back at a motorway junction that they had passed coming into the city. Seeing the alien mothership wrecking havoc to the north, Hewson headed south.


‘You’re not going to make it to Stonehenge,’ he told them.


Brandon agreed. ‘Even if we do, they’ll destroy the lab. We can’t get there in secret with that thing hovering over us.’


‘So what are we going to do?’ Jason asked. ‘We’re driving aimlessly down one of the only roads in England that’s still in one piece, with a mile-wide flying saucer hot on our tail.’


‘How are they following us?’ Gem cut in.


‘They’re right above us!’ Jason shouted. ‘They can see us!’


But Brandon knew what his sister meant. He’d seen first-hand the high-tech gadgetry and weapons that the saucer had at its disposal and guessed that they could easily scan and track his DNA, if not tag them with some kind of impossible-to-detect bug. But the only person on board who would have the brains to do that was Dravid Karkor, and Karkor wanted them to escape.


‘They must have just been following the rocket, and now the Land Rover, by sight,’ he said.


‘Look in the back,’ Hewson interrupted them.


Behind her seat, Gem pulled out some hold-alls and cases.


‘There’s dried food, medical supplies, tents, thermal blankets and tools,’ Hewson said. ‘Take what you need.’


‘We’ll take it all,’ Jason said, checking out a pair of night-vision goggles. ‘Can’t you give us any guns?’


‘What are you going to do?’ Kat asked Hewson.


‘I’m going to do my job,’ he replied, ‘and get you civilians out of the warzone.’


Hewson left the motorway at the next junction and headed south along a tree-lined B-road. He kept checking on the mothership as it passed in and out of view behind the trees. He turned to Brandon. ‘MI Zero has special executive powers, and since I’m probably the last operative alive then it’s my decision what to do with you.’


Brandon nodded.


‘So I’m letting you go. Get to Stonehenge, do what you have to do to stop or get rid of these invaders. Find me at the RAF base if you need help. Or maybe, just maybe, I’ll see you back in London for the clean up.’


As they sped down a tunnel of thick tangled elm trees, Hewson braked hard and brought the Defender to a halt. Brandon didn’t need to be told what to do next. He opened the door and jumped out. Gem, Jason and Kat quickly followed with the bags and cases of supplies.


‘Thanks for the lift,’ Brandon said, raising his hand in farewell to the Lieutenant. What a stupid thing to say! Hewson gave Brandon the thumbs up, then accelerated away. The mothership passed overhead in pursuit, and Brandon and the others were thrown to the ground as the earth shook. The trees cracked and twisted, but then sprang back into shape. It was suddenly very quiet and still. Then a heavy branch fell out of the tree above Brandon and smashed down onto his wrist.


It really hurt. He waggled his hand to try and shake away the pain. Typical that the worst injury of the day so far should have come from a tree.


‘You alright?’ Gem asked.


‘I hope I haven’t broken it,’ Brandon said.


‘Well, just so long as you can still walk,’ she said.


Brandon looked at his watch on his other wrist. It was half past six in the evening. The day was starting to cool.


Gem flipped through the road map. ‘Come on, let’s get going. It’s only twenty-five miles to Stonehenge. We can even jog some of the way!’


Jason laughed as he hoisted a pack onto his back. ‘Race you!’ he said.


 


Six hours later. Brandon lay on his back in one of the two-man tents and waited for the sleep his body so badly needed. His wrist throbbed from the attack by the tree. They had walked, jogged and sometimes even climbed across a quake-riven landscape to get here. Circling the remains of Winchester had been the worst, but there were plenty of other tragedies on the way: farms and villages reduced to rubble; cars crashed and crushed beneath folds in the earth; rivers that were dry and roads that were flooded.


But even worse were the stunned groups of wandering survivors that they passed. Brandon couldn’t bring himself to speak to them—it would only bring home the reality of the tragedy. He could hardly bare to think about what had happened to Brighton, and to London; he couldn’t imagine ever returning to those places and facing up to the destruction.


Now they were camped in a field in Wiltshire, in the middle of the prehistoric circle of Stonehenge. The earthquakes hadn’t reached this far west, so the ancient monoliths were still standing in the same positions that they had occupied for over three thousand years. Brandon and the others had hunted around for any signs of the third lab, but darkness and exhaustion had overtaken them. With the aliens off their backs for the time being, Gem had insisted that her troops try to get a few hours’ sleep.


She was lying next to Brandon now, tossing and turning, clearly as unable to get to sleep as he was. Jason and Kat were sharing the other tent. Gem rolled over to face Brandon. She gave him an encouraging smile.


‘We’ll do it, Bran; we’ll avenge Mum and Dad’s death.’


‘I know,’ Brandon replied.


‘How exactly will it work, this alien weapon?’ she asked him. ‘Is it like a bomb? One that only affects aliens and fries their brains? It almost went off in the saucer. I could feel it.’


‘It can do a lot of things,’ Brandon said. ‘Depending on its programming, it’ll affect different people in different ways, and all on a large scale: thousands of people at the same time, maybe more.’


Gem considered this. ‘Are you worried about what the alien king said? About you being alien too? That’s nonsense, right? You said it was nonsense.’


‘I’m not sure it is now,’ Brandon admitted. ‘I’ve been thinking, Gem. Mum said there were complications with my birth. What if to save me they had to—I don’t know—inject me with alien blood or something. Or maybe the reason that there were complications was because Mum had offered to be a surrogate for a half-alien baby as some kind of experiment …’


On the long walk to Stonehenge, Brandon had told Gem all about the video message that their mother had left him. They had both agreed then that they needed to find and talk to the alien called Talem to fill in the gaps in the story. In the meantime, all they could do was guess.


‘Don’t worry,’ Gem said. ‘We’ll get you clear. Somewhere safe. I’ll take the bomb back to the alien saucer myself.’


Brandon rolled over to face the wall of the tent. ‘You know, this place—Stonehenge—was once thought to be a place of death and destruction,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘There are lots of bodies buried here, many with terrible injuries. And then there’s the slaughter stone that turns the rainwater blood-red …’


‘Did you steal a guide book when we searched the visitor centre?’ Gem asked him.


‘No, listen,’ Brandon said. ‘There’s another explanation for the bodies and the injuries: Stonehenge was in fact a place of pilgrimage and healing; people came here from all over Britain, not to be killed or sacrificed to some horrible god … but to be cured!’


‘What are you trying to say, Brandon?’ Gem said. ‘Well, whatever it is, tell me in a minute because I need to go outside for a smoke.’


Brandon lay on his back and sighed. How could he tell his sister that maybe they didn’t need to kill an army of aliens to put things right. She was dead set on revenge. He was wondering if perhaps there wasn’t a peaceful solution.


The tent flap opened and a small shape jumped in. Brandon fumbled for the torch.


‘It’s okay! It’s me!’ said a voice.


‘Kat?’ Brandon mumbled. She was almost right on top of him.


‘I’ve found it!’ she exclaimed.


Brandon was wide-awake in an instant. ‘Really? The lab?’


‘Maybe. I’ve found something, anyway,’ she said, showing Brandon a tourist leaflet that showed an aerial view of the stones and the surrounding countryside. She put her finger on a field near where they were camped. ‘Remember that hill here?’


‘What hill?’ Brandon said, unsure of what he was looking at.


‘Exactly!’ Kat exclaimed triumphantly. ‘There’s no hill on this photo. Yet earlier we were walking around that low mound in the same field; the one you said was probably an ancient burial mound.’


‘There was no door though, nothing that would lead to the lab.’ Brandon’s brain ticked over. ‘But you’re right. It can’t be an ancient burial mound—’


‘—if it’s not on this photo!’ Kat finished.


‘Brandon wriggled out of his sleeping bag. ‘Get the night vision goggles,’ he said.


 


Jason was in charge of the goggles. The others stood watching his reaction as he stared at the low hill. ‘Nothing,’ he told them, fiddling with the controls on the side. ‘It’s just a hill. Can I go back to sleep now?’


Jason was fully kitted out in the stuff from Hewson’s supplies: a black flak jacket and a utility belt, and vicious hunting knife at his boot. Much to his disappointment, there hadn’t been a gun in any of the packs.


‘Do they have terahertz imaging?’ Brandon asked.


Jason checked the settings. ‘Of course they do,’ he said. ‘I was just about to try that.’


‘It might show the outline of a door if it’s not hidden too deep—’


‘Woah!’ Jason said. He pulled off the goggles, threw them to Brandon, then pulled out his knife.


Brandon put the goggles on. When he looked at the hill, he didn’t see a solid mass of earth like he expected to; instead he saw the criss-crossed pattern of what looked like a man-made net. Jason was cutting through it with his knife.


But it had felt like grass and dirt! They had even climbed on top of it!


When Jason cut deep enough, the illusion gave way immediately, and the grass and dirt dissolved into grey dust. Underneath was a tent-like structure made up of some synthetic webbing. Jason had already stepped under the flap he had cut. Brandon and the girls followed him in.


Underneath was a spaceship.


This one wasn’t a saucer like the ones that they had already seen, but an elegant jet-sized fighter with jutting-out fins and multiple boosters. It was painted white, silver and blue, and was marked and damaged in several places; it had definitely seen a lot of action.


Gem was on her guard. ‘Who put this thing here?’


As if in answer, a door in the side opened: not smoothly, but like it was being pulled open from the inside. A tall man with messy hair stepped out and looked down at them. He was wearing an old brown suit. Brandon thought he looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place him.


‘Brandon,’ the man said. ‘Hi. I’m sorry I didn’t spot you straight away. Sensors are down, I’m afraid; I’ve being working on repairs all day, trying to get this thing flying again. I thought you might turn up eventually though. Is your mum with you?’


Brandon was stunned. He couldn’t think of anything to say except: ‘No. She’s dead. Are you Talem?’
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Twenty-two years earlier. The city of Perazim, near the equator of the planet Corroza.


Doctor Talem Tarsus took the surgical blade and held it to the tip of the first finger of his right hand. He pressed down hard, splitting the skin right down to the bone. The blade was so sharp that he hardly felt any pain. He put down the knife and picked up a tiny metal cylinder, which he dropped into the palm of his injured hand. Then he carefully closed his fingers around it.


Talem walked from his desk to stand at the clear wall that provided a wide view of the city. From three hundred stories up, the city of Perazim spread out before him almost as far as the eye could see. The incredible vista took his mind off the aching hurt in his hand. Some of the newest buildings were over five hundred stories high, but in a fantastic feat of engineering the older buildings that had preceded them had been raised atop the new skyscrapers. Temples to the great god Zaal, that had once stood beneath the jungle canopy, now rewarded supplicants with views over every horizon. The sky was a moody purple, and lightning flickered in the north and in the west.


The door behind Talem slid open, and he turned from the window to greet his friend, General Dravid Karkor.


‘Dravid!’ he laughed. ‘How rude of you to interrupt my contemplation.’


Dravid Karkor was dressed in his battle armour: a full suit of sinuous purple plates shaped to follow and accentuate the musculature of his body. The fibres of the suit were self-repairing and could close up a breach in less time that it took for any weapon to fully penetrate it. Talem knew this because he had designed the armour himself.


Dravid sat on the corner of the desk and crossed his arms. His face was bleak. ‘I need your help, my friend,’ he said bluntly.


Talem sighed and turned to the window again. He had known that this moment would come. The city outside looked peaceful; peace had always been enforced by the temple predicants. But in the jungle, outside the city’s laser wall …


‘The balaks have increased their attacks,’ Dravid continued urgently. ‘Over two hundred farmers have been killed this week; food meant for the city has been taken. A platoon of my best men was overwhelmed and completely wiped out. A hidden army surrounds Perazim.’


Talem turned back to his friend. ‘I can help the injured. My work—’


‘Your work can kill!’ Dravid stated. ‘You told me so yourself. Let me use it to save our city, Talem. We can both be rewarded as heroes.’


Talem shook his head. ‘I don’t want to be a hero, Dravid. There must be another solution. If we could find out what the balaks want—’


Dravid interrupted him again. ‘They want to destroy us. They are brutes, Talem: animals. We captured one. It growled and screamed and almost bit its interrogator’s arm off. They may walk on two legs like us, but they are just like any other vicious jungle predator that in the past we have had to wipe out to ensure our own safety.’


Talem couldn’t argue with that. Their species had raised this incredible city, had almost wiped out disease and suffering, and had even travelled to the moons and stars … and yet most of the planet that they lived on was still a mystery to them: a deadly jungle teeming with dangerous creatures and poisonous plants. The predicants often declared that the god Zaal himself had set the dangerous jungle against them as a balance to their ambition and progress.


Were the monstrous balaks a direct and divine response to Talem’s medical advances? He did not believe so—the idea was clearly ridiculous—but he knew that many in Perazim would.


‘What does Paran think of this?’ he asked. On so many occasions, the opinion of Dravid’s wife had settled any disagreements between the two friends. She was a lawyer; her judgement was always cool, clear and impartial.


‘I’ll ask her to come and tell you herself,’ Dravid replied, unwilling to speak for her. His tone lightened: ‘If she can raise herself out of her chair, that is. The little one inside her belly is not so little anymore.’


Talem smiled, and the two men shook hands before parting. But Dravid re-assumed his serious military demeanour as he marched out of the door. Talem went back to standing thoughtfully at the window.


He unclenched his right hand and stared down at it. The small cylinder was still there. His finger had healed completely.


 


Later that evening, Talem prepared his study to receive his guest. He was checking for bugs. Talem was not afraid to have his political views known—in fact he had often argued with the Arch Predicant himself—but he preferred to keep his private life private. Too many prominent citizens of Perazim had seen their influence and ambitions crushed if it was deemed that their personal business did not please their watchful and judgemental god.


Talem moved slowly around the study with a small handheld scanner, his eyes looking for anything out of place. He had artefacts and books from all periods of Perazim’s five thousand year history, as well as plants, bones and minerals from some of the furthest parts of the jungle ever explored. He wondered if the savage balaks kept such collections, and if they thought more about the world than just food and fighting for food.


The apartment bell chimed. Talem went and opened the door. Paran Karkor entered with a smile and kissed Talem on the cheek. Dravid’s wife was beautiful and pregnant, her black hair loose and natural, her striking eyes carefully made-up. She wore a plain grey dress that contrasted perfectly with the shining silverite wedding band around her neck.


They sat together in the study on comfortable leather chairs. Talem poured himself a strong south wine. Corrozian wines were named after the direction of the vineyard from Perazim, and were priced according to how far away and how dangerous that was. This one was from one of the farthest. Mindful of Paran’s condition, he poured her some expensive water from an equally far-off mountain spring.


Paran smiled as Talem took a large gulp of his wine. They made small talk for a few minutes, then Paran said, ‘Dravid tells me that your research is going well.’


‘Almost too well,’ Talem replied, ‘but it’s still not ready to be tested yet, either as medicine or as a weapon.’


Paran leaned forward with a serious look in her eyes. ‘Talem, we can delay and delay but sooner or later you’ll be forced to give up your work. The Arch Predicant has declared the balaks enemies of Zaal. There are only so many legal barriers I can throw up to keep you out of this war. If you help Dravid, then together you can oversee this new weapon, and use it sparingly and effectively; if you refuse, then it will be taken from you anyway and used indiscriminately.’


She fixed him with a gaze that revealed her own fear and conflict.


‘You’re worried about Dravid,’ he guessed, ‘out there beyond the walls, holding back the enemy.’


‘I’m worried about all of us,’ she said. ‘If the balaks enter the city, then nobody will be safe. I worry for my child.’


She reached forward and took his hand. ‘Our child.’


Talem drained his glass of wine. He couldn’t deny that he was now no longer a doctor and a scientist, working alone for the future good of all people. Now, in his own unconventional way, he too was a warrior, with a weapon in his hands, an enemy at his gate, and a family to protect.


 


Seven days later. Talem and Dravid were in trouble.


The Temple of Zaal was the highest of Perazim’s ancient buildings, positioned at the very centre of the city. It was also the oldest: a stone pyramid topped with a stone chamber. The temple was five thousand years old, and had seen the city rise around and under it.


Now it was raised over two kilometres above the jungle canopy, capping the six hundred-floor Tower of the Moons. When Talem and Dravid emerged into the open air at the base of the pyramid, they were immediately struck by the freezing cold and the howling wind. Talem involuntarily gasped; the air was difficult to breath. Dravid was physically fitter and managed to keep hold of his composure. It would not help them to show weakness before the Arch Predicant.


They started up the steps to the very top of the temple. Bare-chested guards lined the way, holding sharp spears that looked primitive but no doubt also harnessed deadly technology. Talem looked down at the steps as he climbed; he could see the channels in the stone where blood from ancient sacrifices once ran. He shuddered. Dravid put an arm on his shoulder in support as they reached the top. ‘We will face this together, my friend,’ he said softly.


The chamber at the top of the pyramid had no walls; it was a simple square roof supported by a hundred columns in ten rows of ten. At the centre was the Arch Predicant’s throne. He sat there now, expressionless behind his mask. There were no guards in the top chamber; the Arch Predicant was known to be a fearsome warrior who did not need them. Talem imagined that the real defences were hidden somewhere amongst the crumbling stone of the columns. He hoped that the Arch Predicant would not decide to employ them today.


The ruler of Perazim was not completely alone, however. An honoured guest sat on a smaller, lower seat next to the throne. The king of the balaks had come to Perazim.


It had been a terrible week. Dravid and Talem had taken the weapon deep into balak territory, into uncharted regions of the jungle, and struck at their very heart. Talem’s creation had proved more effective than he had ever imagined or intended, spiralling out of control, unable to be stopped until it had run its course. Talem had suffered the news that almost a million balaks had died at the hands of the fearsome weapon that he had created.


And afterwards, the balaks had continued to come to Perazim. But this time it was not to fight, but to surrender to their attackers. Tragically, Perazim troops had shot down thousands more before they had realised. Talem had watched the carnage from atop the city walls in anguish.


The so-called king of the balaks had swiftly been taken into the Arch Predicant’s custody. There had been rumours spreading around the city that the leader of the grey-green-skinned savages had some special power or secret. Talem was about to discover what it was.


He stood with Dravid before the Arch Predicant and his guest. They all regarded each other in silence for a time. Then the Arch Predicant finally spoke:


‘For thousands of years we thought the balaks were wild creatures of the jungle, primitive animals serving only to remind us how far our own race has progressed. Only now that we have murdered half of their population is it revealed how wrong our assumptions were.’


The Arch Predicant looked across at the balak who sat before him. The king wore animal skins and fragments of plate armour, but also a metal crown. Talem wondered who had fashioned the crown and the armour. He had seen a balak wearing a catron’s ribcage as armour once, but never anything manufactured.


Then the king of the balaks spoke.


‘All we ever wanted was to live in peace, away from those who we considered to be our enemy …’


Talem gasped and visibly slumped. The balaks could speak! He felt numb with guilt and confusion, and could hardly hear the rest of the king’s words.


‘But crazy hot-headed warriors on both sides have brought this disaster upon us. I have come to your city now to seek … atonement.’


The Arch Predicant let the king’s words sink in for a while. Behind his mask, his expression was unreadable. ‘I have spoken to Zaal,’ he declared eventually. ‘He desires peace between us. We will take the balaks under our protection. No harm will come to them from this day forth, and on the day of Zaal’s choosing, we will all face judgement together.’


The Arch Predicant stood, signalling the end of business, as if dealing with the fallout from catastrophes was all in a day’s work for him. Clearly, Talem and Dravid were not expected to speak. Talem felt his fear subside a little.


The king of the balaks, however, would not be moved.


‘We do not want protection,’ he said, his voice taking on a cruel tone. ‘We want justice. I too have spoken to Zaal—’


‘What?!’ Even the Arch Predicant was momentarily shaken.


‘It seems we bow down to the same god. Zaal appeared to us in the jungle three thousand years ago. He instructed my ancestors to carry out his will. The will of Zaal is in my blood! I come here now to deliver his demands. Yes, he demands peace, but that peace comes at a price.’


Even Dravid seemed to pale beneath his stiff resolve. There was only one possible reason why he and Talem had been summoned here. The method of payment to the god was well known.


‘Zaal has not demanded blood sacrifice in Perazim for over a thousand years,’ the Arch Predicant said.


The king of the balaks rose and faced the Arch Predicant. Both men were powerfully built. Talem wondered if they would fight to settle this.


‘He demands it now,’ the king growled, looking down at Talem and Dravid.


The Arch Predicant stood silent again, letting his authority quietly reassert itself.


‘Zaal tests both our wills, it seems,’ he said, clearly laying the ground for a compromise. ‘I will not give up both my men to appease him, when the fault lies with only one of them.’


The Arch Predicant pointed at Talem. The king of the balaks shrugged and nodded his assent. Dravid moved behind Talem and secured his hands behind his back before he could do anything stupid.


‘I’m sorry, my friend,’ he said.


Talem was incensed. ‘The prototype wasn’t ready!’ he shouted at the Arch Predicant. ‘It was impossible to control. I warned you all!’


Lightning flashed overhead, but was drawn away from the city by the tall power masts that rose from the walls. The Arch Predicant was impassive, his mask expressionless. But the balak king laughed: a nasty gurgling sound.


 


The Dungeons in the Tower of the Moons were a kilometre below ground. There were thousands and thousands of cells, and although few were occupied, the effect was to make you feel small and alone. Talem had been there for a week, but it had felt like a month. There was no day and no night in the dim cell. Time played cruel games with his mind.


There were no guards, no scheduled meals: nothing that could mark the passage of time or make you feel that you were of interest or worth to anyone. Only Dravid’s visits broke the awful monotony. Talem never knew when they would be, or which one would be the last.


He heard the footsteps now, loud and echoing in the metal corridors. Dravid appeared before the floor-to-ceiling laser bars moments later. He seemed calm and collected. He always did.


‘I led a team to search your lab and home today, Talem,’ he said. ‘We took away everything and destroyed most of it. Your apartment has already been given to another man. Actually, it’s the same scientist who has also taken over your position at the university.’


Talem just shrugged. ‘There was nothing anyone could use there. My work is useless without me.’


‘There’s just the prototype left, the one we used against the balaks. I’ve kept it.’ Dravid took the cylinder from his jacket and held it up in his gloved hand: a baton of shining metal.


Some emotion and colour returned to Talem’s face. He came close to the bars. ‘Dravid, you must destroy that too! It’s too dangerous to let anyone else work on it. It’s unpredictable, uncontrollable … it could kill more people. There’s no place for it in the world.’


Dravid only smiled. ‘I thought I’d keep it safe for you,’ he said. ‘You can work on it again, when you return.’


Talem had no idea what his friend was talking about. ‘I don’t think there’s any coming back from where I’m going,’ he said, ‘no matter what the Book of Zaal says.’


Dravid stepped closer, until the two men were face-to-face. Then he whispered something into Talem’s ear.


‘Dravid—’ Talem began.


Dravid kept whispering, outlining his plan in detail. When he had finished, Talem was speechless. He was stunned that his friend would risk everything on this plan. Talem, of course, had nothing to lose.


‘Thank you,’ he said eventually.


‘I’d better get going and arrange everything then,’ Dravid said. ‘We’ll see each other again, my friend, but it may not be for a while.’


They gripped each others’ arms through the laser bars. ‘I’d like to say goodbye to Paran too then,’ Talem said.


‘I thought you might,’ his friend said. ‘She’s already on her way.’


 


Dravid had left. Paran had been and gone. Talem spent the next few hours in a state of nervous anticipation. He ate one final meal, pressing a button on the wall to order a tasteless food block from the dispenser. Then he sat on the hard bed and waited.


After an interminable length of time, there was a soft click and the bars of the cell powered down and vanished. Talem immediately jumped up and ran down the corridor. The window of opportunity that Dravid had engineered was tiny. Talem took two left turns, then a right, then entered a lift. He hit the button marked zero.


The lift ascended. Talem’s heart was pounding. When the movement stopped and the door opened, he quickly stepped out and made another series of turns through some empty corridors. Then he came out in a large hall, the prison entrance lobby. It was deserted. Amazingly, he was going to walk out of here unchallenged. Dravid had said that one of his old squadmates—whose life he had saved at least once—was now one of the prison wardens who was, if not happy, then at least obliged to help out.


Talem eventually joined a public thoroughfare that passed under the Tower of The Moons. It was easy to lose himself among the crowds. The escape was not over yet though. Across the city was an unlocked and unguarded stardock, where an unregistered decommissioned military starship was waiting for him. He would flee across the galaxy, where nobody could follow. Dravid would spin some wild story about how Talem had planned his escape long before he was ever imprisoned. Talem’s ingenuity was well-known and nobody would ever be able to refute the lie, even if they dared challenge Dravid’s credibility.


Was Dravid playing straight with Talem? Was Talem walking into an elaborate trap? No, Talem trusted his friend completely. Dravid made no secret of his desire that Talem should turn his research towards military ends, and it seemed that he wasn’t going to let the Arch Predicant, a savage king, and a bloodthirsty god get in the way of his ambition.


In fact, the only person who had ever stood in Dravid’s way was Talem himself. And even now, with his life completely in his friend’s hands, Talem wasn’t intending on leaving the planet without making one vital change to Dravid’s plan.


A change that would destroy their friendship forever.


 


The starship was long and menacing, with one giant fin on the back. It was called Discord: a fighting craft, although it had been stripped of weaponry. It looked fast though. It needed to be: word had probably already gotten out about Talem’s escape. The city had powerful ground-to-air defences, but Dravid had assured him that they would struggle to target a small speedy ship that was leaving the planet suddenly; they were designed to focus on threats approaching the city with plenty of warning.


Talem walked up the open ramp and passed through the airlock. There was a narrow corridor that ran the length of the ship, with a bulkhead door separating the engines from the cockpit. Talem sat in the pilot’s chair and took a few moments to gather his thoughts.


He had time; there were many stardocks around the city, and even if anyone did decide to investigate this hangar right now then he could take off within seconds. He turned to the ship’s controls and started to explore the computer systems, looking for any signals that could be used to track him. Dravid has assured him that there were none; and it seemed that he had been telling the truth.


Although the ship was not armed, it was fully fuelled and was also equipped with a stasis bay that he could use to sleep away a long journey. There were many planets out there that could support life, and countless more just waiting to be discovered. Talem felt the thrill of starting out on an adventure.


But still he delayed. There was just one last thing …


Talem waited and watched. The stardock was large, and was privately-owned by Dravid. There were all manner of ships docked here: ex-military mainly, but also some classic and sporty civilian models. There were rows of silver saucer-shaped craft that Talem didn’t recognise, but then his knowledge of spacecraft was limited.


He spotted movement. A figure was walking slowly across the stardock floor towards Discord. Talem waited until he was sure of the newcomer’s identity, then went back to open the ramp. He waited, almost nonchalantly leaning against the ramp strut as the woman approached. She stopped at the foot of the ramp.


‘Here it is,’ she said, handing Talem the metal cylinder. Dravid would be furious that Talem was taking this with him.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘And the answer to my other question?’


With one hand on her pregnant belly, and the other unconsciously touching the silverite band at her throat, Paran looked up at her husband’s best friend and steeled herself for her answer.


‘Yes,’ she said, stepping onto the ramp and into Talem’s arms.


Less than a minute later, Discord shot out of the stardock and rocketed away from the city and out over the jungle. When the lights of Perazim were left far behind, it started its climb to the stars.


 


Once they were out of Corroza’s atmosphere, Talem engaged the superluminal drive, and Discord shot across the galaxy. Talem almost immediately pulled the lever back, killing the engine and letting the ship drift in space. Out of the cockpit window, nothing was visible but stars.


‘Where are we?’ Paran asked.


‘Who knows?’ Talem laughed. ‘Safe,’ he added, slumping back into the pilot’s seat and taking a breath. ‘We’re safe.’


Paran smiled at him. Their joy was a mixture of adrenaline and relief. They had left everything behind but they still had each other.


Talem glanced at the starmap. ‘Okay, we’re somewhere in the Orion-Cygnus Arm,’ he said. ‘I just made a random jump to get us away from Corroza. We can float around here for a while, enjoy the view, and just … rest.’


Paran went to explore the rest of the ship, while Talem idly perused the starmap. Millions of planets had been visited or at least scanned in the five hundred years since the zelfs had begun to explore the galaxy. Somewhere out there was their new home.


Paran came back into the cockpit. ‘The medical bay is nicely equipped,’ she said, touching her swollen belly. ‘Of course, they say that Zaal disowns babies born in space.’


Talem snorted his derision ‘At least we won’t be obliged to go through with the naming ritual. It would have been all I could do to keep from turning the knife on the predicant.’ They both laughed.


‘Anyway,’ he said, indicating a planet on the starmap, ‘here’s a possibility. It’s mostly water, but there is some land that isn’t either inhospitable ice or desert. The oxygen content of the air is just about high enough, and their sun is burning away strongly, so energy won’t be a problem.’


‘Any intelligent life?’ Paran asked.


‘Last time we checked they were still hitting each other with swords, but the population is vast and spread out all over the planet. They’re technologically advancing much faster than we ever did. They call their planet … Mud.’


‘Mud?’


‘Mud, Earth, Dirt … something like that. The name’s probably got lost in translation. But they look a bit like us—or at least nothing a bit of cosmetic surgery wouldn’t fix—and they have a similar yearly cycle. Their days are only twenty-four hours’ long though.’


‘Well it all sounds just perfect, Darling,’ Paran said, and Talem could tell that she was only half-joking. The lure of a normal, happy life was starting to take hold on both of them.


The cockpit shook slightly as another ship fell into position on their starboard side. It was twice as big as Discord, heavily armoured and heavily armed. The ship was black, and wider than it was long: built to bear as many weapons on its enemy as possible, rather than for speed. Paran looked at Talem in alarm. ‘Who knows we’re here?’


‘No one,’ Talem said. ‘I checked the ship and the prototype for any kind of tracking device. Any implants that we might have can’t be traced across this kind of distance, and the superluminal drive leaves no engine signature—’


The other ship swung round in front of Discord. It was so close that when the armour plating slid up, they could see through the cockpit window. There was one person sitting alone at the controls.


‘Dravid!’ Talem exclaimed. Paran subconsciously touched the wedding band at her neck, and Talem instantly knew where the hidden tracking device was.


They could see Dravid’s lips move as his voice was transmitted into their cockpit: ‘You betrayed me. Both of you.’


‘You bugged my wedding band?!’ Paran accused him.


Dravid stood and leaned forward over his console, as if to close the distance between them. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘So that I could watch over you and protect you! Not because I had any idea you might run away with him. I always trusted you, Paran. I was never suspicious. All those times you were with him I never suspected anything—perhaps I should have done—but I didn’t. I just needed to know where you were in case you were ever in any trouble …’


He slumped back in his chair. ‘Even now I wanted to believe that you had been kidnapped,’ he sighed. ‘But I see now that I can’t hide from the truth any longer.’


Now Talem stood. ‘Dravid, you have to let us go. Everyone should be free to choose their own path.’


Dravid scowled. ‘You wouldn’t be free at all if it wasn’t for me. I gave you the chance to get away from here, so that one day you could come back and continue your research. I was going to set up a secret lab for you, a fortified base. We could have been strong together, powerful!’


‘I don’t want to be powerful, Dravid,’ Talem replied. ‘And if I do come back it will be when I have something better to offer than a genocidal weapon!’


All the time they were talking, Talem was thinking of how they could escape. They needed to disable Dravid’s ship so that he couldn’t follow, but they had no weapons. Or they had to lose the tracking device that had been permanently cast around Paran’s neck.


He had a sudden impulsive plan. Without giving away his intentions by signalling to Paran, he put Discord in a roll that took it down and underneath Dravid’s ship. Because of the artificial gravity, it looked as though Dravid had shot up and out of sight.


Talem hit the button that released the escape pod, and saw the quick bright white flash of an explosion in space as the pod smashed into Dravid’s boosters. He hoped that it would be enough to cover their escape, and once again he engaged the superluminal drive that in seconds would accelerate them away up to a speed of over two light-years an hour.


In those few seconds, Dravid managed to react by firing a blast from his ship’s macrolaser cannon. Discord shuddered, not just from the sudden speed, but also from the hit that breached the cockpit and sent Paran sprawling to the floor in a shower of sparks and wreckage.


 


Discord floated in space. Talem stood at the port observation deck and stared into infinity. Had Dravid been planning to fire at them, or had Talem provoked him? He’d never know; he could never go home again now.


Paran was gravely wounded, lying in the stasis chamber in the medical bay, the movement of all the atoms in her body, her child’s body—and also of those in her treacherous wedding band—slowed down to a permanent halt. It was beyond Talem’s skills to help her with the equipment on board the ship.


In his hand he weighed the prototype technology that could either be a weapon or a cure. But right now, both options were out of his reach. He needed time, help and resources.


He returned to the cockpit to make one more journey, this time with no one on his tail. He set the co-ordinates for the star system known as Sol.
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‘So then you wound up in Oxford and started working with my mum?’ Brandon said, picking up the story at the point where his mother had begun hers. They were all sitting around on comfy leather chairs, under the low roof of a small underground vault, listening to Talem talk.


‘Yes,’ Talem said. ‘Sarah is—was—a remarkable scientist: creative and daring, yet diligent and responsible. What we achieved could change both our worlds …’ He tailed off. Talem had only landed on Earth hours before Brandon and the others had arrived at Stonehenge. He was still getting his head around the fact that Sarah Walker was dead.


Talem Tarsus was nothing like Dravid Karkor. He was slightly heavier and more careworn, and his ears were not as pointed. Perhaps he had reshaped them himself to blend in better when he lived on Earth. But Brandon could still see that there was something alien about him, in the way he moved, and the look in his eyes.


‘So you got our mum mixed up in all of this, and then only a few years later you ran away and left her,’ Gem pointed out.


Talem smiled sadly. ‘It feels like I’ve spent a lifetime on the run,’ he said. ‘I’ve been all over the galaxy, trying to keep one step ahead of my enemies and keep them away from Earth. It was far too dangerous to stay here, and it was all I could do to keep Dravid away for as long as I have done. But now he’s here, with the balak king and his army in tow. I hope it’s not too late to do something.’


Brandon thought of London smoking in ruins, Brighton washed away by the sea, and the countryside broken and buckled by earthquakes. Was it already too late? He reached into his pack and produced the metal cylinder. ‘Maybe this will help,’ he said, offering it up to Talem.


Talem’s eyes lit up. ‘Bring it over to the science bay,’ he said, ‘and I’ll show you how it works.’


 


They gathered in another quadrant of the vault. This lab, the last of the three, was open plan, with low partition walls forming spokes from the central lift shaft that had brought them all down. The entrance had been ingeniously hidden in the middle of a field on the other side of Stonehenge from where Talem’s ship had landed. It was the first time any of them had been inside: even Talem had only been told about it by Brandon’s mother just before he had returned to Earth. He had wondered how anyone had managed to construct a secret lab so close to Stonehenge, but then he had noticed obsolete pipework and a bricked-up tunnel: his mother must have converted a disused pumping station.


Kat stayed where she was, staring at a bank of monitors that showed what was happening outside. She was taking her role of early warning system very seriously, despite looking like she was about to fall asleep on the job. They were all suffering from lack of sleep. It was now five in the morning on Monday, and Brandon had been up since Saturday.


Jason was the only one who seemed to have any energy left. While Talem led Brandon and Gem to a workstation, Jason took an interest in the bag of weapons that Talem had brought down from his ship. There were four serious-looking laser rifles fitted with scopes and tripods, and a couple of laser pistols that looked like plastic toys. Jason began hoisting the rifles on his shoulder and taking aim at imaginary targets. Brandon tried to ignore him and concentrate on what Talem was doing.


The alien had set the cylinder in a specially designed cradle on the workstation. Several nearby machines automatically powered up, and a bank of monitors filled with streams of numbers and complex readouts. ‘Have you thought much about what this might be?’ Talem asked Brandon.


‘I know it’s nanomedicine. So I’m guessing that there are nanobots in there. Tiny robots.’


‘Yes. A billion of them. Funnily enough, nanomedicine on your planet is going the way of simple controllable particles that are intended for specific applications, rather than actual tiny robots. A bit boring, don’t you think? But I wanted something more adaptable, something more powerful, so tiny robots it is! These have a titanium shell and tool appendages, but the body is made largely from my own genetic material. DNA can be used to store plenty of digital information—databases and software that the robots might need—but it also means that I can establish a strong physical link between the robots—the bionoids as I call them—and myself. Complete control over this technology is my ultimate concern.


‘So how do you keep control of a billion individual bionoids?’


Talem smiled. The danger of his return to Earth, and his grief over Brandon’s mother seemed to fade as he talked about his work. ‘I’ll show you, but first we need to program the bionoids.’ He looked expectantly at Brandon.


Brandon recalled the files of genetic code that he had found on his mother’s laptop. The balak king had smashed the hard drive underfoot when they were on the saucer. Good job he had copied the files onto the memory card. He handed it to Talem, who inserted it into a slot on one side of the cylinder dock. He took a similar looking card of his own and inserted it into a slot on the opposite side.


‘The control software?’ Brandon guessed.


‘Yes,’ Talem said. ‘Programming the bionoids to do medical work at a genetic level—well, that was your mother’s area of expertise—but controlling them, directing millions and millions of robots that might be spread over a massive area—that’s what I’ve been working on all these years. It’s a big responsibility. I had to be sure that they will never get out of control again like they did back on Corroza.’


‘Just tell us how you control them,’ Gem said impatiently.


‘With my mind,’ Talem said simply. ‘Okay, we’re good to go; the bionoids are fully programmed.’ He took the cylinder out of the dock and tossed it in the air. It landed back in his palm with a satisfying slap. ‘Each bionoid now has access to the entire reference genomes of humans, balaks and my people—the zelfs; and not only that but they’re also loaded with the instructions necessary to carry out cell repair and surgery pretty much anywhere in the body.’


Talem looked across to where Kat was sprawled across a leather sofa. She was fast asleep. ‘Watch this,’ he said, holding the cylinder out towards her and concentrating. ‘When we’re feeling tired,’ he explained, ‘we are really just being tricked by our body into saving some energy and not putting ourselves at risk by being out and about. It’s an evolutionary thing, keeping us out of trouble in the same way that pain discourages us from putting ourselves in danger of injury. And just as we can suppress pain on a neurological level …’


Kat’s eyes suddenly flicked open and she jumped up off the sofa. She looked wide awake. ‘Hey guys,’ she said, straightening her glasses and glancing at the monitor screens as if she had never been asleep. ‘What are you all looking at me for? You all look knackered!’


‘Come over here,’ Talem said. Kat bounced over to the workstation. Talem put the cylinder down, on its end so that it would not roll, on the workstation surface. ‘I can control the bionoids remotely—neither myself nor the patient need to be in contact with the tube.’ Again, a look of concentration came over his face. Did the cylinder vibrate slightly in front of them? Brandon stared at it closely.


‘I see them,’ he said.


Brandon could detect a subtle shift in the texture of air, as if a barely perceptible cloud was leaving the tube and shooting up towards Kat’s face. ‘You can see them?’ Gem said. ‘I can’t.’ Brandon remembered his mother’s report on his incredible vision. He obviously took it for granted and never realised just how much more he saw than other people.


Kat took her glasses off and blinked. She looked confused. ‘My glasses have gone all blurry … oh!’ She squealed in delight. The sound made Jason pause in his examination of the laser rifles and look over at what they were doing. ‘Jason!’ Kat said. ‘I can see!’


Talem shrugged and held out his palms. ‘An easy fix,’ he said modestly. ‘I just sent the bionoids to burn away part of her cornea.’


Jason wandered over. ‘Any chance,’ he asked, ‘that you could get them to burn a little part of her tongue out, just so that she can’t talk quite as much?’


 


Five minutes later, they were all alert and awake after having their tiredness banished by the bionoids. Talem insisted that they must now eat, as they would probably feel like they had more energy than they actually did. They found some frozen lasagnes in the freezer in the kitchenette and put them in the microwave.


As they sat around eating, Brandon reached out to touch the top of the cylinder. ‘So how does the mind control work?’


‘Our brainwaves are like a wireless datastream,’ Talem said. ‘Sure, they’re analogue, not digital, but I’ve programmed the bionoids to be able to read and convert those signals, to recognise my mind and intentions. And I’m relieved to discover that it works in practice as well as in theory this time.’


‘You tried using mind control before?’ Gem asked.


‘Yes,’ Talem admitted. ‘Sarah and I managed to get the bionoids to respond to simple commands, but we would soon lose control of the entire swarm. That’s when the bionoids would do more harm than good. It’s easier for them to cause damage that it is to repair it.’


‘Gem managed to get them to cause some damage on board the alien saucer, that’s for sure!’ Jason said.


‘Really?’ Talem looked troubled. ‘They are set to respond only to my brainwaves, and to Sarah Walker’s to a limited degree. But of course!—the brainwave patterns in the central cortex are hereditary. It makes sense that her children would probably generate a pattern that the bionoids recognise.’


‘Can I try again now that you’ve upgraded them?’ Gem asked eagerly. ‘Bran bust his hand. Can we fix it?’


‘We can try,’ Talem said. ‘We should definitely test the limits of your control at least. It could be important if a situation ever came up where the bionoids were receiving conflicting commands. Brandon, hold out your hand.’


Talem gave Brandon the cylinder, and Brandon winced as he closed the fingers of his injured hand around it. He shut his eyes and tried to think random thoughts as Talem and Gem talked over him. He felt the cylinder move under his fingers, almost losing its solidity until he wasn’t sure where his fingers ended and the cylinder began. The bionoids were under his skin, in his veins and bones because—of course—they weren’t inside the cylinder; they were the cylinder—packed tightly in a solid shape, but ready to break apart and disperse on command.


And now they were inside his body, forcefully trying to repair what would naturally take weeks. The pain was acute, and it travelled up his arm and spread like fire around his body. He gasped; he almost wanted to shout, Stop, and say that maybe a broken hand wasn’t too much of an inconvenience to live with for a little while longer …


Talem was talking: ‘No, Gem, it’s not working. The bionoids are not calibrated perfectly to your brainwaves. You’re hurting him. Let me.’


The pain ceased. Then a different sensation took over: a dull pain and a slight numbness. And then in seconds it was over. Brandon opened his eyes and looked down. He was sweating and gripping the cylinder tightly, but found that he could now open his fingers easily. The cylinder rolled out of his grasp and almost fell to the floor before Gem caught it.


‘Okay, so it can make alien freaks like you better,’ she said to Brandon. ‘So let’s go and see how well it can hurt them too. As long as I can control the bionoids enough to hurt people, that’s all I need!’


Talem looked at Brandon and raised an inquisitive eyebrow.


‘She thinks that I’m an alien,’ Brandon explained. ‘It’s just some stupid thing that the alien king said when we were on the saucer, to try and make her stop smashing his brains out.’


Talem sighed softly.


‘What?’ Brandon said. ‘Don’t tell me that it’s true! How can I be an alien? I don’t look or feel like an alien; I’ve lived on Earth my whole life! My mum told me the story of how I was born. She’s not a liar.’


‘Did you have a fling with our mum?’ Gem asked Talem.


Talem turned to reply, but had to pause for a moment as the lab was suddenly filled with the sound of fizzing lasers. Jason was testing out the rifles, blasting away at paper coffee cups that he had placed on a shelf on the far wall.


After a minute, the racket stopped. ‘No,’ Talem said. ‘Nothing like that; I did love her, but not in that way. And, no she’s not a liar. But there’s one final part to the story that even she didn’t know.’


‘Er, hello!’ Kat said from near the monitors. ‘Something just flew past.’


Talem went over and studied the footage. The sky was clear over Stonehenge. He rewound the video and paused it on a frame that showed a black shape crossing the screen. ‘That’s Dravid’s ship,’ he said.


Dravid Karkor! Brandon had wondered what the mysterious alien was doing aboard the saucer. Now he guessed that Karkor must have joined forces with the balak king to help chase down Talem and the cylinder. But Karkor had helped Brandon and the others escape. Whose side, if anyone’s, was he on?


‘Have you seen him since you left your home planet?’ Brandon asked Talem. ‘Are you friends again?’


‘He finally caught up with me recently.’ Talem seemed to shudder at the memory. ‘We most definitely are not friends.’


‘Then he’s probably come to get the cylinder for himself before that awful king finds out where we are and bombs this place,’ Gem said.


‘Well, we have a spaceship up top,’ Kat pointed out. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s blast off out of here.’


‘You’re right,’ Talem said. ‘I can only save your planet by taking the bionoids, my enemies and all our conflict far away from here. It’s time to go home.’


The monitor screens around the lab flickered and then suddenly were showing the face of Dravid Karkor, who was sitting at the controls of his spaceship. Everyone froze. ‘Can he see us?’ Brandon asked.


‘Yes I can see you, Brandon,’ Karkor said smoothly. ‘Looks like you made it to the last secret lab. Did you find what you were looking for? A way to control the prototype?’


Talem stepped up before the monitors and put his hand on Brandon’s shoulder. ‘He found me, Dravid,’ he said.


Karkor smiled weakly, but his eyes couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘Talem,’ he said, ‘I thought you were …’


‘You thought that I was dead,’ Talem finished. His voice was cold. Something awful had happened the last time they met, Brandon thought. What was it?


‘Talem, what’s done is done. I don’t expect you to forget or forgive, but right now I’m here to offer my help.’ Karkor looked directly at Brandon. ‘We can stop this invasion and destruction of your planet. You can use the cylinder—’


‘No!’ Talem shouted. He shut down the transmission. The monitors reverted to the views over the surrounding countryside. On one screen, they could see Karkor’s ugly black ship hovering over a nearby field. On another, a new threat had appeared: a troop of armed balak soldiers, led by the tattooed giant, marching across the grass.


‘Come on,’ Talem said. ‘Dravid may not have been able to pinpoint our exact location. If we’re lucky we can slip around the stones and get to Discord.’


‘And we can use the bionoids,’ Gem said eagerly. ‘We can take out anyone who gets in our way.’


Talem shook his head. ‘Never,’ he said. ‘Not one more person is going to be killed by my work.’


Gem looked anxiously at the aliens on the monitors. ‘You just want to try and run past them? They have laser guns!’


Talem looked over to where Jason was readying the collection of rifles. ‘So do we. I said that I wouldn’t use the cylinder as a weapon; I didn’t say that I wasn’t prepared to fight at all.’


Jason had hung one of the rifles over his shoulder by its strap. ‘You all might want to load up,’ he suggested. ‘Looks like we’re going to have to blast our way out of here.’


 


The lift was cramped. The nozzle of Jason’s gun hit Brandon in the nose. He swatted it away, and in doing so hit Kat in the ribs with the barrel of his own gun. They were all armed with the laser rifles, except for Kat. Jason had promised them an in-the-field shooting lesson.


Brandon was nervous. ‘Can’t you talk your way out of this?’ he asked Talem as the lift rose. ‘Dravid was your friend once.’


‘We really are beyond that now,’ Talem said, sadly. ‘It was only a month ago that he finally caught up with me, on a remote moon that I was hiding on. I tried talking to him then. It didn’t work. He left me for dead once he had found out where I had hidden the prototype.’


‘But you can make it right now,’ Brandon insisted. ‘You can do anything with the cylinder now. You can cure Paran, and your baby. Sure, you can’t ever go back to how it was, when you were all friends, but at least you know that Paran isn’t now going to d—’


He stopped. Saying the name of Talem’s lover—Dravid’s wife—had triggered a memory. Saturday morning; it seemed a lifetime ago. The leafy cemetery. The tomb concealing the secret stairs. The name on the tomb …


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘How did it happen?’


‘A few years after I arrived on Earth,’ Talem replied as the lift slowed and the doors slid open.


They stepped back out into the middle of a field. The lift sunk into the earth behind them. Its top was covered with rock, soil and turf; it was concealed perfectly.


They were a kilometre away from where Discord was parked. Stonehenge was in between. There was no sign of any balaks just yet, so they all started out across the field.


‘This is where I first came when I arrived on Earth,’ Talem told them as they jogged. ‘Salisbury Plain was isolated and uninhabited. I left Paran here, still in stasis, hidden in the ship, while I made a life for myself first in Oxford and then London. I would come back here often to see her and to work on some of the more complex aspects of the technology. What we did in London was advanced, for sure, but not unrealistic. What I did here was—from everyone else’s point of view at least—positively alien. I’d try anything to heal her wounds and save our child. Anything of course that didn’t risk their lives.’


They reached the ancient stones. Jason and Kat conversed quickly, then Jason boosted Kat up on top of one of the monoliths so that she could get a view of the surrounding area.


‘Three aliens approaching from ten o’clock!’ she reported.


‘That’s between us and the ship,’ Jason said. ‘Better get ready for some action.’ He held up his rifle. ‘Pull this lever to take the safety off. I loaded each gun with three power cells which should be enough. They eject automatically when empty, so don’t be surprised when one pops out. I’ve got a bag full of spares.’


Blue laser fire filled the air around them and scorched the stones. The balaks were close. ‘Don’t shoot to kill,’ Brandon warned. ‘We can shoot their legs out and then heal them later.’


Jason’s expression was one of disbelief. ‘Are you crazy? I think it’s less morally twisted to shoot them through the brain and kill them before they know it.’ He didn’t wait for Brandon to argue, but ran and found a position where he could shoot though one of the stone trilithons.


‘He’s right, Brandon,’ Talem said, readying his own weapon. ‘We can’t heal everyone, and this is war: in a combat situation you are justified in defending yourself with lethal force.’


Brandon reluctantly slid off the safety catch on his gun. Gem was grinning as she did the same.


‘This is the last fight, right Gem?’ Brandon said. ‘We let Talem escape with the cylinder, let him lead the balaks away from here, and then it’s over.’


‘Once I’ve managed to shake them off, and enough time has passed, I’ll come back and see you all if I can,’ Talem promised.


There was the sudden sound of lasers: three loud sizzling zaps.


‘You got ’em!’ Kat shouted down from her perch. ‘Two more coming in from three o’clock though!’


Jason ran across the middle of the stone circle and found a new position.


Gem had more questions to ask of Talem. ‘That’s your plan then? To run away? How does that punish those aliens for what they’ve done to our planet? How does that avenge our parents, and James …’


‘I’m not interested in revenge,’ Talem told her. ‘I just want to use what I have created to help and do good in the galaxy. If I have to spend the rest of my life on the run, then so be it.’


Gem’s expression was bleak. She obviously didn’t agree.
 

‘Three more at nine o’clock now!’ Kat squealed.


‘Some help would be good!’ Jason called over to the others.


Gem ran over to Jason, and Brandon and Talem took the nine o’clock position. Brandon set up his gun on a grassy slope and peered down the scope.


‘Hold the trigger half-way down and the laser will focus on whatever’s at the centre of your sights,’ Talem instructed.


‘Got it,’ said Brandon. ‘So what happened with Paran? You couldn’t find a way to heal her in time?’


‘She’d still be alive today if I hadn’t brought her out of stasis,’ Talem said, aiming his rifle across the fields and squeezing the trigger. ‘Missed. You try.’


Brandon tried to hold the rifle steady as he brought the sights to bear on one of the advancing balaks. The alien must have been about five hundred metres away, but Brandon could make out the vicious expression on the brute’s face. He centred the crosshair on the balak’s ugly pug nose and started to depress the trigger. The crosshair turned from red to green. Brandon kept the pressure on, and suddenly the balak’s head disappeared as it was scorched clean off its neck by the laser. The headless body fell to the ground.


‘Wow,’ Brandon breathed. ‘I was expecting recoil or something, but the gun didn’t move a millimetre.’


Talem took out the other two enemies with two quick and accurate shots. ‘I made these guns in the years that I was on the run. I had never held one, let alone fired one before then. I have never killed anyone with one until today.’


‘If you want peace, prepare for war,’ Brandon said knowingly.


Talem nodded. ‘You’re well-read, Brandon.’


Brandon kept quiet. He had got the quote from a video game.


Talem was gazing across the fields. ‘Sarah fell ill,’ he said. ‘She was pregnant too, so the illness threatened two lives, not just one. At that time we were making great advances with the prototype, but still, in all aspects of life it’s just so much easier to hurt someone than it is to heal them, and that applied to our work too. We wanted to use the bionoids, but at that point it was still such a risk.’


‘But it worked!’ Brandon said. ‘My mum told me. You tried it and it worked! You saved her!’


Talem gave Brandon a pained look. ‘That’s not quite what happened,’ he said.


‘Multiple targets at eight o’clock! Eleven o’clock! Five o’clock!’ Kat shouted down. ‘Oh hell, they’re coming from everywhere all at once! And they’re getting closer!’


‘Switch to wide beam!’ Jason ordered.


Brandon looked at Talem in confusion. ‘This switch here,’ Talem said. ‘It switches lenses and provides a wide beam for ranges up to twenty metres.’


‘Twenty metres?’ Brandon questioned as he turned the switch. ‘That’s leaving it a bit late.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Talem told him. ‘You won’t miss.’


A group of four balaks were closing on Brandon and Talem’s position, scorching the monoliths with their laser fire. As they came within range though, Brandon felt his hyper-awareness kick in as his adrenaline surged. He rolled out of cover, easily dodging under one incoming laser beam, and tilting away from another. He brought his rifle up and fired instinctively.


It was like turning on a red torch. All four balaks were instantly engulfed in the wide cone of amplified light that emitted from the end of Brandon’s rifle. They burned like bugs under a magnifying glass. Brandon was sickened and exhilarated at the same time.


He heard similar noises and shouts of shock and glee from all of his friends. An inhuman howl of rage rang out from somewhere nearby. Brandon saw the giant tattooed balak disappear behind one of the outlying stones. Dravid had obviously sent him to lead the attack.


The rest of the oncoming balaks also retreated to cover. Brandon and Talem took a breather from the carnage. ‘I did indeed save Sarah, but I was over-confident,’ Talem said, continuing with his story. ‘I thought that because I had saved Sarah, that I could then also save Paran and our child. So I took her out of stasis: a dangerous move because not only did I now have only hours to save her, but the tracker that Dravid had placed in her wedding band was re-activated. I knew that we would have to go back on the run almost as soon as I had healed her.’


Talem paused in his story to turn and fire at the head of a balak that had popped up from cover behind a low rise. The shot was deadly accurate. Talem nodded to himself in satisfaction and went on:


‘I had them both down in the lab under Highgate cemetery; Paran and Sarah, the two most important people in my life, side-by-side. While Sarah was recovering I set to work on Paran, but this time focusing the bionoids on our child, who was due to be born. With my encouragement, they were able to help push him out and into my arms. Him: a perfect healthy boy.


‘Then it started to go wrong. I lost control of the bionoids. My scanners indicated that they had left Sarah’s healthy body and were attacking her unborn child. And in Paran’s case, after they had helped her child into the world, they turned on her. I had to operate immediately, but by the time I had gotten to Sarah’s baby, it was too late.’


Brandon was confused. Too late? But here I am!


‘It was too late for Paran too. I was distraught; angry, guilty and confused. And I couldn’t stay on Earth; I had to leave, but how could I go and leave Sarah to cope with her grief and my failures on her own?’


Brandon wasn’t slow on the uptake. ‘Oh my god,’ he gasped. ‘You gave your baby to my mum! And you never told her!’


‘Yes,’ Talem admitted. ‘I had to make a few quick cosmetic fixes to make your ears and face grow into a more human arrangement, but yes, Brandon. You are my son.’


Brandon was lost for words.


‘Once Sarah was awake and well and you were in her arms, I told her that I was an alien, and that I had to go home. I don’t think she took me seriously, until I made her examine my DNA. I insisted that we run some tests on you too, Brandon, and again I did a quick fix to make the results appear human. Any irregularities could be explained away by the bionoids’ interference. I was thinking and acting fast and irrationally—so who knows what Sarah might have suspected in the years I was away?


 ‘Anyway, I left Earth a few days later. I gave Sarah’s son and Paran a funeral in space.’


‘Look out!’ Kat shouted. ‘Nine o’clock! Quick!’


Five balaks were rushing Brandon and Talem’s position. Talem took down two, then Brandon soaked up the rest with his wide-angle laser when they got close.


But it was a diversion. The monoliths that they were taking cover behind crashed down as the giant balak came charging in from their blind side. Brandon leaped out of the way, but his father was caught underneath the immense stone. Talem gasped in agony as his legs were crushed beneath him.


The giant balak jumped up onto the fallen stone, and loomed over Talem’s prone body, a laser pistol in each hand. Brandon’s father took one desperate look at his son before the balak shot two holes at point blank range straight through his chest.
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Brandon sprawled in the dry dusty grass, panicking as he tried to process what he had just seen. The giant alien fixed Brandon with a deadly gaze and slowly swung his gun barrel in Brandon’s direction.


In the next instant, the balak had dropped his gun, spread his arms, arched his back and was screaming at the sky. Brandon looked about for some clue to this sudden change. He saw Gem running over, holding the cylinder out in front of her. She looked furious. All of her anger was directed, via the bionoids, into the body of the giant balak. Brandon could hear squelching noises coming from inside the alien’s body.


Jason hurried over in Gem’s wake. He stood and took careful aim at the convulsing balak, then shot one, two, three lasers at the alien’s head and arms. What was left of the giant beast collapsed to the ground and lay still.


Kat flew down from her perch and went straight to Brandon. ‘Are you okay? Brandon! It’s alright, it’s over!’


‘That’s the last of them,’ Jason confirmed. ‘Let’s get to the ship.’


Brandon crawled over to his father.


‘Leave him,’ Jason snapped. ‘He’s dead!’


Kat shoved Jason away as Brandon knelt over Talem’s body. He wasn’t dead; not yet, anyway. ‘Brandon,’ his father gasped.


‘I can help you,’ Brandon said. ‘I can fix this!’ But he knew that he couldn’t: his father had two massive holes burned into his chest. You couldn’t heal what wasn’t there.


‘I’ll get them!’ Brandon promised instead. ‘I’ll kill them all. From now on, I won’t even think except to think about revenge!’


‘No,’ his father said softly. ‘Brandon … you can command the bionoids. They’ll respond to your thoughts just as they did to mine. But don’t turn this into a war. It’s what they want …’


Then he died. Brandon, who had only known his true father for minutes, cried like it had been years instead. Kat eventually pulled him away, and arm-in-arm they made it across the fields to Discord, where Gem and Jason waited at the entrance ramp, watching the horizon with guns in hand. They stood by awkwardly as Brandon and Kat stumbled aboard, and then they followed up the ramp.


 


Brandon made it through the midsection of the long, narrow spaceship until he reached the cockpit, and then he collapsed in a daze into the large leather-upholstered pilot’s chair. The wide panoramic window provided an expansive view of the plain. Was Dravid Karkor still out there somewhere? Had he watched the laser battle, and was he now thinking up a new scheme to get his hands on the cylinder?


The others came into the cockpit and sat around: Gem in the co-pilot’s chair; Jason and Kat on the floor.


‘Do you need a minute?’ Gem asked Brandon.


‘I’m okay,’ he said, resting his head against the cool console.


‘I mean, to work out how to fly this thing?’ she persisted.


Brandon almost laughed. He pulled himself together and swung round in the chair. ‘You don’t have to all come with me,’ he said. ‘I’ll drop you off somewhere safe.’ He looked at Jason and Kat. ‘France, if that’s where your parents are. It shouldn’t take long to fly there in a spaceship!’


Gem and Jason exchanged glances. ‘Where are you planning on going, Bran?’ his sister asked.


‘Space,’ he said simply. ‘Talem was my father. I’m an alien. So out there in space is where I belong. I’ll lead the balaks far, far away from here. Earth will be safe again.’


Gem looked serious. ‘They killed our parents, Brandon.’ She paused for a second. ‘Mine and yours now! And James. And countless other people. We can fly this ship straight to their giant UFO and end this thing right now; we can take them all down!’


Brandon opened his mouth to reply, but Gem obviously wasn’t in the mood for discussion. She stood up and marched out of the cockpit. ‘Get this thing off the ground at least,’ she ordered. ‘We should check if there are any other weapons stashed aboard. Come on, Jason.’


Jason gave Brandon a serious stare as he followed Gem. ‘Kat,’ he said. ‘Come on. I’ll need to show you how to shoot. Just in case.’


 


Brandon slumped back in the pilot’s seat. The leather was soft, blue and alien. What kind of animals did they have on Corroza anyway? Blue cows? Probably something he couldn’t possibly imagine. Perhaps he would find out one day, he thought, as he scanned the controls and instruments in the cockpit. There was an animated map of the galaxy showing on one of the screens; perhaps there was a pre-programmed course set that would take him to what he had better start calling his home planet.


Propped against one of the screens was a framed photograph of Talem and a woman at a party. She had striking violet eyes; it could only be his mother. Paran. Brandon spent a few moments absorbing every detail of her face. His parents looked happy. He wondered if Dravid Karkor was the one behind the camera.


He sensed movement behind him. Kat was still in the cockpit. She sat close to him on the arm of the blue leather chair and gave him an encouraging smile.


‘I thought you were going to go and do some shooting,’ Brandon said.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t think so. I just watched twenty or so people get zapped to bits by lasers. I don’t think I want to be part of anything like that ever again.’


Brandon raised an eyebrow. ‘People?’


‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Aliens are people too, right? Or at least they must think of themselves as people, and us as aliens.’


‘I don’t even know what to think of myself as now,’ Brandon admitted.


He closed his eyes as Kat prodded his face with her fingers. ‘I always did think that there was something strange about you, Brandon Walker.’


He smiled. ‘I feel human,’ he said. ‘But how do I know what other humans think it feels like to be human …’


He stumbled over his thoughts. Kat’s fingers were very distracting ‘Um, I mean …’


‘I know what you mean,’ she said.


‘I mean,’ he babbled on, ‘maybe being human isn’t anything to do with what planet you’re from; maybe the word human should be changed to mean something that all people from all planets can aspire to be like: something decent, fair and good. I want to be human—if I can’t call myself human, then I don’t know what to think of myself as.’


‘You’re definitely completely unique,’ Kat said. ‘Brandon, are you really thinking of trying to fly to the aliens’ planet in this ship?’


Brandon caught Kat’s wrist in his hand to stop her probing fingers. ‘No. Not there. That’s the last place I can go right now; wherever I take this technology, someone will always want to use it as weapon, or for profit, or to divide or oppress people.’


‘You’re going to destroy it?’ Kat asked.


‘No!’ Brandon laughed. ‘This isn’t the One Ring, Kat; it’s not inherently evil! But I have to go on the run, I think: wander the galaxy, helping people if I can, but always moving, always staying one step ahead of those who want to steal the cylinder.’


He sighed. ‘Well, that’s the plan, anyway. I don’t think Gem and Jason will let me go.’


‘Let me talk to them,’ Kat said. ‘I’ll trick them into leaving the ship. I’ll think up a sneaky reason.’


‘They won’t be very happy with you if you help me get away.’


‘I don’t care,’ Kat said. ‘Jason needs to stop giving a hey about what I do and think. And I never really liked Gem much. Anyway, I’ll help you if …’


‘If what?’ Brandon asked suspiciously, holding Kat’s gaze.


‘If you take me with you,’ she finished.


‘I dunno, Kat …’ Brandon began.


Kat moved in to head off Brandon’s arguments with an eager kiss on the mouth. His super-fast reactions didn’t see that coming. Kat held him prisoner with her lips for a good minute before letting him up for air.


‘You can’t go alone,’ she breathed. ‘You can’t fly across the galaxy, chased by angry aliens, all on your own. It’s too dangerous. Either that or you’ll get bored in space! You’ll need someone to play I Spy with at least!’


‘What about Xander?’ was all Brandon could think of to say.


‘Who?’


‘Okay, yes, come with me then!’ Brandon spluttered. His mind had been emptied of all the events of the last few days: the running, the destruction, the chaos, the fear. All he could think of was grabbing Kat for another kiss.


Then a bang and a shout from the rear of the ship stopped them both in their tracks.


 


Brandon straight away turned his attention to the ship’s computer. ‘We should have left sooner,’ he said. ‘Something or someone might have snuck up on us. Talem said that the sensors were down and he hadn’t managed to fix them.’ Brandon started swiping and jabbing the screen, digging around in the alien operating system.


‘I should have been keeping a look out,’ Kat said guiltily. She opened a section of the window on the side of the ship and stuck her head out. ‘Brandon!’ she said, pulling herself back in. ‘Look outside.’


Brandon abandoned the computer and used his eyes instead. Parked up close to the rear of Discord was Dravid Karkor’s black heavily-armed crab-like fighter. ‘He’s here,’ Brandon said. ‘Come on. At least we can try talking to him.’


They opened the door to the midsection and came across a deadly standoff. Brandon was right: Karkor had got the jump on them. He was standing aboard their ship with one hand held up in a conciliatory gesture, but with the other gripped around the fingers of Jason, who was kneeling at Karkor’s feet, painfully struggling. How had he managed to get in? Then Brandon remembered that Discord had been given to Talem by Karkor in the first place.


Gem was holding the cylinder out in front of her like a gun. Brandon could feel it at the back of his own mind, stirring like a nest of angry hornets as Gem’s mind pointed its deadly power at the intruder. ‘Let Jason go,’ Gem ordered.


‘Put down the prototype, Gem, please,’ Dravid said politely. Then he winced as the bionoids entered his flesh and stung his nervous system. Jason moaned between gritted teeth as Karkor’s grip on his hand tightened.


‘It’s not a prototype anymore,’ Brandon said, causing them to notice him for the first time.


‘Brandon,’ Dravid said in friendly tones. ‘Good to see you again. Tell your sister to dial down the pain just a little, if you would.’


‘Gem,’ Brandon said. ‘Lay off.’


‘No,’ Gem insisted. ‘I’ll tear him apart. I’ll kill him before he can hurt Jason too badly … and anyway, you can fix Jason’s hand after.’


‘That’s right,’ Jason grunted sarcastically, ‘don’t worry about me.’


But Dravid pushed Jason away first. ‘I didn’t come here to fight,’ he said. Then he fell to his knees in agony as Gem applied pressure.


As Kat ran to Jason, Brandon reached out with his mind to the bionoids. He could almost visualise them crawling around Dravid’s insides, attacking his body’s defences. He tried to send them a message mentally: return to the cylinder.


‘Thank you,’ Dravid breathed in relief. It had worked; the bionoids had coalesced back into the end of the cylinder in Gem’s hand. Dravid took a step forward, but stopped when he realised that both Gem and Jason now had guns trained on him.


‘Before you shoot me to pieces,’ he said, ‘know this: I came here to offer you all my help in exchange for yours. With your weapon we can take the fight to the real enemy, the aliens laying waste to your planet. You weren’t fighting any allies of mine out there among the stones; the balaks were after me. I escaped the mothership and they pursued me here. It’s the truth.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ Brandon said. ‘You joined up with the balak king and chased Talem around the galaxy for years. I know why you hated him so much. He stole your wife as well as all your dreams of power. I bet you’re glad he’s dead: it’s saved you the trouble and guilt of killing him yourself. I bet you wouldn’t have had the guts to kill him if he was here right in front of you now. Part of me doesn’t blame you for the way you feel, but I’m not going to let Talem’s legacy be a weapon of war.’


Dravid seemed impressed by Brandon’s speech. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I did want to kill him. At first. But my hatred ran its course. I found myself stuck with the crazy king and his army, as good as exiled from my own planet. I hated myself more than I ever hated Talem; I hated the king and  his brutal balaks; I even hated my own people who are just as warlike as the balaks, if a little more civilised. All I thought about, all I wanted—’


‘—was to find Talem and the cylinder and then go back and rule over your planet your way instead,’ Brandon finished.


‘Yes,’ Dravid admitted as he was hit by the truth. ‘But my way would be fair. Hard but fair. Talem’s amazing technology can be used for good as a weapon and as a cure. It doesn’t need to be just one or the other. Come back to Corroza with me, Brandon, and with it we can shape exactly the kind of civilisation that we want to see.’


Brandon shuddered at the thought of so much power in the hands of so few individuals. He thought of the death and destruction on Earth that Karkor was complicit in, thanks to his obsession with obtaining that power.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Go back to your king. Tell him that we’re leaving Earth, and that if he still wants to destroy the cylinder then he had better get after us before we get too much of a head start.’


‘Brandon—’ Karkor began.


‘Did you know that I’m Talem and Paran’s son?’ Brandon asked him.


Karkor nodded.


‘Then you know that I can never forgive you for killing my mother, even if you think you can escape blame for my father’s death. Now go; get out of here!’


Dravid Karkor slumped in defeat, his attempt at parlay brutally discredited and dismissed. He left Discord with an anguished look of disappointment on his face. Brandon followed him to the exit ramp, blocking the aim of Gem, whose finger was twitching on her trigger.


Karkor paused at the bottom of the ramp. The sun had disappeared behind a cloud and a cool summer rain was spitting down. He turned one last time to Brandon, holding something up in his hand.


‘I think about her every day,’ he said. ‘Your mother. It was nobody’s fault that she got caught up in all this. It was nobody’s fault that she died. I kept this to remember her.’


He tossed a silvery bangle in Brandon’s direction, but Brandon stood still and the bangle hit the ramp and slid back down to the wet grass.


‘Don’t give me any of that sentimental crap,’ Brandon said, and turned back into the ship.


 


Brandon shut the hatch and shook his head to clear his mind. The sooner he could take off and leave Earth behind, the better: before the aliens destroyed it completely; before Dravid Karkor tried another trick.


Gem was sitting on her own, glowering at Brandon from across the ship. Brandon went over to her, walking past Kat and Jason who were talking quietly. Gem looked frustrated and anxious; she looked away from Brandon as he approached and acted like she was checking her watch instead.


‘I couldn’t let you kill him, Gem,’ he said.


‘Is this how it’s going to be now?’ she said. ‘Your special alien power over this thing trumps anyone else who might want to use it.’


‘No one has the right to say who lives and dies.’


‘You obviously do!’ she shot back at him. ‘Are you going to deny people a powerful weapon that they could use in self-defence? What if an army needs help defeating a despotic regime, either here on Earth or somewhere out there in space? You can’t go round championing love and peace when all over the galaxy people are fighting and killing each other. Hell, these aliens might decide to destroy Earth just out of spite if they can’t get their hands on you and the cylinder.’


She was right. Brandon had to think hard on the spot to talk her down. ‘I’ll lead them away from here, then I’ll destroy the cylinder—or at least pretend to—then we’ll make sure the aliens are caught … or trapped somewhere. We’ll beat them somehow, Gem, but not with the bionoids!’


Gem seemed to ignore him. She looked stressed. She was idly click-clicking the metal bezel on her Time Tracker round and round, as if hoping that James might still use it to contact her.


Brandon went to the cockpit.


‘Brandon,’ Jason called before he got there. Brandon turned to face the twins.


‘You can drop us off before you leave the planet, but not in France.’ Jason said. ‘What about that RAF base that Hewson mentioned, the one here on Salisbury plain where they are going to be launching a strike from. We’ll be as safe as anywhere there, and we can even help them plan their attack. We’ve actually been inside the alien mothership, after all.’


‘Good plan,’ Brandon agreed. He imagined that any attempt to board the alien saucer would be a horrible failure, but he hoped to lead the aliens away before that happened. ‘See if you can convince Gem to go with you.’


Jason nodded. ‘Good luck out there getting lost in space, or wherever you end up. I hope you never come back.’ He sighed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that, but …’


‘I know what you meant,’ Brandon assured him. ‘When I’m gone they’ll make up a story that explains how everything that has happened this weekend was either a natural disaster or a military training exercise, or both. You won’t hear from us alien freaks again.’


 


Brandon wasn’t familiar with piloting spaceships, but he was familiar with computers, and Talem had at least configured Discord’s computer to display in English. Brandon tested all the pre-flight settings, his quick mind drawing inferences about how they all related to each other: launch procedure, thermal controls, propulsion; some were automatic, others would require manual input. In some of Talem’s logs he discovered that the boosters that would carry the ship out of Earth’s atmosphere were fuelled by unleaded gasoline.


‘At least I know that I can fill up if I need to,’ he said out loud.


A log entry called Karkor caught his eye. It was a video log, so Brandon touched the icon on the screen to play it.


Talem appeared on screen in close-up. He looked sick. ‘He caught me,’ he said to camera. ‘Almost fourteen years on the run and finally my luck ran out. I’m still alive though. He left me for dead—he must have thought I was dead, or maybe he didn’t have the balls to finish me off. I must have lain comatose for days, but my brain seems to have found some small spark to re-ignite it. Maybe I’m luckier than I feel. I certainly wish I were dead …’


The scene changed to an earlier recording. Talem was tied to a chair in the med-bay. Two armed balaks guarded him, and Dravid Karkor stood in front of him, clearly gloating over his captive prey.


Brandon quickly paused the video as Jason entered the cockpit and slumped down in the co-pilot’s seat. ‘Hey,’ he said.


‘Alright,’ Brandon responded. He wasn’t really too comfortable being alone with Jason.


‘Come on, let’s go,’ Jason said. ‘I keep thinking we’re going to see the mothership appearing over the horizon any second.’


Brandon activated the underside thrusters and, going on instinct more than anything else, worked the joystick to raise the ship three metres off the ground. To get a feel for the controls, he spun the ship in a three-sixty circle. Every horizon was clear; Dravid Karkor’s ship had gone; so had Talem’s body. Let Karkor waste time dealing with grief and regret, Brandon thought bitterly. He himself had no time for it.


Rain was soaking the battlefield and obscuring the horizon. ‘Which way?’ Brandon asked. They had already passed an airfield on the walk to Stonehenge, but there had been nothing going on there.


Jason was stumped. ‘What, do you want the grid reference or something? Just fly out over the plain. I’m sure that they’ll spot us before we spot them.’


Brandon started slowly cruising along, still using only the ship’s secondary thrusters, picking up speed as he skimmed across the empty plain. He restarted Talem’s video log as he flew and half-watched that as they went along. Multi-tasking was no problem to Brandon; he even started checking some of the ship’s other features at the same time.


In the video, Talem looked defiant as Karkor paced in front of him. Brandon realised that Karkor was holding the silver bangle. Of course—it must have been Paran’s wedding band with the concealed tracking device inside. So Karkor had been following it around the galaxy? Why hadn’t Talem destroyed it?


‘We found this,’ the recording of Karkor explained, ‘in an empty escape pod travelling through the Outer Rim. A clever diversion, my friend, but knowing how smart you are, I had already figured that you wouldn’t be with it.’


Karkor leaned in closer to Talem. ‘But I guessed that you’d be tracking it too, in order to keep tabs on me if I found it. You didn’t realise that the device also has a feature that reverse traces a signal, a feature that allowed me to keep an eye on who might be following my wife.’


Jason was watching the video too now. ‘That guy is a creep,’ he commented.


Karkor was almost shouting now, his face right up close to Talem’s. ‘So where is she? Tell me, you bastard! Where is my wife?’


Talem raised his head. His bruised face has obviously been beaten. ‘Safe … from … you,’ he spat.


Karkor stepped back and made a visible attempt to control himself. ‘Alright then. Let’s try another way.’ He disappeared from shot momentarily, returning with a delicate-looking curved piece of equipment.


‘No,’ Talem gasped.


‘Don’t make me do this, Talem,’ Karkor said. ‘Just tell me where she is. And where the prototype is too, of course.’


‘Dravid, please,’ Talem begged. ‘For your own sake, don’t do this. You will never forgive yourself. There’s no worse transgression that one person can inflict on another.’


Karkor seemed surprised by Talem’s reaction. ‘Worse than if I just threatened to shoot you if you don’t tell me where it is?’


‘I’d rather die than suffer the mindslice,’ Talem said.


Brandon felt sick. He turned off the video. He could guess the rest. Karkor had violated Talem’s mind and memories and found out everything: Earth, Sarah Walker, Paran’s death, the locations of the first two labs … This must have happened right before Karkor and the balaks came to Earth.


Jason whistled. ‘If I was you, I think I would have snapped by now and be screaming for that dude Karkor’s guts.’


‘Every minute brings me closer,’ Brandon admitted.


 


They flew in silence for the next five minutes: Jason was trying to match up the view from the windscreen with the map. He directed Brandon in the direction of a couple of airstrips to the north-west. Brandon’s mind was elsewhere: he was thinking about what he had just seen, how there was clearly no limit to the lengths that Karkor would go to in order to get what he wanted. Mindslice! Getting the information out of Talem’s head must have left his father in a coma.


‘Fighter jets over there,’ Jason noted. ‘They’ve spotted us: let’s hope they don’t think we’re aliens and blow us out of the sky!’


Two Typhoon jets fell into position either side of Discord. Jason started waving out of the window to catch the attention of the pilots. Brandon sped up and climbed in order to keep pace with them.


‘Let’s hope that they take us to their base,’ Jason said, ‘and that they’ve got a secure bunker or something. Kat and Gem will be as safe as anywhere there.’


‘They will be,’ Brandon agreed. He looked across at Jason, who was also looking back at him, a challenging look in his eyes.


‘You?’ Brandon said. ‘You of all people want to come with me?’


‘Sure, why not?’ Jason said. ‘You’ll need someone with you who isn’t afraid to kick some butt when the time comes. As long as Kat’s safe, then I’m up for a little adventure! Fighting space monsters and rescuing cute alien chicks. I don’t think I’m going to get anywhere with your sister anyway—she’s starting to scare me a little now. And I can’t wait around forever for her to get over her dead ex-boyfriend. So … it’s you and me now, mate!’


Brandon sighed. He hoped that Jason wasn’t about to try to kiss him. The only person who he really would have liked to bring round to his point of view was Gem. Maybe he needed to work a bit harder on her … or maybe attempt what Karkor had tried with him, and appeal to her sentimental side with some meaningful trinket …


Brandon sat bolt upright. ‘The watch!’ he said.


‘What?’ Jason asked.


Brandon got up out of the pilot’s seat. ‘Take the joystick, Jason,’ he said. ‘It’s easy, don’t worry. If you’re coming with me then you’d better learn to do your share of the flying.’


 


The midsection of the ship was deserted. Brandon stood still and tried to hear over the noise of the thrusters and the background hum of all the other systems. He could hear the girls’ voices somewhere below him.


The watch! Gem had been toying with her Time Tracker, the MI Zero gadget that she and James had used to communicate with. But it wasn’t the same one that Brandon had briefly worn as he had searched for her aboard the mothership. The watch that he had just seen Gem with was a larger full-size version: James’ watch!


Karkor must have returned it to her. Had he also promised her the revenge that she wanted so badly? Gem still had the cylinder. Brandon should have taken it off her earlier, but who could he trust if he couldn’t even trust his own sister?


At the back of the ship, in the engineering section, Brandon found a hatch and a ladder that led down into the hold. He had to duck when he got down there; it was a cramped, low space, cluttered with noisy equipment and cables. Tiny spotlights barely allowed Brandon to see, but he could hear okay, so he followed the voices.


He found Gem and Kat huddled together. When he got closer he saw that Kat was tied up; tightly bound by cabling to a support strut. Gem was opening another hatch beneath her.


‘Brandon!’ Kat shouted when she saw him.


Gem reacted instantly. She held a laser pistol hard against Kat’s temple. Brandon noticed that the bionoid cylinder was stuck alongside the barrel of the gun, secured with duct tape.


‘Don’t come any closer, Brandon, or try to activate the bionoids,’ Gem warned him, ‘or I swear that I’ll shoot Kat.’


‘You wouldn’t!’ Brandon scoffed in disbelief.


Gem ignored him and pulled open the hatch beneath her. The dark hold was partially-lit by sunlight. Brandon could see the rocky ground of the plain rushing past underneath.


His sister was keeping half an eye on her watch. Brandon guessed that she was waiting for a signal from Karkor.


‘Don’t go to him!’ he begged her. ‘Whatever he’s promised you, it’s all a lie. He’s only after power and control: over the balaks, over the cylinder, over you!’


Brandon could see Kat wriggling one of her legs loose. Gem didn’t seem to have noticed though.


‘Nobody’s going to control me, Brandon,’ she replied. ‘Not him, not you, nobody!’


A change in light and noise indicated that a fast-moving ship had suddenly rushed in underneath Discord. Karkor’s ship! Gem swung her legs through the hatch and prepared to drop.


‘See ya, Bro,’ she said by way of goodbye.


She dropped down to the ship below. At the last moment, Kat kicked out suddenly with her free leg and knocked the gun and cylinder out of Gem’s hand. Brandon lunged forward to grab it.


Except that not only was the cylinder taped to the gun … but the gun was taped to Gem.


A loud hot blast echoed through the hold, causing Brandon to hit the floor in shock and disorientation; he wasn’t sure that he hadn’t been shot.


When he got his senses back he realised that he hadn’t.


But Kat had.


Brandon rushed forward to hold her as Karkor’s ship dropped away behind them. Kat’s blood was everywhere, gushing from a puncture in her stomach. Before Brandon could say or do anything though, the ship was rocked by an explosion at the rear. Dravid must have fired off a parting shot.


With the main thrusters damaged or destroyed, Brandon saw the ground through the hatch getting closer and closer. He put his arms around Kat and braced for the crash.




 

 


[image: CHAPTER ELEVEN—TEMPEST]


 

 

 

 


Discord hit the ground at a low angle and rattled across rocky moorland for several hundred metres, barely slowing until it smashed against a rock, turned almost ninety degrees to the left, and then started rolling. If Kat wasn’t tied to the bodywork, and Brandon clinging to her, then they both would have been thrown around until all their bones broke.


When the chaos ended, Brandon desperately tried to free Kat. He was still trying when Jason, bruised and bleeding himself, found them. He quickly cut his sister loose with the army knife from his boot. ‘What the hell happened, Brandon?’ he asked. ‘One minute we’re flying along and then—’ He saw Kat’s wound. ‘Oh no, Kat!’


Together they pulled her out of the upside-down ship and onto the plain, laying her out on the wet grass. Jason pulled up Kat’s T-shirt and mopped the wound clean with rainwater. Brandon looked around for help: one of the Typhoons was circling; the other had perhaps gone off in pursuit of Karkor. Brandon hoped that the jet had radioed in some ground forces to come and pick them up.


They weren’t completely in the middle of nowhere though. A faded wooden sign stood atop a nearby rise. There was a logo: an eagle flying beneath a crown, and in bold lettering: ROYAL AIR FORCE KEEVIL.


Jason was kneeling over Kat with tears in his eyes. ‘Brandon? What happened? Where’s Gem?’


‘She’s gone,’ he said. ‘Dravid came back for her and she decided to go with him. She took the cylinder and shot Kat … it was an accident … I think…’


Jason’s expression turned from shock and confusion to pure hatred. He got up and advanced on Brandon. ‘You should have killed him when you had the chance, the minute he turned up on board at Stonehenge, you stupid, stupid idiot!’


Brandon saw the punch coming a mile off, but he just stood there and took it anyway.


 


A truck pulled up, and army medics lifted both Kat and Brandon onto stretchers—he was dazed from Jason’s punch—and then drove them to the base. Jason sat between them, and all three of them were watched over by a giant armed soldier who had the word TANK scrawled on his helmet under the dagger logo of the Royal Marines. He gave them a blank, disinterested stare. Finding three teenagers fighting in the wreckage of a futuristic spaceship was obviously not the most interesting thing that he had seen recently.


The base consisted of some temporary portable shacks set up next to some crumbling old buildings from the nineteen thirties. There was no fence or barricade protecting the runways; there had clearly been no time to construct one. The airfield was crowded with planes: some Brandon recognised—RAF stalwarts like the Typhoon and Tornado—and one he thought he recognised, but wasn’t quite sure: hidden amongst the other jets, he thought he could see the jagged black silhouette of a B-2 Spirit Stealth Bomber. He almost rolled off the stretcher as he twisted to look.


They were rushed into a white medical tent. Brandon managed to sit up and swing his legs off his stretcher as most of the medics gathered around Kat first. Jason hopped about impatiently. ‘Is she okay?’ he asked.


Please let her be alright, Brandon thought. He didn’t know how he’d be able to face Jason if anything happened to Kat.


The medics looked concerned. ‘Severe rupturing to the abdominal aorta. She’s lost a lot of blood.’ Kat’s face was frozen in shock and pain, her skin pale and slick with sweat. ‘We can set up an ICU and monitor her, but …’ The head medic spread her hands and shook her head.


One of the medics came to examine the cut above Brandon’s eye, but Jason came over and swatted his arm away. ‘He’s fine,’ Jason said. ‘He’s just putting it on. Take us to your leader!’


The medic looked indecisive, but the marine called Tank seem to agree with Jason. ‘I’ll take them,’ he said. ‘It’ll save dragging the chief over here.’


They made to leave, but Kat suddenly made a noise from her bed. ‘Jason …’ she gasped.


‘I’m here,’ he said.


‘Get Brandon!’


Brandon went back to stand over her. ‘Don’t try to speak,’ he told her. ‘You’ll be okay. The doctors are doing everything they can!’


‘I’m fine, really!’ she croaked, trying to smile. ‘Just give me a few minutes … then we’ll go … up into space … together …’


She drifted into unconsciousness. ‘Come on,’ Jason said to Brandon. ‘We need to get going after your magic cylinder.’


Tank led them across the courtyard to the brick-built HQ. ‘Don’t worry about your little friend,’ he said, seeing Brandon looking back over his shoulder. ‘She’ll be fine. The doctors here are the best in the forces, even if we don’t have as much equipment as we would like right now.’


‘She’d better be,’ Jason fumed. He looked like he was looking out for someone else to punch.


They entered the HQ and walked down a wood-panelled corridor lined with large black and white photos of old World War Two pilots. At the end of the corridor, a pretty female officer guarded a door with a temporary sign that read: Chief of Joint Operations. She gave Tank a friendly smile. ‘Hey, Lucky,’ he greeted her. ‘Is the chief in?’


An authoritative voice spoke from behind the door: ‘Yes he is. Come in.’


They went in. The Chief of Joint Operations—the head of all combined army, navy and air force ventures—was a big bearded man in his fifties who looked like the sort whose orders you wouldn’t want to question. He put down the framed photo of his family that he had been studying. His desk was clear except for that and a closed metal briefcase. ‘Report, Sergeant.’ he said to Tank.


‘Found these kids at the crash site, Sir,’ Tank explained. ‘Three of them; the other is in the med tent, hurt pretty bad.’


‘Too bad for them,’ the chief said, ‘but my office isn’t a creche: put them somewhere out of the way, or find a job for them washing dishes in the mess.’


‘No, Sir, you don’t understand,’ Tank went on. ‘Number Nine Squadron has confirmed that these kids were flying the spaceship before it was shot down.’


The chief turned his attention to Brandon and Jason at last. ‘You don’t look much like aliens,’ he said.


Brandon bit his tongue. Jason tried to explain as quickly as he could: ‘We know why the aliens are here. They’re after a new super weapon that one of their kind brought to Earth. They’ve got it now, but we need it back cos we can use it to cure my sister.’ He took a deep breath. ‘We heard you’re planning to get on board the mothership; we need to come with you!’


‘We have plenty enough soldiers and jets,’ the chief countered. ‘What have a couple of teenagers got to offer?’


‘We’ve been aboard the mothership!’ Brandon cut in. ‘We know what you’ll face if you get any soldiers aboard. And we know where the weak spot is!’


He wasn’t sure that he did know, but it was all he could think of to convince the chief.


The chief raised an eyebrow. ‘What were you kids doing on board that ship?’


‘We’re MI Zero spies!’ Jason answered instantly. ‘We have pictures to prove it,’ he said, showing the chief a slideshow on Kat’s phone. ‘These are hidden access tunnels: good for sneaking up on aliens. This is the hangar: you’ll want to take out as many of their fighters as you can. And this is an alien. Look at his gun—it’s a laser rifle. I can show your troops how to fire one of those. I have plenty of experience!’


‘Stop,’ the chief said, holding up a hand. ‘That’s enough.’ He nodded to Tank, who took the phone off Jason.


Brandon knew instantly that they had pushed too hard. Their story must sound ridiculous.


‘Maybe what you’re saying is the truth, I don’t know,’ the chief said. ‘We will have to verify these pictures of course. But there’s no time now. The strike is imminent. We already have a strategy that is … almost guaranteed to succeed once we get aboard the enemy craft. There’s no time to rethink the whole thing now.’


‘But—’ Jason began.


‘Lock these two down in the rec room,’ the chief ordered. ‘We don’t want them underfoot during final preparations.’


Tank looked almost disappointed, but he nodded.


‘Don’t worry,’ the chief said to Brandon and Jason. ‘You’ll be quite safe here. I promise.’


Outside, a siren began to wail.


 


Tank marched Brandon and Jason across the airfield with a hand firmly on each of their shoulders. The activity around them had intensified, and Tank stopped a marine he recognised to ask him what was going on.


‘Wolf Squadron took out the saucer’s quake beam, but then most of them got wiped out by laser fire. The saucer’s on its way here now. Are you part of this last-ditch mission they’ve got planned, Tank?’


‘Operation Tempest? Yep,’ Tank replied. ‘And it looks like it’s going to be sooner rather than later. We were hoping for some support from the US Air Force, but it looks like they left it too late.’


Brandon wondered if Karkor and Gem had gotten to the saucer yet, and what would happen when they did. Would the saucer, under Karkor’s control, call off its attacks? Whatever, he had to get up there somehow. He was watching the activity on the airfield. Under the wing of the stealth bomber, a familiar figure was making final checks.


‘Meet you at that bomber,’ Brandon said to Jason, and took off at a run before Tank could stop him. He dodged past groups of pilots and ducked under the noses of their jets. He ran up to the man under the stealth bomber and caught his arm.


Lieutenant Hewson turned and raised an eyebrow. ‘I had a feeling that I might see you again, Brandon,’ he said. ‘Did you find what you were looking for?’


‘I did,’ Brandon replied, breathing heavily after his run. ‘Long story, but now the aliens have it and I need to get it back. What about you? We last saw you driving south trying to outrun an earthquake.’


Hewson gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘When this is over, I’m going to write a book about all the crazy things that have happened to me this weekend.’


‘MI Zero has a secret cliff-top fighter base on the south coast that I managed to reach,’ he said. ‘Well, they did have until the aliens levelled it. But I managed to get out in this beauty’—he slapped the hull of the bomber—‘and bring it back here.’


‘Is it loaded?’ Brandon asked.


‘With a nuclear bomb? It will be.’


‘The saucer’s bomb-proof,’ Brandon told him. ‘You said so yourself that they’d tried to nuke it.’


‘That’s true,’ Hewson agreed. ‘The saucer’s impenetrable … from the outside.’


Brandon looked around him, at the masses of fighter jets surrounding the stealth bomber, all being readied for take-off. There was a hush over the entire base though, despite all the activity. The pilots prepared quietly.


‘This is a suicide mission,’ Brandon realised. ‘All these jets are going to soak up the saucer’s firepower while you try and land this stealth bomber inside it and then set off the bomb!’


Hewson smiled sadly. ‘You weren’t hoping for a ride, were you?.’


Jason arrived at the scene with Tank hot on his heels. Jason was amazed to see Hewson, and he jumped to attention with a crisp salute. ‘Private Brown reporting for duty, Sir!’ he quipped. Tank laughed.


‘We need to be on this mission,’ Brandon said seriously. ‘It doesn’t have to be a one-way trip.’


Hewson considered for only a moment. He went up the ramp at the back of the bomber and brought back a black fire-resistant Nomex suit and helmet. ‘I could do with a co-pilot,’ he said.


‘You go,’ Jason told Brandon. ‘But listen, no messing around this time. When you get close to your alien cylinder, you use it to bring down the bad guys. Then it’s straight back here to save Kat.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Brandon assured him. Then he noticed something on the far side of the airfield: Discord had been brought inside the base on the back of a long tank transporter. Although one of the rear thrusters was completely destroyed, now that the ship was upright again the damage didn’t look as bad as he had first thought. Could he get Discord flying again? He would have to get back into the ship’s computer and run a diagnostic.


‘You go with Hewson,’ he told Jason. ‘I’ll follow.’


Hewson looked across at Discord. ‘In that? It looks like its next trip should be to the scrapheap.’


‘Hey, that’s my ship you’re talking about,’ Brandon said as he headed off on his own.


 


Discord really was Brandon’s ship now—in fact it was the only thing he had left he could call his own. He had lost his home and all his possessions—not that a collection of computer games and Lego sets seemed important right now—and of course he had lost his entire family. Gem was as good as lost to him too. He wondered if he could ever bring her back from whatever dark place her thirst for revenge had taken her. Words and negotiation weren’t exactly his strong point.


What exactly was his strong point? A clear head and a logical mind? Hardly the stuff that heroes were made of. Sitting alone in Discord’s cockpit, he studied the computer analysis of the ship’s state of repair: with one of the four main boosters out, as well as the rest of the damage that the ship had suffered in its adventures, the diagnosis was that Discord was operating at fifty-two percent functionality. Well, it could have been worse; Brandon still reckoned that he could fly it. Dravid’s parting shot hadn’t completely crippled the ship, and it was probably only because Jason had lost control that they had crashed.


From out of the cockpit window, Brandon could see a team gathering around Hewson’s bomber. The Chief of Joint Operations was there, carrying the metal case that Brandon had seen earlier. Tank, Lucky and six other armed marines were there too. The smallest soldier—Lucky—had the largest weapon: a metre-long minigun, fed by lengths of linked ammunition that she wore wrapped around her in bandoliers. Jason, dressed in black, and faceless in his helmet, stood beside Hewson for the team’s final briefing. Then everyone boarded the bomber via a ramp at the back.


Brandon searched Discord’s systems until he found the communications interface. There were hundreds of channels open around the base, but Brandon took a chance on one labelled MI0B2SSB and tuned in. ‘Testing one two three,’ he said out loud.


‘Is that you, Brandon?’ Hewson answered. ‘This is supposed to be a secure line.’


‘You need to update your security if you want to be alien-proof,’ Brandon joked. ‘Are you about to take off?’


‘As soon as we can. Jason’s sat right beside me. The chief and the rest of the team are in the back. I’ll patch you through so you can listen in to what they’re planning.’


The bomber started to roll towards the runway, joining a queue of jets hurrying to get airborne. Brandon engaged the smaller thrusters beneath Discord and slowly began to rotate the ship into position. If anyone noticed, it would be too late to stop him. As his hands worked the controls, he listened in on the conversation in the back of the bomber.


‘Don’t look so terrified,’ the chief was saying. ‘I’ve got my hands on some new intel that could swing this mission for us.’ He must be showing them the pics on Kat’s phone. ‘These configurations here are the hangar bay airlocks, and here … here are the weakest points of the opening mechanism. A precise tactical missile should be enough to knock them out and get us inside.’


The bomber’s engines fired up and the menacing black aircraft shot down the runway. Brandon hit the thrusters of his own ship and took to the skies. There were almost a hundred jets in the air above the base—more than there was room for on the airfield below. He could never hope to fly among them unnoticed. Brandon pushed a button on the flight console.


‘Brandon?’ Jason’s voice came through. ‘You just vanished? Did you crash?’


‘Don’t be so pessimistic,’ Brandon said. ‘I’ve engaged active camouflage, that’s all I’m the fast-moving rain cloud just behind you!’


Hewson was impressed. ‘Whatever technology that ship is packing, it’s obviously a lot more effective than the anti-reflective paint that this bird is smothered in. Stealth bombers are not as invisible as people think.’


The entire fleet was airborne now, the jets almost jockeying for position as they prepared to face the alien threat. The nose of every fighter was pointed south east. In the back of the bomber, the chief continued to refine the plan: ‘The enemy craft is divided into concentric armoured zones. It looks like each ring might be expendable, so we’ll have to get to the centre to deliver the payload. There’s something there called the star reactor. These maintenance tunnels are our best bet: these are the access hatches that you’ll need to look out for.’


A black dot appeared on the horizon. There was a blazing red glow beneath it. ‘Contact in forty klicks,’ Hewson noted. ‘Confirmed,’ came the response from one of the other jets. ‘Holy crap, they’ve set the entire plain on fire!’


The alien king’s latest weapon was a twenty metre wall of flames that ate up Salisbury Plain. As they got closer and closer to the mothership, Brandon could see that it was created by hundreds of blue laser beams spitting down in all directions. Then as they got closer still, the beams turned to shoot at the RAF. Brandon saw a Tornado, flying less than fifty metres to the right of Hewson’s bomber, get sliced down the middle by a laser. It dropped out of view in two halves.


Small attack saucers were spilling out of the mothership now and speeding towards them. They vastly outnumbered the RAF jets, but fortunately their aim was poor. The sky was criss-crossed with lasers and vapour trails.


Hewson was instructing Jason. ‘We have beam-riding missiles equipped,’ he said. ‘That joystick controls the beam: paint the target, lock the beam and the missiles will find it. You can even change target while the missile is in flight.’


‘Bring it on!’ Jason enthused. Brandon watched as Jason targeted a group of three saucers chasing down a Typhoon. He must have pulled the beam over the central saucer in the group, because when the missile hit, the explosion took out all three enemy craft.


‘Nice shot,’ Brandon congratulated him. He felt lost without weapons of his own, but as a saucer suddenly dropped into the space between Discord and the bomber, Brandon instinctively thrust forward and knocked the saucer to one side. It went spinning out of control and collided with one of its friends.


‘Thanks!’ Hewson said. ‘We didn’t even see that one!’


‘How many missiles do we have?’ Jason asked.


Swarms and swarms of fighter saucers were piling out of the mothership now, filling the sky like a cloud of angry insects.


‘Not enough,’ Hewson admitted. ‘Save some for when we get close to the big ship. I’ve got some new info about the weak points we need to target.’


‘We know you do,’ Jason said. ‘We’re not going to make it that far though. Look how many aliens we have to bust through!’


Hewson barrel-rolled the bomber to avoid an explosion that could have been a jet or a saucer, it was impossible to tell. He came out of the roll and began a series of even more complex manoeuvres in an attempt to pass through the cloud of enemy craft. Brandon wrestled with Discord’s joystick as he struggled to keep pace.


‘This is ridiculous,’ Jason said after a while. ‘These loop-the-loops aren’t getting us any closer.’


‘We’re still alive, aren’t we?’ Hewson shot back.


Then they suddenly got the break they needed. A cluster of thirty or so alien saucers simultaneously exploded, clearing the skies ahead. A large plane with long V-shaped wings arced overhead. Hewson was quick to take the chance provided and shot forward to the mothership.


‘What was that?’ Jason asked.


‘B-52 Stratofortress!’ Brandon answered excitedly.


‘Fitted with multiple Starstreak air-to-air missiles, by the looks of it,’ Hewson confirmed. ‘Looks like the Americans have decided to join the fun after all.’


But they were not the only ones. Another craft fell in beside the stealth bomber as it made a break through the gap in the alien defences. The black alien ship was just as angular and sinister as the bomber; they looked like a matching pair flying side-by-side.


‘Brandon!’ Jason shouted over the comm. ‘There’s something wrong with Hewson. He’s having a fit or something!’


‘It’s Gem!’ Brandon shouted back as he watched the stealth bomber start to drift down and to the side. He tried to focus his mind on the bionoids invading Hewson’s body. Once he had made the connection, he ripped them out and mentally flung them aside. Hewson came to his senses just in time to pull the bomber out of a terrifying spiral.


Dravid Karkor’s ship sped ahead of them. Brandon tried to pull the bionoids in towards him, but Gem was closer to them and her mind won the mental tug of war. ‘Follow them!’ Brandon yelled. ‘If we can get close enough again I can take back control of the bionoids!’


Karkor’s ugly ship dived almost vertically, then pulled up directly underneath the mothership and flew up the central shaft.


‘I can’t follow him there,’ Hewson said. ‘Jason, get ready to take out the hangar entrance.’


Jason went back to the joystick and painted the guidance beam over the outer rim of the mothership. He marked one spot at the right side of the hangar entrance, dragged the beam along, marked the left side, and then fired.


Two missiles shot forward; two explosions framed the hangar entrance, but the way in was still blocked by the barrel-like airlock which had come loose but had not fallen away. There wasn’t time to fire another missile. The bomber hurtled towards it, and Discord was seconds behind. Brandon took a deep breath …


The nose of the bomber hit the airlock dead-on and ripped it free from the weakened support structure. The rest of the bomber piled though after it and crashed down flat on the hangar floor, skidding and spinning until it was finally halted when it hit the opposite wall.


Brandon put Discord into a tight swerve and slammed on the landing thrusters. His touchdown was a lot more elegant than Hewson’s.


‘And we’re in,’ he said.


‘Again,’ Jason amended.
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There was no time for Brandon to catch his breath. The massive hangar was empty one minute, and then swarming with balak soldiers the next. They came from all directions, roaring as they fired their laser guns. Brandon ran from Discord’s cockpit; when he made it to the exit ramp, a full-scale fire fight was in progress.


The rear hatch of the downed stealth bomber had opened, revealing a deadly array of automated weaponry. Two machine guns had pivoted out on multi-jointed metal arms and were making short work of the enemy. Between them, a wicked-looking MK19 40 millimetre grenade launcher scanned the hangar slowly and deliberately, then lobbed explosives at the densest groups of balaks. Finally the marines emerged, and Lucky’s minigun led the way in mopping up the remaining aliens.


When the chaos finally died down, Brandon walked across the now silent hangar to join the squad. Jason was standing with them all, pulling off his helmet. Brandon was conscious of the fact that everyone else was wearing military garb, and he was still in his dirty, ripped T-shirt and jeans. The chief looked up and noticed them both for the first time; his expression turned hard for a moment, and then softened.


‘Did you get bored of our hospitality back at the base then?’


Jason shrugged. ‘I just remembered that I left my wallet here last time we came.’


The chief turned back to his troops ‘I’m not going to ask who let this pair join the mission.’ He stared at Tank. ‘They’re here now and there’s nothing we can do about it, so let’s just get on with things.’ He took a deep breath and launched into the speech he must have been rehearsing in his head on the flight over: ‘Alright, this is it, marines! One final push to the reactor and we turn this alien frisbee into a new sun. You’ll be heroes to your families. The bastards killed all my family, so I guess that I’m nobody’s hero. Let’s hope that what’s left of the planet appreciates what we do today. Move out!’


He leaned over to Brandon and Jason. ‘You kids say you’ve been here before, so make yourselves useful and lead the way.’


 


They moved cautiously down the wide, straight corridor that led deep into the mothership: twelve intruders, most of them trained soldiers with readied weapons. The enemy had wisely withdrawn, but to make life difficult for the invaders they had killed the lights. A low blue glow emanated from floor-level grating, but that was all: the light didn’t reach as far as the ceiling. Brandon glanced apprehensively upwards as they moved. The marines switched on their mobile LED light sources. The shadows that they threw up were just as scary as the darkness.


Jason walked close beside him, toting a laser rifle that he had looted from a dead balak. ‘Are you getting any sort of feeling?’


He was referring to Brandon’s mental awareness of the bionoids. ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘I think I’m going to have to split from these guys if I’m going to find Gem and the cylinder before they nuke the ship.’ He handed Jason a bundle of wires. ‘Here, take this.’


‘What is it?’


‘I ripped the ear-pieces and mics out of two of Discord’s flight helmets. We can use them to talk. You stay with the group and let me know what they’re doing. You might have to stall them if they get to the reactor before I can get to the cylinder.’


Jason grunted, which Brandon took to mean that he agreed with the plan, but couldn’t bring himself to say it. They both shoved the ear-pieces down their external auditory canals. ‘I’ll test it,’ Jason said, falling back to the end of the line of soldiers.


A few seconds later: ‘You getting this?’


‘Loud and clear,’ Brandon whispered.


‘Okay, well I’m right behind the chief. I take it that the nuke is in the metal case he’s carrying?’


‘I guess so.’


‘Well, just so you know: he’s chained himself to the case with metal handcuffs.’


Not for the first time, Brandon wished that Hewson was leading the mission instead. As if reading his mind, the MI Zero agent fell in beside Brandon. ‘When do you think that there will be a chance to regain control of your alien technology?’ Hewson asked.


‘Probably when we get closer to the centre of the saucer,’ Brandon replied. ‘Karkor and Gem will go straight for the alien king to take him out, I reckon.’


‘Well, let me know if you need Operation Tempest to suddenly fail. I am rather fond of your idea of leaving this ship alive.’


Brandon nodded. Hewson went on to clarify his point: ‘Brandon, trust me. I’m on your side. There are no shadowy MI Zero bosses pulling my strings anymore; if I’m working for anyone now, it’s you.’


‘I trust you,’ Brandon said. ‘You’ve got us out of some sticky spots more than a few times now. We wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for you!’ Brandon paused. ‘I’m sorry—I didn’t mean—’


They both laughed at the same time. ‘It’s okay,’ Hewson said. ‘I know what you mean. However we got here, however it ends, we’re in this together now.’


They briefly grasped each others’ wrists in a macho handshake. ‘What’s your full name?’ Brandon asked.


‘Lieutenant Richard Hewson.’


They had arrived at a T-junction: to the left and right a curved corridor took off around the circumference of the ship. The soldiers spread out to cover all directions that the enemy might attack from. Hewson peered off into the darkness with his night-vision goggles. ‘Nothing,’ he reported. ‘We’re clear—’


The suspense was shattered as the corridor that they had just come down suddenly shot off to the left as the whole outer disc of the saucer spun around anticlockwise. In the next instant, a new corridor slotted into its place: similar to the last one except that this one was full of aliens with laser guns. Two marines were killed before the others could return fire. Lucky’s minigun quickly mowed down the brutes. They had no cover to hide behind; their whole plan must have been simply to cause as much damage as they could before they lost the initiative.


Brandon patted himself down, half expecting to find laser holes somewhere on his body. That attack had been so random and deadly that it made him shake when he realised how close he had come to being killed.


‘Brandon, come on!’ Hewson said, pulling him out of his daze. Rather than going left or right, the team had found a hatch that led to one of the narrow service corridors that led them straight towards the centre of the ship. Soon the squad was creeping in single file down a cramped tunnel that was even darker than before.


‘How many did you kill?’ Lucky was asking Tank.


‘Five, I think.’


‘Is that all? I got twenty-six in the hangar, and about thirteen just now.’


‘I got the five most important ones!’


A shoot-out in the tight corridor never happened, thankfully, and the team made it to another hatch that opened into a small circular room. They all crouched under the low ceiling. ‘Dead end!’ the chief stated, giving Brandon and Jason an accusatory glare.


‘No, it’s not!’ Jason countered. He reached up and pulled down a panel above him. ‘Bottom of the lift shaft!’


The squad climbed up into the lift one by one. Brandon hit the button that he guessed would take them to the very top. The lift shot up … and then almost immediately began to slow down, coming to a halt a few floors below where they wanted to go. The doors opened and they were faced with another shifting sequence of scenes flashing by as the separate rings of the saucer once more rotated.


The marines all aimed their weapons, expecting enemies to appear in front of them at any second. But when the rotation slowed, it was a dark empty space that faced them. Hewson stepped out into it. ‘Stay alert,’ he ordered. ‘They wanted us to come this way. No doubt there’s some surprise in store.’


‘So let’s see what it is,’ the chief said impatiently. He unclipped a mobile LED block from his belt and tossed it into the void. It skidded across a vast expanse of floor and came to a halt by a wall of glass. The other marines all turned their lights back on and slowly spread out into the room. Brandon started to get a sense of their surroundings. He heard Jason’s nervous voice in his ear: ‘This is going to be fun.’


They were in the same section of the saucer that they had passed through on their previous visit: the bio-engineering zone. It was a different room this time—a bigger space—but contained the same sort of glass tanks filled with greenish fluid. Jason approached the biggest tank. Brandon followed him and they peered into the thick opaque gunk that filled it. There was something in there: a dead thin creature that looked as if it had wasted away.


The squad had spread out about the room. They identified exits to the left and right. They really needed to go straight ahead though to reach the star reactor. ‘Floor’s wet here,’ Lucky pointed out. Hewson knelt to examine it: ‘Sticky,’ he said, wiping his fingers on his trousers. The chief split the squad and ordered them to check both exits. Brandon and Jason followed Hewson as he opened the door on the right. The next room was similar, but the floor was flooded and the tank in the centre …


‘Broken,’ Jason said, ‘like something smashed its way out.’


Brandon was getting anxious. I haven’t got time for this, he thought. He had to get to Gem fast, and preferably before the marines reached the reactor. He remembered from last time that they had to climb upwards in order to find the control room. Maybe there was a way up the banks of computer equipment here. He clambered up onto a wheeled cage of glowing machines. Above him, but over nearer the centre of the room, he could make out a service panel in the ceiling. ‘Push me over there,’ he instructed Jason.


Jason started to push, but had to leap out of the way suddenly when something big came crashing into the room. Brandon was too busy hurtling out of control on his ride to see what it was. He concentrated on the ceiling above him, and as he passed under the panel he leaped upwards and grabbed some cabling that was running alongside it. Kicking up with his feet, he kicked the panel open and swung up into the crawlspace above.


Below him, something large, greenish and reptilian was charging about on four legs. A dinosaur? Some kind of alien beast? He heard mad gunfire and shouting and what sounded like the creature slamming into a wall and groaning in pain. Brandon scurried down a tight access tunnel and left the chaos behind.


Except … here in the near-darkness, in a maze of tunnels that ran directly above the strange alien breeding labs … he discovered that he wasn’t alone. Turning a corner, he came face-to-face with a pair of horrible red eyes. Twenty metres away, crouched in the tight space, was the most alien thing he had seen yet: a dinosaur with a humanoid form, possibly a velociraptor crossed with a balak—who could say?—leering at him with a dumb hunger, licking its long red tongue over its finger-sized teeth.


Brandon froze in horror. He was looking at his death. Turning around would be pointless. ‘Help,’ he gasped.


Jason’s voice came over his earpiece. ‘What’s up?’ he said. ‘We just took down the biggest, ugliest mother—’


‘Is the girl with the big gun there?’ Brandon asked, his brain thankfully keeping pace with his terror.


‘Lucky? Yeah, she’s right here!’


‘Tell her to fire at a spot’—Brandon quickly worked it out—‘forty metres from where I went up into the ceiling, towards the centre of the ship. Hurry!’


Jason didn’t waste words with a reply. Seconds later, a storm of bullets hammered up underneath the hybrid alien, turning it to pulp before it had even taken a step in Brandon’s direction.


‘Did she get it?’ Jason asked.


‘Yeah, she got it,’ Brandon replied, making his way over the sticky remains. ‘Look out for—’ he began, but his warning was cut off by the sounds of renewed battle below. Over his earpiece he could hear Jason’s running commentary of the action: ‘Eat this! And this! Tank, behind you! Taste hot lasers, you Jurassic Park rejects!’


 


The wires and pipes that lined the narrow tunnels were soon replaced by hot banks of computer equipment. Brandon guessed that he was in the main server space of the mothership, somewhere near the control room. He could feel the bionoids brushing at the edges of his awareness. He couldn’t quite reach out to take control of them, but he knew that Gem must be close.


He climbed a narrow metal ladder that was warm from all the surrounding electronics. At the top was a hatch. Brandon listened. It was quiet beyond, so he flipped the hatch and climbed out and stretched his legs. He was in a wide hall that curved sharply off to the left and right; it was obviously very near the centre of the mothership. He was surrounded by large navigation screens and consoles with hundreds of buttons, lights and switches. When he stepped out from among them he drew his breath sharply.


The outer curve of the hall was transparent from floor to ceiling, and was tilted towards him. Brandon realised that he was on the flight deck in the top ring of the saucer: outside he could see the curved silver hull sloping away from him. And beyond that the view was taken up with something that he had never seen before with his own eyes: Earth.


They were in space. He could see almost the entire world hanging in front of him. England, looking beautiful and unspoiled, was a small green shape in a clear blue sea. Europe, the Mediterranean and Africa were spread out in all their glory. He stood absorbed in the scene for almost a minute. Then he turned around.


Crossing to the inner curve of the flight deck, Brandon found another glass wall, this time tilting away from him and overlooking the central shaft of the mothership. He could see the star reactor burning away, surrounded by the maze of walkways and gantries that they had climbed the last time they were here. Directly above the reactor, at the very top of the ship, would be the domed room where they had encountered the king on their last visit. Brandon had been guessing that Gem and Karkor would be there, but then he heard voices from somewhere on the flight deck.


They were here!


Moving from cover to cover—crouching behind consoles, screens and desks—Brandon headed in the direction of the voices. He followed the curvature of the flight deck until he was almost at the opposite side to where he had entered. Then he stopped, and from the cover of a bank of electronics, looked out and tried to make sense of the tense stand-off that was before him.


A semicircle of around twenty armed balaks stood aiming their laser guns at Gem and Karkor, who were standing with their backs to what Brandon guessed was the main navigation console. Dravid Karkor was standing beside Gem, one hand on her shoulder, and one hand resting over a panel of controls on the console. Had they caught him trying to fly the saucer? Gem herself was holding out the cylinder in the direction of the balak king, who was kneeling on the floor in front of them. She flicked her wrist slightly and the king convulsed in pain.


‘Time to die,’ Gem told him.


The king screamed in agony. ‘Do it then!’ he wailed. ‘Put me out of my misery.’


Gem feinted at the king as if she were jabbing with a rapier. He stumbled backwards and rolled around on the floor pathetically.


‘Wait. Let’s not be hasty,’ Dravid cautioned. ‘Perhaps there will be a good spot for a fearsome balak leader at our side when we return home.’


‘You bastard, Karkor!’ the king spat. ‘You wanted this weapon for yourself all along. You never intended to destroy it.’


‘That was the plan at first,’ Karkor lied smoothly, ‘but really, it would have been such a waste, especially now that we’ve got this girl on our side who can wield it effectively.’


‘I’d rather die than be enslaved by you!’ the king grunted.


‘Fine by me,’ Gem said. She jabbed forward with the cylinder again, her eyes squeezed shut as she concentrated on sending the deadly bionoids deeper into the king’s fat body.


The king delivered a colourful balak swear word, and then braced himself for death.


Nothing happened.


The cylinder dissolved in Gem’s hand.


Brandon stepped out into view. He gave Gem a wry smile and a shrug of his shoulders. The cylinder was now in his hand. He didn’t want Gem running off with it again.


‘Brandon?’ Dravid said in disbelief. ‘How did you get here?’


The king gave a rasping laugh as he hauled himself to his feet. ‘You were too busy trying to kill me to notice that Brandon Walker and the humans got on board just after you did.’


Brandon was finding it easier all the time to concentrate on controlling the bionoids and talking at the same time. He made sure he held them in check so that Gem couldn’t launch another attack, and then he delivered his ultimatum: ‘It’s over, Karkor. Gem and I are leaving, and then I’m taking the cylinder far from here where you’ll never find us. If you ever try to follow us, we’ll kill you before you even know it.’ He glared at Karkor. ‘That’s if the balaks ever let you free, or even let you live …’


The king laughed again at this. Two balaks stepped up either side of Karkor, who was unarmed and defenceless. He looked furious.


Brandon turned to the king. ‘Will you agree to leave this world and just forget all about us? I’ll be taking the cylinder somewhere else anyway. I promise you that it will never be used as a weapon against your people ever again.’


‘Brandon!’ Gem pleaded. ‘You can’t just let them go! They’ve killed thousands!’


‘They were tricked into coming here by Karkor,’ Brandon said. ‘He’s the one who should be punished, and maybe the balaks should be the ones to do it.’


The king nodded slowly, like this was the wisest thing he had ever heard. ‘Go. Get out of here then!’ he barked. ‘Zaal doesn’t care what you humans get up to anyway. This whole thing can be settled with Karkor’s execution instead. Har har har. We’ll make sure that it’s a nice long slow one. Zaal loves those!’


 


‘Brandon, we’ve got a problem!’


It seemed like it wasn’t over yet then. ‘Jason, where are you?’


‘The reactor shaft! I don’t think I can hold off—argh!’


Brandon turned and ran to the inner curve of the flight deck, where the glass wall overlooked the central shaft. Far below him he could see two figures struggling on a walkway that extended over the top of the reactor itself. They were almost silhouetted against the reactor’s glow, but Brandon could just about see that they were Jason and the Chief of Joint Operations, locked in a wrestle.


‘What are they fighting over?’ Gem asked.


‘The other guy’s got a nuke,’ Brandon explained.


Karkor laughed as he slowly moved towards the window to see. ‘Oh dear,’ he said sarcastically. ‘That’s unfortunate. Have you any idea what effect dropping a nuclear device into the star reactor would have? You wouldn’t just blow up this ship—you’d take a pretty big chunk out of your planet too.’


‘Talk him down, Jason!’ Brandon shouted over the mic. ‘If the nuke ends up in the reactor, it’ll destroy the Earth!’


He could hear Jason talking to the chief over his earpiece: ‘The plan’s changed, Chief … the explosion will be too big … it’ll destroy the whole world…’


‘I don’t care!’ the chief screamed. ‘There’s nothing left back there for me anyway!’ He elbowed Jason in the face and pushed him away. ‘They killed my wife when they destroyed London! And all of my family! My entire family!’


The chief made a dash for the end of the walkway. Brandon stared down from above and quickly mustered the bionoids. The entire cylinder dissolved again, and all the tiny robots swarmed over Brandon’s shoulder, passed through the molecules in the glass of the window and out into the empty space of the reactor shaft. They caught up with the chief just as he was on the brink of jumping in. He stopped mid-stride and stiffened as Brandon mentally took control of the chief’s body from within.


Brandon held him there, frozen in space, seconds from disaster.


Then Karkor made his move. Surprising his guards, he leaped back to the control console. He slammed a few buttons with his palm, then pushed a lever upwards. The whole mothership tilted suddenly, throwing everyone to the floor…


… and also pitching the chief over the edge of the walkway and down into the glowing reactor. Karkor hit another button and the airlock at the bottom of the reactor shaft snapped open. The star reactor itself then launched out into space and the airlock snapped shut behind it.


The whole thing took seconds. The artificial gravity reasserted itself, and Brandon quickly jumped to his feet. With the power source ripped out of the saucer, the flight deck had been plunged into semi-darkness, lit only by blue emergency lighting. He could see shapes and shadows of people around him, but his attention was caught by the bright glow of the reactor. It could be seen out in space speeding away from the mothership towards …


‘The Moon!’ Brandon shouted. Then the nuke went off and the reactor detonated so brightly that they all had to turn away. The mothership was rocked again. When they opened their eyes, they looked out to see the Moon crumbling away like a chunk of ash.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry about that!’ Karkor apologised. ‘Better leave this planet before someone down there notices and comes to complain.’ He quickly moved to the starmap and activated what could only be the superluminal drive. Protective shutters slammed down over the external windows, and the saucer shuddered once more as it used the last of its back-up power to fling itself halfway across the galaxy to Corroza. As the flight deck was plunged into absolute darkness, Karkor grabbed Gem by the wrist and fled.


 


Brandon’s alien irises widened to let in as much light as possible. After a few seconds he could make sense of his surroundings again. He was alone; the balaks had all vanished in pursuit of Karkor. Alone! In a dark spaceship, drifting without power in a distant corner of the galaxy. Brandon slumped exhausted against a console: what the hell was he going to do? Getting back to Earth and Kat with the bionoids wasn’t looking very likely now.


The bionoids! Brandon could feel them tickling the edges of his consciousness. They were still here; he had thought they had been shot out into space with the chief and the nuke. They must have somehow decided themselves to stay aboard the mothership. Brandon turned to the inner window that overlooked the central shaft of the saucer. Hanging in the air on the other side of the glass was the swarm of nanoscopic robots, each one now faintly glowing with a soft blue light.


Brandon went up and put his hands against the glass. ‘Hey, guys,’ he said to them. Had they developed their own consciousness now, or were they just an extension of his?


He was snapped out of his thoughts by flashes of gunfire and lasers coming from below in the reactor shaft. Jason, Hewson, Tank and Lucky were still down there in the darkness, huddled in a group and surrounded by advancing balaks. Lucky was holding her arm, which hung limply and looked like it had been scorched by laser fire. Tank looked even worse off: his body was lying prone and was actually smoking. Balaks were approaching from all sides, and Hewson was desperately trying to hold them at bay, firing in all directions with his automatic machine gun.


Brandon could have easily sent the swarm of bionoids to take out all the balaks. He certainly wouldn’t hesitate to kill them to save his friends. But what had he promised his father? That he’d never use the bionoids as a weapon. It was a tough situation, but Brandon quickly found a solution.


He sent the bionoids to Lucky and Tank instead, closing his eyes as he imagined them seeking out burned flesh and repairing it, imagined them suppressing pain … and even fear. It worked, because when Brandon opened his eyes, Tank and Lucky were both back on their feet, blasting away at the aliens, quickly turning the tide of the battle.


Brandon put his finger to his earpiece to check that it was still there. ‘Jason, are you okay?’


‘We’re alright,’ came the reply. ‘Brandon, did you get the bionoids? Was it you who fixed up Tank and Lucky?’


‘Yep. I told you that I wouldn’t kill any balaks with them. But I don’t mind giving someone else the chance.’


Jason laughed. ‘Cool! Now let’s get the hell out of here!’


‘Stay there,’ Brandon said. ‘I’m coming down. Then we need to get back to Discord if we want to get back to Earth and save Kat.’


He looked around the flight deck and saw stairs leading up to the dome at the top of the saucer. He remembered from last time they were here that there was a way down to the central shaft from the corridor that went around the dome. He ran for the stairs.


No sooner had Brandon made it to the top though, he was grabbed from behind and flung to the ground. Then he was kicked hard and sent reeling a few more metres. He found himself sprawled on the floor of the dome, with the balak king himself looming over him. But that wasn’t the only frightening thing: the dome above them was on fire.


Flames were whipping across the transparent surface of the dome. The saucer must have been pulled in by Corroza’s gravitational field, and was now burning up as it cut through the atmosphere. The balak king seemed oblivious though, and Brandon had to cover his face as the fat alien kicked him in the side of the head.


‘I should be grateful,’ the king said, ‘that you stopped your crazy sister from killing me. But I’m not so grateful that I’m going to let you live.’


Brandon groaned. ‘I’m not going to—’ he began.


The king reached down and picked Brandon up by the neck, then slammed him down on the floor in the centre of the circular room. ‘Not going to what? Kill me with your deadly tube? I know you’re not. That’s so very noble of you. But so long as you’re alive, then others like Karkor will be trying to get their hands on your secrets. So … you die!’


‘You’re right.’ Brandon spluttered, getting to his feet. ‘I’m not going to kill you…at least not with my deadly tube.’


The king laughed and punched Brandon in the face, cracking his jaw. Brandon fell and tried to roll away, but the king brought his foot down and pinned Brandon to the floor. ‘You’ll barely have a chance to squeak out one last word before I crush the life out of you.’


So Brandon made his final word count: ‘Krabba!’


The king’s foot paused on the brink of breaking through Brandon’s ribcage, and he raised an eyebrow slightly. But he was too slow to react; the floor gave way, and Brandon and the king slid through the hole and into the dark reactor shaft. All Brandon was aware of was the air rushing past his face, the flaming dome receding above him and a sense of empty open space around him. The deadly furnace of the star reactor itself was no longer there, but instead there was a three hundred metre drop down the central shaft of the mothership.


The king was screaming in terror as they fell. Brandon just closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. He could sense the bionoids all around him, so he drew them to him, feeling them cloud around him. Lift me up! he commanded. He could feel the air around him get denser. His descent was starting to slow as the tiny motors that powered the bionoids battled against the downwards momentum of his fall …


He opened his eyes and saw the amazed expression on Jason and the others’ faces as he stepped out of the air and joined them on the walkway at the edge of the reactor shaft. They all then looked out over the edge in time to see the balak king hit the bottom of the reactor shaft. He exploded like a balloon full of red custard.


Brandon turned to the others. ‘He made the ultimate sacrifice to Zaal,’ he croaked through his broken jaw. Jason smiled and even gave Brandon a matey slap on the shoulder. Hewson, Tank and Lucky were looking at Brandon in stunned awe.


‘Where’s Gem?’ Jason asked urgently. ‘We have to get out of here fast.’


‘Still with Karkor; I don’t know where,’ Brandon said as he absorbed some of the bionoids to fix his jaw.


‘So, what—are we going to just leave her?’


‘We don’t have a choice. Right now we have to get off this ship before it crash lands on an alien planet. Dravid and Gem have probably already left.’


‘Follow me,’ Lucky said. ‘I remember the way back.’ She tossed her giant gun away and sprinted off, holding up her portable light-source. Brandon, Jason, Hewson and Tank followed her. They left the reactor shaft and hurried through the bio-engineering labs. Brandon saw dead monsters and dead marines everywhere. There wasn’t a glass tank or piece of computer equipment left in one piece after the battle.


When they reached the lift shaft, they had to stop: the power was out and the lift was stuck three floors below them. Lucky started to climb down.


‘No, wait,’ Brandon said. He massed the bionoids in a semi-solid cloud below them. ‘Now jump,’ he said, and one-by-one the marines dropped off the edge and were caught by the cushion he had laid down to slow their fall. Jason went last and dive-bombed into the cloud.


They climbed down into the lift, levered the doors open, and exited into a corridor that ran straight on in the direction they wanted to go: towards the rim of the mothership. Down side corridors they could see balaks running back and forth hysterically; the aliens were in a panic and they ignored the humans.


Lucky suddenly pulled up short. ‘Stop—this is pointless!’


‘What?’ Tank said. ‘Keep going; we’re almost there!’


‘No—I mean, we could be going in completely the wrong direction! The outer rings of the saucer spun round twice on our way in, remember. The hangar we landed in could be anywhere now!’


They all stood silent for a few moments. The mothership was shaking as it rattled through the ionosphere at a low angle. How long until it hit the ground?


‘Can’t we just fly one of the alien mini-saucers out of here?’ Hewson suggested.


‘Only Discord can hyper-jump, or whatever you call it, back to Earth,’ Jason said. ‘Right?’ he asked, looking at Brandon.


Brandon thought fast. ‘I’ll find Discord. I think I know how.’ He held up the cylinder and let it dissolve into the air. Then he sent the bionoids away in all directions, exploring the ship and sending visual images directly back into his brain, bypassing his eyes. In his mind he built up a three-dimensional map of the immediate area: the gloomy darkness wasn’t a problem for the bionoids, whose sensors could take in the entire spectrum of light.


When the bionoids were about a hundred metres out, Brandon ran into problems. His skull was doing too good a job of dampening the electromagnetic signals from his brain that were needed to talk to the bionoids. But he quickly hit on a workaround: he held some bionoids back and sent the rest further out, passing information back and forth between each other. The map in his head expanded rapidly …


‘I’ve found it!’ he said suddenly. ‘Come on.’ They all started running again, this time following Brandon. They took a short cut through a balak refectory, down a wide staircase, through an armoury and shooting gallery, down a long straight corridor … and finally out into the hangar where Discord was waiting for them.


The airlock was open and a muted sun in an alien sky cast the hangar in a weird light. Two balaks were at the ship’s hatch, trying to work out how to open it. Tank swiftly and silently moved up behind them and smashed their heads together, knocking them out cold. Brandon opened the hatch—you had to give it a good shove where the panel was dented—and stood to one side to let everyone in.


He was just about to step up the ramp himself when he paused. The bionoids were still exploring the mothership, and they had found something …


‘Gem!’ Brandon said aloud. She was still aboard the saucer. He closed his eyes and concentrated on what the bionoids were telling him. An image appeared in his mind: somewhere in the dark lower decks of the saucer, Dravid Karkor and Gem were standing in a pool of light beneath Karkor’s ship. Cables were running from the ship to a console and video screen nearby, as if Dravid was diverting power to them from his ship. The video on the screen was of Brandon and the balak king fighting under the dome, and then falling out of shot. Gem was sat on a metal crate in tears as Karkor made her watch the scene over and over again.


‘But I’m not dead!’ he cried.


‘You will be, if you don’t get on board fast!’ Jason shouted.


Brandon agonised for a split second, then made up his mind.


‘I’m going back for Gem,’ he told Jason. ‘You can fly Discord. Follow the saucer—be ready to pick us up!’


‘Hell, Brandon,’ Jason fumed. ‘What about Kat?’ But Brandon was already running back across the hangar. As he ran breathlessly back down the long corridor, he was aware of Karkor doing something else now: he was looking at a cross-sectional blueprint of the mothership on the screen. Gem had walked away from the console; Karkor looked around furtively and brought up a small window showing a live feed of Brandon running down the corridor. Brandon instinctively looked up. Karkor noticed and his mouth twisted in a thin smile.


‘I’m sorry, Brandon,’ he said under his breath. ‘I’m afraid that this is where your story ends.’ Karkor swiped his fingers down over the saucer’s outer ring on the blueprint. At the same time, Brandon felt the ground tilt beneath him.


‘Jason! Take off now!’ he shouted over the mic. ‘The outer ring is being jettisoned!’


Jason swore, but Brandon could sense Discord turning in the air and leaving the hangar. He concentrated on running, but the corridor was now an upward slope, and a widening breach had appeared in front of him, open to the air: the outer ring was splitting into sectors and falling away from the mothership. Brandon desperately pulled the bionoids back to him. They flooded in from all directions and he willed them to enter his body, to power his legs and lungs. He motored up the slope with renewed strength, and on reaching the edge of the gap launched himself into the air. He sailed across the twenty metre void and landed hard on the other side.


He looked back. The rest of the outer ring fell out of view, revealing an unexpected vista. The mothership was speeding over an alien desert, at an altitude of perhaps ten kilometres—although that was falling rapidly. They obviously were not anywhere near the jungles around Perazim. Brandon idly wondered if it was better to crash land in a jungle or a desert. Then he turned his back on the view and went to find his sister.


 


It was dark in the bowels of the mothership. Enormous engines, pipes and cooling fans filled the cavernous chambers, dormant now that the star reactor was gone. Brandon navigated around them using the bionoids instead of his senses. They were part of him now; an extension of his will and his awareness. He felt super-human—or super-alien—with them at his command. Their power and potential far exceeded the limits of either medicine or war. Brandon had an idea how to use them to get the best of Dravid Karkor.


He found Karkor and Gem at their dimly-lit control station, beneath Karkor’s menacing ship. Karkor was absorbed in a panel of hundreds of switches. Gem paced around in the small circle that was defined by an overhead spotlight. ‘Come on,’ she muttered. ‘How long is this going to take?’


Karkor looked flustered. ‘A few more minutes. The saucer’s only being kept up by the emergency boosters, and even that’s not enough. If I can lose some more sections, or divert some more emergency power, then that should be enough to avoid a crash landing.’


‘Alright,’ Gem said. ‘Spare me the details; just do it.’


‘Then we can search for Brandon’s cylinder. We’ll avenge his death, Gem. I promise. This ship and the bionoids: you and me: that’s all we need to return to Perazim as heroes … conquering heroes!’


‘Dravid,’ she said, ‘stop daydreaming. Concentrate on getting us out of this mess!’


Good, Brandon thought, Karkor was getting desperate. Perfect for what he had in mind. Brandon breathed in deeply, marshalling the bionoids, then he stepped out into the light.


Karkor looked as if he had seen a ghost. His face froze in horror. ‘You!’ he gasped.


‘Hey, I thought you were dead,’ Gem said. They both looked perplexed.


‘You are dead,’ Karkor insisted.


‘Maybe I am,’ Brandon said, advancing on Karkor. ‘Maybe I’m a ghost. Or maybe I’m your conscience finally making a stand after all you’ve done, all the people you’ve killed.’


Karkor looked shell-shocked. ‘I’ve never, ever killed anyone …’


‘Really?’ Brandon stood face-to-face with the tall alien. ‘You’ll even lie to yourself to justify what you’ve done. Never killed anyone? You left your best friend in a coma after using the mindslice machine—’


‘Left alive! Not dead!’


‘You set a pack of deadly aliens on him to finish him off.’


Karkor was on the brink of tears now. ‘I told them just to take the cylinder, not to kill anyone!’


‘And what about your own wife. Turn around.’


Karkor slowly turned. Instead of seeing Gem standing behind him, he found himself looking into the eyes of his wife, Paran. ‘No,’ he moaned.


‘You killed your wife shooting down her ship as she tried to escape your control over her. But your worst act was your deliberate attempt to kill their son—the son of the two people you loved the most.’


‘You tried to kill Brandon?’ Paran exclaimed.


‘I’m sorry!’ Dravid wailed, putting his face in his hands and breaking down completely. ‘I had to do it. I saw that he survived the fight with the king and I had to try and finish him off. I couldn’t let him live to take control of the bionoids.’


Paran exploded in a fury of kicks and punches. She let loose all of her martial arts moves in the space of ten seconds, pummelling Dravid backwards and continuing to batter his body with her fists when she managed to corner him against a metal wall of pipes. ‘You promised me!’ she raged. ‘You promised that no harm would ever come to him!’ As she punished Karkor, the bionoids fell away from her face, revealing Gem’s features behind the disguise. Dravid looked up in shock, and Gem finished him off by bringing her right foot straight up to his chin and smashing his head back. His skull clanged against the pipes and he collapsed to the floor.


Brandon let his own disguise dissolve too. To bamboozle Dravid, he had altered his own features to look like Talem’s. When Gem saw that he was still alive, she sobbed with relief and ran to his arms. ‘Oh Brandon, I’m so sorry I ever went with that piece of shit!’


‘It’s alright. He tricked everyone. His whole life is just one big tangled lie.’


Karkor, barely conscious in a heap on the floor, pulled out a laser pistol and raised it at the reunited pair.


Brandon froze. His world slowed as he prepared once more to try and dodge imminent death.


Then Jason appeared out the shadows and put a laser bolt clean between Dravid Karkor’s eyes.


‘Come on, you guys,’ he said. ‘You know that it’s not over until the bad guy bites the dust.’


‘It’s not over until we get out of here,’ Brandon said. ‘Come on.’


Then Hewson spoke over Brandon’s earpiece. ‘Brandon? You there?’


‘I’m here,’ he replied.


‘You’d better hurry back so we can pick you up. There’s a city on the horizon and it looks like the saucer is due to smack down right in the middle of it.’


A city! No. Brandon couldn’t bear any more death and carnage. There had to be a way to stop the saucer. He thought for a second. There was a way!


‘Hewson,’ he said. ‘Send Tank and Lucky to the hatch with laser rifles. Dravid mentioned some emergency boosters. Find them and get Tank and Lucky to take them out: they’re the only thing keeping the saucer up!’


‘But Brandon … What about you?’


‘Millions could die!’ Brandon shouted. ‘Bring this thing down!’ He tore out his earpiece and crushed it underfoot. He turned to Gem and Jason. ‘Come here,’ he said. They all gathered around with worried faces and put their arms around each others’ shoulders. Brandon opened his mouth to say something to his sister and his friend, but he couldn’t find the words. They could feel multiple explosions tearing through the underside of the saucer. Their shallow descent suddenly turned into a dive. They all held on tight to one another.


 


Brandon opened his eyes. He was alive. That was good. The weak orange glow that he could see must be the sunset. There was sand and rock, metal and rubble everywhere. He pulled himself to his feet and looked around. A broken landscape of wreckage and smoke stretched out in all directions. But on the horizon was an incredible alien city, shining in the late afternoon light. Pyramids and curved glass sky-scrapers that were lit up in all different colours towered over the landscape. One tall structure seemed to hold no other purpose than to raise a giant golden ball high over the city.


Brandon shuddered. He remembered the darkness of the mothership, holding on to his friends and pulling the bionoids around them all in a protective sphere. He could just about remember the crash, but it was all noise and colour and pain. ‘Jason!’ he yelled. ‘Gem!’


Someone was striding towards him: a grey humanoid figure with flaky dusty skin. Brandon panicked and took a step backwards. Another of the creatures was approaching from his left. Brandon fell over as the first figure reached him.


Then the creature wiped the dust from its face with the back of its hand. It was Jason.


‘We need to get back!’ he said urgently. ‘Get back to Earth and save Kat!’


Brandon looked about. The sky was heavy with clouds and the air was hard to breath. Discord was circling overhead. When it saw them, it descended awkwardly as Hewson attempted to land an alien spaceship for the first time.


Gem was digging at something in the rubble with her foot. ‘There’s what looks like a road sign here,’ she said. They all gathered round to look.


The sign read: ACTAHA 30.


‘It’s written in English,’ Gem said, puzzled.


‘ACTAHA?’ Brandon frowned. ‘Then we’re still on Earth! That style of lettering looks Russian. ACTAHA must be … Astana—the capital of Kazakhstan!’ He had seen pictures of the incredible modern city on the internet.


The superluminal drive must have failed when Dravid tried to take the mothership back to Corroza. But Earth looked different, and it wasn’t just the unfamiliar country that they had crash landed in. Brandon realised what it was: the heavy sky was laden with dust from the shattered Moon.


Gem was smiling in relief though. Jason looked hopeful. ‘Can you send the bionoids to save Kat?’


‘It’s a long way!’ Brandon said. ‘They can’t go any faster than we could fly back, even if I could control them over that distance.’


‘Have you tried?’ Jason challenged.


Brandon shrugged and closed his eyes. He was dead beat, but he somehow found the will to pull the cloud of bionoids towards him. Each tiny robot had an even tinier motor powered by stored energy that the bionoids pulled from sources around them: light, heat, electrical systems, even wasted body energy. The motors wouldn’t get the robots to England individually … but as they coalesced in his hand in the familiar cylindrical shape, he hit on the solution. He could order the bionoids to combine and remake their motor on a larger scale. The cylinder in his hand contorted and stretched until it was shaped like a small missile, complete with dorsal fins to help direct its flight.


Hewson, Tank and Lucky had joined them. Tank and Lucky stood arm-in-arm. Hewson raised his hand in greeting. Brandon nodded, then turned his attention back to the bionoids. ‘Just one last thing to do,’ he said.


Brandon stretched his arm back, and then launched the missile into the setting sun. With his mind he followed it up above the clouds and towards the Soviet Union. He had five thousand kilometres to cover, through five time zones. But at hypersonic speed, the bionoids made it to Salisbury Plain in less than quarter of an hour. As they sped through the troposphere they left a trail of tiny bionoid satellites behind them, a chain to maintain the connection with Brandon’s mind. He guided the missile straight into the medical tent at the RAF base, and brought it to a dead stop, hovering above Kat’s still body.


The medical team didn’t even notice. They were silently watching the flatlined life support machine. They were in the process of turning off the equipment as Brandon let the bionoids disperse and enter Kat’s body. The medics left the tent in darkness, consoling each other with muted voices. Brandon had now lost all visual feedback; he could only work by feel, concentrating on willing the bionoids to repair Kat’s internal wounds, and to muster her body into generating blood.


At first it seemed like a hopeless task, but the bionoids knew what they were doing even if Brandon didn’t. His father and mother—he supposed he should just call her Sarah now—had spent their lives researching and developing the technology just for a time like this. Through the chain of bionoids that stretched halfway around the world, Brandon could feel Kat’s body responding, and the bionoids around her vocal chords carried the sound of her breathing back to him.


Brandon felt Kat sit up in bed.


He heard her call out his name.




 

 


Brandon Walker will return


 


in
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In the meantime, if you enjoyed Alien Disaster, why not take a few minutes to leave a short review on Amazon: all opinions and comments appreciated!


 


Alien Disaster at Amazon


 


Rob May on the internet:


 


robertwilliammay.com


 


Twitter


 


Facebook
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