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01—NEPTUNE


 

 

 

 

 

 


‘Brandon, you’re flying too close to the water!’


‘I’m trying to avoid those clouds!’


‘Fly though them—they’re just clouds!’


‘I don’t think that they’re rain clouds though … but we’re not going to be able to avoid them anyway—hold on!’


SHUDDER!


‘Hey, keep her steady—I’m trying to eat a sandwich here!’


‘Shields! On!’


‘We haven’t got any shields, Kat!’


‘Is that lightning? What are the odds of getting hit?’


‘Gem, leave it! Don’t set him off talking about probability!’


SMASH!


‘I’d say … that the probability … on a scale of zero to one … is about … one!’


‘Give me the joystick!’


‘You’ve crashed this ship more times than I have, Jason!’


‘I can see land! We’ve made it across the Channel!’


‘Oh good—something else to crash into …’


 


———


 


Katherine Brown woke up and opened her mouth ready to shout a warning. The ground was shaking. She checked her shout just in time; it was just another earth tremor, and  just another dream about the crash. And if it wasn’t the crash she dreamed about, it was meteors blowing up London, or trains derailing, or floods, earthquakes and explosions. Sometimes she dreamed about wrestling with horrible, ugly aliens. But the worst dreams of all were the ones where she got shot in the stomach at point blank range …


She forced all those nasty thoughts out of her mind. She was alive, wasn’t she? Might as well put on the happy face and see what new challenges today would throw at her. Kat was lying in the middle of a super king-size bed; it was the biggest bed she had ever seen, let alone slept in. All around her were about twenty other beds of various styles and sizes: she had woken up on the basement floor of a large department store. There was a ticket on the headboard that priced the bed at five hundred Euros.


Kat slipped out and got dressed in the  dim glow of the battery-operated nightlights that were placed around the basement.  Jason was sleeping in the next bed, snoring away, making a noise like a faulty outboard motor. Kat glanced at the board game on the table between the beds and noticed that he had made a move before he had fallen asleep:


S E P E R A T E


She grabbed a pencil and counted up the score. One, two, four, five—double letter score, so that makes six—seven, eight … double word score makes it sixteen. Hang on a sec …


Kat removed the tiles from the board and put them back in Jason’s rack. She pencilled a big round zero on the score pad. Next to it she wrote, lern to spel, luzer.


She left her brother sleeping and took the escalator up to the homeware department on the ground floor. The moving staircase wasn’t actually moving; the power was down, not only in the store, but all over town too. Maybe even all over the whole world. Since they had crashed their spaceship on the Normandy coast three days ago, they had not seen another person or found any power or communication lines working. The world seemed to have gone dead.


Passing through the rows of washer-dryers and fridge-freezers, Kat noticed smoke hanging in the air, accompanied by the horrible smell of burning flesh. It appeared that Gem was trying to cook breakfast! Kat found her boyfriend’s sister in one of the show kitchens, shaking a pan of sausages over a gas-powered camping stove. Gem’s long black hair was tied back in a ponytail. She was trying to wave away the greasy cloud with a tea towel. It was a good job the smoke alarms and sprinklers were down.


‘You forgot the oil!’ Kat advised cheerfully.


Gem flipped the whole pan over and smashed it quickly down on the worktop, covering the ruined sausages and containing the smoke. ‘I didn’t forget!’ she fumed. ‘You have to know how to cook in the first place before you can forget! Tomorrow we’re having toast … no, I’d probably get that wrong too. It’s Corn Flakes from now on! Corn Flakes or Rice Crispies for breakfast, lunch and dinner!’


Kat perched on a stool at the breakfast bar and filled a bowl with cereal. She ripped open six small cartons of long-life milk to pour over it. It was pretty awkward being alone with Gem: it wasn’t so long ago that Gem had accidentally shot Kat and almost killed her. They had made up since, and even promised to be best friends for ever and ever, but that was turning out to be a tough promise to keep.


‘None of us are good cooks, Gem,’ she said. ‘This one time, before all this alien stuff happened, Jason tried to make a curry for the whole family: just an instant one, you know, out of a can. But he opened the wrong can, and we all sat down to hot dog food on rice with naan bread.’


Gem sobbed and laughed at the same time.


‘Waffles enjoyed his chicken tikka masala though!’


Gem smiled. ‘Did Waffles go with your parents to the South of France?’


‘No,’ Kat said wistfully. ‘He was in Hampstead Kennels when London got wiped off the face of the planet.’


There was a long silence. Gem was probably wondering whether it was appropriate to offer condolences for a lost pet when millions of actual human beings had died too.


‘We’ll find your parents, Kat,’ Gem said. ‘I promise.’


‘I know,’ Kat said as she finished her last spoonful of cereal, then drank the remaining milk from the bottom of her bowl. She wasn’t too comfortable with Gem feeling that she owed her one.  Kat grabbed her ski goggles (commandeered from the sports department) and dust mask (from hardware), and pulled her hoodie up and her gloves on. ‘I’m going outside,’ she said.


 


———


 


The world was outside the store was alien. Moon dust filled the air, spread about by relentless high winds. It covered the buildings and roads, and Kat couldn’t tell where the beach ended and the promenade began. She had to be careful not to fall into the open-air swimming pool that was full of lunar debris as deadly as quicksand. Somewhere out there was the sea, but not only could Kat not see it, she couldn’t hear it either—the waves had fallen eerily silent. Far off inland she heard muffled booms as chunks of rock entered the atmosphere and pebbledashed the planet. High up in the clouds of dust, lightning fizzled and flashed. And all of this was thanks to the fact that while Kat was laid up in a hospital bed in an army base in England, her friends had managed to blow up the Moon while fighting aboard a flying saucer. Honestly, you just close your eyes for one minute …


Kat could just about make out the long, wide furrow that their spaceship, Discord, had ploughed up the beach, across the promenade and up the tree-lined boulevard before crashing into the elegant casino at the centre of town. Turning left at the old machine gun bunker (the 1944 Normandy landings—Operation Neptune—had taken place just up the coast), she trudged up the boulevard through the grey dust, passing by the looming hulks of the town’s two main hotels, the Splendide and the Hermitage. The town of Royale-le-Eaux  had once been a thriving tourist trap on the Normandy Coast; now it was silent: no bustling crowds, no screaming gulls … nothing.


Before the heavy dustfall, debris from the moon had settled into orbit around the Earth, forming incredible rings like those of Saturn. For a couple of weeks, that was where everyone thought it would stay. But then chunks started falling into the atmosphere, a worldwide meteor storm this time, that threatened to erase all life on the planet by blocking out the sun and polluting the air. Kat kicked the deadly dust ahead of her with her Doc Marten boots; it was like walking through snow. It was only September, but it felt like winter already. One minute it had been a blazing hot summer, the next it was like Christmas … that’s if someone had been dreaming of a grey Christmas instead of a white one.


The front facade of the casino had been demolished, and Kat could see right in to where Discord lay on its side, nose pointing upwards where it had come to rest halfway up the grand staircase. Moon dust wasn’t getting in for some reason, and as she got closer she still couldn’t see why; it was as if an invisible force field blocked the entrance. But as far as space-age tech went, Discord was decidedly retro. So what was keeping the dust out? What trick had Brandon come up with this time?


She walked through the ten-metre-wide rent in the wall. As she did so, she felt a tingle on her skin, like she was being nipped in a hundred places by small insects. Of course: the bionoids—Brandon’s microscopic robot helpers—had spread out to form a protective barrier against the outside world.


Brandon must have sensed Kat enter (the bionoids were linked to his consciousness) because he poked his head out of a hatch on the side of the spaceship. ‘Hey, Kat!’ he said. ‘Come and see what I’ve got.’


She went over to him, gave him a clumsy kiss and tried to run her fingers through his thick black hair. He batted her hands away; he was obviously more interested in the little gadget in his hands. ‘What is it?’ Kat asked. It was a tiny three-centimetre-square piece of circuit board with a glowing light in the middle; the sort of thing that might fly out of a desktop PC if you took a hammer to it.


‘It’s Discord’s superluminal drive,’ Brandon said proudly. ‘The thing that allows it to travel faster than light. I don’t think I can repair Discord myself—and the bionoids only do biological repairs, not engineering—but it got me got thinking: this little gizmo is the only thing that really matters anyway. If  Earth is really dying, then the superluminal drive could be humanity’s only hope of survival, if we can find someone who can figure out how it works!’


‘You said you thought you’d be able get us flying again, Bran,’ Kat said. ‘We were going to look for my mum and dad before you go off trying to save the world.’


‘I know,’ Brandon said, but his expression was doubtful.


‘You don’t sound very hopeful,’ Kat said, putting a hand on his arm.


‘I’m sorry, Kat—it’s just that … we’re here, in northern France, and your parents are in the south. That’s almost a thousand kilometres. It’ll be a tough journey, and even if we make it, they might not even still be there. Or they might be …’


‘What?’ Kat said. Say it!


Brandon was distracted by something out in the dust. His alien eyesight was a useful early warning system. By the time Kat saw the approaching shape, Brandon had his arm protectively around her. The thing striding towards them was a muscular humanoid wearing a motorbike helmet. When it reached the bionoid barrier, it stood still, pointed at Brandon and made a strange gesture with its hand in front of its head.


Brandon nodded, and Jason stepped through the barrier and pulled off his helmet. ‘I’ve got a question for you guys,’ he said. ‘What’s the freakiest thing that you’ve ever seen?’


‘Your face,’ Kat said without missing a beat.


Jason had bulked up considerably in the weeks since the alien disaster. Back in England, at the RAF base, a combination of hormones, military rations and frantic workouts in the gym had transformed his already solid body. He was starting to look like the supersoldier that he dreamed of being.


‘What’s going on, Jason?’ Brandon asked. ‘What have you seen?’


‘Something really weird in the alley down the side of the store. Come and see! Gem’s gone and left some food out for it to try and encourage it to come back.’


Kat and Brandon got ready to follow him. They hadn’t seen any signs of wildlife yet since touching down in the French town. ‘Let’s go take a look,’ Brandon said, as he pulled up his hood. ‘But if Gem’s feeding it, then I feel sorry for it already.’




 

 

 

 


02—CATNIP


 

 

 

 

 

 


They walked together back through the swirling dust to the store. This time they didn’t have their hoods up: Brandon had shaped a protective sphere around them with the bionoids. They had left Discord abandoned in the casino; exposed to the elements now, it would deteriorate along with the rest of the world thanks to the scouring dust and wind. Before they had left, Brandon had picked up an abandoned gaming chip off the casino floor and used a thin drill bit to cut a slot inside, into which he fitted the superluminal drive. Kat had noticed with alarm that the chip had a face value of a thousand Euros. ‘It’s worth a lot more than that now,’ Brandon had told her.


There was another tremor as they walked. Brandon had surmised that without the Moon acting as a counterweight, the balance of the Earth had been completely thrown off. Kat linked her arm with his as they walked; her clever, nerdy boyfriend. ‘Isn’t this romantic?’ she said. ‘Walking with your girl through an apocalyptic landscape?’


‘It’s definitely a novel experience,’ Brandon said.


‘What?’ Jason said, from just behind them. ‘Walking with a girl?’


Kat prepared herself for a verbal spat, but Brandon just laughed Jason’s comment off. Since the chaos of the alien invasion, Brandon seemed to have become more detached, and less willing to join in jokey banter. Perhaps it was his new-found confidence—forged by the trouble and chaos he had managed to navigate his way through recently—and his growing command of the bionoids.


If anything though, it made Jason just try even harder to break through his armour. Jason had done what Brandon had refused to do: he had shot and killed alien invaders. Now it seemed like all he wanted to do was lash out and hurt something else. When he couldn’t find a fight, he took all his aggression out on twenty-kilogram dumbbells, and by heaving his body up and down on a chin-up bar.


Good job I haven’t changed, at least, Kat thought to herself. Oh no, good old Kat—always trying to find the bright side of any situation.


‘It’s nice when the storm lets up enough to have a brisk walk,’ she commented. ‘We need a little exercise now that we’re not being chased around all the time by horrible monsters!’


‘Don’t speak too soon,’ Jason said ominously.


They approached the store entrance. A metallic blue Jeep Cherokee was parked up outside: Jason’s choice of vehicle for when they left town. He had been scavenging around for petrol cans so that they could travel with more than a full tank. The tough-looking, snub-nosed four-by-four looked like it could cut through the dust storm easy enough. Jason slapped the bonnet affectionately as they passed.


Inside the store, they found Gem in a gloomy staff room off the main shop floor, peering out of a window. She waved a hand at them to slow them down. ‘Shhhh,’ she hissed. ‘It was just here. My god, it’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.’


Kat moved up to the window as quietly as she could, with the boys right behind her. Outside she could see nothing: just an empty loading bay swirling with dust. Gem went to a nearby door, opened it just a crack, and threw some chocolate-coated cornflakes out in to the alley. She pulled the door shut fast. ‘It seemed to like those,’ she told them.


It? Kat pressed her nose up against the window. Her breath condensed on the glass. Ever since the moon dust had blocked out the sun, it was chilly all of the time.


‘If it comes back,’ Jason said, ‘I’ll whack it.’ He was hefting his weapon of choice—a forty centimetre dumbbell bar—and smacking it against his palm.


‘Jason, quiet,’ Brandon said. But Kat could see that Brandon was on edge too. There was a ticklish static in the air, like in the moments before a lightning strike, and Kat could tell  he had the bionoids on high alert. She  toyed unconsciously with her own weapon: a serious-looking Bowie knife she had picked up in the hunting section of the sports department. Fourteen-year-old kids armed like muggers, but these days it didn’t feel strange. You just didn’t know what was going to come at you from out of the dust; a human, an alien, a mad dog …


… a small cat?


The creature that stepped into view and approached the cereal was a regular black tom cat. Except there was one unusual thing about it that made Kat take a sharp intake of breath.


That cat was staggering jerkily … upright on its hind legs.


‘Watch what it does! Watch what it does!’ Jason teased.


The cat stopped in the middle of the scattering of cereal. Then it pivoted spasmodically at its waist, bent down, then flung the cereal up over its head. A few flakes fell into its mouth, which was hanging permanently open as if frozen, and then the cat jerked down again to flick up some more food.


‘Why is it acting like that?’ Kat said. ‘Brandon? Can you help it?’


She meant help it with the bionoids. Brandon pulled himself out of his trance and sent his robotic helpers between the molecules of the window and out towards the cat.


It jerked upright as it felt the touch of the bionoids. It swivelled its body around to face the window, although its head stilled lolled back, its eyes staring at nothing. Kat noticed that they were clouded over. ‘I can’t do anything,’ Brandon said. ‘The bionoids can only work with human, zelf or balak DNA. The only thing I can say for sure is whether something is from Earth or not …’


Zelfs and balaks were the two alien races who had brought their war to Earth. ‘It’s not alien, surely?’ Kat said, as the cat started to walk step-by-awkward-step towards the window.


‘I can’t tell,’ Brandon said. ‘I’m getting confusing messages from the bionoids.’


‘Use your eyes, Brandon,’ Kat said. ‘Just look at that poor thing. It’s just a normal Earth cat … the only weird thing about it is that it appears to be … dead!’


 


———


 


Kat sat up in bed, her arms around her knees. She was scared. All she could think of was the wretched animal: the way it had come right up to the window and stood before them for what had to have been the creepiest five minutes of her life. Then it had turned and lurched away, vanishing into the dust. Kat shuddered when she replayed the scene in her mind.


Down in the basement, in the weak glow of the nightlights, Brandon and his sister were poring over a road map. Tomorrow they would leave Royale and try and regain contact with civilisation. Dieppe was a large town just along the coast: hopefully, the locals had fled there when the dust cloud descended.


Jason was also sat on his bed, studying the Scrabble board. He looked like he was concentrating so hard that his head might explode.


‘What do you think that thing was?’ Kat asked him. ‘Brandon seems to think it might be alien, but you could see it was definitely just a cat. Its hair was matted though, its eyes glazed over like it had been dead for weeks. You never saw its mouth move, but it threw those cornflakes down its throat like it was gonna swallow them whole. Do you think the dust has done something to it? Paralysed its muscles or even turned it into a zombie—’


‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ Jason snapped. ‘I’ll happily put it out of its misery next time I see it, if you like. Now let me think. I need the three-letter word list, but the rule book is in French!’


‘You should have memorised them like I—’


Kat was cut off by a smashing sound from upstairs, which was then followed by a crumbling rushing noise.


Brandon looked up from the map quickly. ‘Don’t panic,’ he said. ‘The front windows upstairs just blew in, that’s all.’


‘Do I look like I’m panicking?’ Jason said, jumping to his feet. ‘But we just need to double-check that the window displays are sealed off; that there are no doors or vents that weird cat can get through. Imagine being woken by that thing licking your face.’


Kat noticed that Brandon was concentrating. No doubt the bionoids acting as sentries had told him about the windows. Spread around the store, they acted as a three-dimensional map in his mind. He was looking at that map now.


‘Imagine six of them licking your face,’ he said pointedly to Jason.


Jason looked confused. Gem looked up in horror. Kat sighed—why couldn’t Brandon just say what he meant? Just because he had almost superhuman powers didn’t mean he had the right to tease and be obtuse. So there were six zombie cats out there! ‘Bran, can they get down here?’ she asked him.


‘Oh yes,’ he said.


She went up to him and twisted his arm. ‘Don’t be an idiot! Tell us what you know.’ Kat grabbed a map of the basement—actually a sign they had torn off the wall that showed the fire exits—and made Brandon mark the possible points of entry for small creatures.


‘Air conditioning runs along here, and there are spaces behind the walls for cables and maintenance. But it doesn’t matter really; I’ll set up a perimeter with the bionoids. Nothing will get through.’ He took Kat’s hand. ‘I can watch over you all night if I have to. The bionoids can banish sleep too, remember. Trust me, nothing is going to hurt us.’


‘Hard to trust something you can’t see,’ Jason said, wielding his bar and peering into the shadows around the basement. ‘An invisible barrier’s not going to help me sleep easy.’


‘Hey!’ Kat scolded her brother. ‘I trust you, Bran. I just wish there was something that we could do to help, you know. You with all your powers, and us weak pathetic humans, lol.’


‘Did you just say lol?’ Brandon asked, smiling at her.


Gem was going around picking up her things. ‘We don’t have to stay here,’ she said. ‘We could leave now. We’ve collected enough petrol, we’ve got the Jeep outside, you’ve got all the important bits and pieces out of Discord.


‘Too dangerous, driving in the dark and the dust,’ Brandon said. ‘Best to sit tight. Anyway, they’re here …’


Kat looked up. Something was scrabbling in the overhead  ducts. She felt Brandon’s body relax as he closed his eyes and concentrated on surrounding them with a solid protective wrapper. The thing in the ducts banged about in frustration as it came up against an invisible wall.


‘I’m … expanding … the shield,’ Brandon said between breaths. ‘Driving them out … of the store …’ Using the bionoids was a mental effort, Kat could tell. Could he really keep this up all night?


Kat would never know, because at that moment the whole store was rocked by an earthquake much bigger than any they had experienced before. Above them the ducts and piping rattled, and the hanging lights, with metal shades, swung violently.


One came loose and fell. It must have been inside Brandon’s expanding sphere, because it came straight down on Brandon’s head, knocking him out cold.


Kat fell to his side almost as fast as Gem did. There was blood on his forehead. Jason stood over the three of them, looking around, gripping his dumbbell bar. ‘Wake him up!’ Jason urged them. ‘I take it that there’s no magic shield if he’s out for the count!’


But Brandon wasn’t getting up any time soon. Gem looked stricken as she helplessly held his head. At least he was still breathing though. Kat tried to think. ‘We need to find another way to keep the cats at bay. It can’t be that hard—they’re just cats, right? Sick cats. If have a sick pet, you take it to the vet in one of those travel cage things … they must have those here!’ She got up to leave.


‘Don’t go on your own!’ Gem said. She laid Brandon’s head down carefully and stood up to join Kat. ‘Jason,’ she ordered. ‘Don’t let those things touch him. We’ll be back asap.’


‘He’ll be fine with me,’ Jason said. ‘Just ... hurry, alright?’


Kat and Gem grabbed flashlights and jogged up the escalator to the ground floor. When they reached the top, Kat flashed her torch around in a three-sixty circle. Something dropped out of sight and scuttled away behind some display cabinets full of kitchen utensils. ‘Come on,’ Gem said. ‘Pets is over on the other side of the store.’


Halfway down an aisle of white goods, Kat heard a noise behind them. She spun round and shined her beam back the way they had come. A small black shape was standing at the top of the escalator. In short jerking movements, it put one hind leg in front of the other and started jogging in their direction. Kat drew her knife from its leather sheath. Gem didn’t have a weapon; since shooting Kat in the stomach, she had sworn off them for life. She had, however, reached the fifth Kyu—a green belt—in karate.


‘Shoo!’ Kat hissed at the animal. ‘I don’t want to hurt you!’


The creature picked up pace: all of a sudden it was rushing at them as fast as a toddler hurtling out of control. Kat tried not to panic. She held her blade out in front of her. When it was five metres away, the creature sprung at her.


Kat’s knife pierced the animal’s matted fur, but then slipped to the side as it encountered something hard underneath. Kat found herself flat on her back, disoriented, as sharp claws started scraping at her hands and face. The animal was unexpectedly heavy and powerful.


Then Gem grabbed it by the tail and started swinging it around. The cat made a horrible wretched screech as Gem rotated on the spot, centrifugal force keeping the creature away from her. ‘Kat! I’ve got it, but I don’t know what to do now! Help me!’


Kat jumped up and opened the thick glass door of one of the washing machines. In one nice, smooth movement, Gem swung the creature inside, and Kat slammed the door on it.


Gem leaned on the machine, breathing heavily. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it liked you!’


‘I’m Katnip!’ Kat said.


The thing was banging around inside the drum. It smacked its head hard against the door and a crack appeared in the glass.


Between them, Kat and Gem grabbed a side of the machine each and tipped it over onto its front. It hit the floor with a bang, trapping the creature inside.


‘That’s not gonna hold it for long,’ Kat said. ‘I can’t believe how strong it is!’


‘If that won’t  hold it, then I don’t think a pet carrier will either,’ Gem said. ‘What do we do now?’


‘This knife turned out to be next to useless,’ Kat said. ‘We need to go  to the hardware department!’


 


———


 


Kat shone her torch on the array of secateurs, garden shears and strimmers. Gem was a few rows down in the tools section. ‘Nail gun?’ she called over.


‘Nope,’ Kat replied. ‘I’m not that good a shot, and I’m not sure the nails wouldn’t just bounce off them.’ She stopped in front of an array of chainsaws. Unfortunately they were all corded, and the power was out all over the store. Not that she imagined waving a chainsaw around in a fight with a pack of zombie cats; she’d probably lop her own head off in the chaos.


She met back up with Gem at the end of the aisle. They were in an open space full of garden furniture: folding chairs, tables, barbecue wagons and even camping equipment. At the centre of the display there was a large play pool, five metres across. ‘We could fill that up for a start,’ Gem said. ‘Cats hate water.’


‘Something tells me that these particular kitties aren’t going to be bothered by it,’ Kat said. ‘But go for it: at least the water’s still on.’


Kat had picked up a full-sized garden fork, which she thought might be useful for pinning down one of the creatures at least. Just as long as they didn’t attack en masse. She lifted the lid of one the large barbecues. What were the chances that she could get one of the critters to lie still long enough to grill it? She walked over to where a tent was set up in a little camping scene.


Next to the tent was a wheeled piece of machinery. Kat wasn’t particularly technically-minded like Brandon was, but she saw immediately  how it could come in handy …


 


———


 


Ten minutes later, the cat-like creatures arrived. Four of them: one light grey, one black and white, one ginger and one dark grey with black stripes. All four were dirty and dusty. All four lurched into view on their hind legs. As far as Kat was concerned, they weren’t cats anymore; something had happened to them in the days since the dust cloud had descended … something that had made them sick, or worse. It was time to put them out of their misery.


Kat and Gem were just about ready for them. Gem had found a hose and had filled the pool to a depth of around twenty centimetres. Kat hefted the chainsaw. She was small and slightly-built, and the tool weighed six kilograms; her arms were aching the minute she picked it up. She waved the forty-centimetre-long blade out in front of her. ‘Come on then!’ she shouted to the cats across the expanse of the pool. ‘Come and get your medicine!’


As one, the cats lurched forwards, bounding along with their heads twisted at an awkward angle, their ruined eyes unseeing. Their front paws flailed like they were puppets being jerked on strings. Kat gritted her teeth; it was going to be a short, ugly fight, whoever won. ‘Hit it, Gem!’ she ordered.


Gem turned on the petrol-powered portable generator that Kat had plugged the chainsaw cord into. She pulled the trigger and the blade ripped into life; the sudden vibrations made her almost drop it.


The cats splashed their way across the pool as if it wasn’t there—wading through the water, which barely covered their legs.


‘Don’t mess this up, Kat,’ Gem said. Kat knew there were no second chances if she didn’t take them down quickly.


‘I won’t,’ Kat said. ‘Okay kitty cats, hear me roar!’ She revved up the chainsaw making it growl like a lion … and then tossed it into the pool.


With a flash and a bang, all four cats stiffened then sank beneath the surface of the water.


It was a quick death; maybe not painless, but it was the best Kat could offer them.




 

 

 

 


03—CHIMERA


 

 

 

 

 

 


‘I’m going down, falling through the blue!’


‘Katherine! Jason!’


‘Down! Down! Down! Crashing in front of you!’


‘Hell, you two! Turn it down, will you?’


‘I’m going down; it’s your way or bust!’


‘What, Mum?’


‘You got me on the floor; got me biting the—’


‘Nooo, Mum! We were listening to that!’


‘And so was half the street! I’m trying to have a conversation with your nan downstairs. She thinks there’s a terrorist attack going on!’


‘You didn’t have to pull the plug out though!’


‘It’s a beautiful summer’s day. Why don’t you two go out and play with your friends, instead of sitting around like it’s the end of the world?’


 


———


 


A smile flickered around Kat’s mouth as she looked back on her old life. Funny how you were only inspired to get up and do something worthwhile when it really was the end of the world. Her parents would be so proud. Now she just had to find them so that they could finally start appreciating her …


Kat was at the wheel of the Jeep. The driver’s seat was pushed forward as far as it would go, and still she could barely see over the dash. But they had all agreed that everyone should have a go at driving, so that they would all be able to drive in an emergency. Kat and her friends had learned the hard way that pinning your hopes on one member of the team wasn’t a very sensible idea.


‘You bit off more than you could chew!’ Jason was berating Brandon as they sat together on the back seat. ‘You should have just kept your shield small, instead of trying to push those cat things right out of the store. If you’d have done that, then the falling lamp shade would have just bounced off instead of knocking you out cold.’


‘I bit off more than I could chew?’ Brandon replied with a hint of a smile. ‘This coming from the guy who got stuck under a hundred kilogram barbell, and could only lift it when I sent the bionoids to help his tired, puny muscles out!’


Jason was grinning the moment Brandon started the retort. The pair were more comfortable in each other’s company now; each of them confident that he was the better man (or man-to-be, seeing as they were only fourteen years’ old).


‘Kat!’ Gem said. ‘Eyes on the road!’


Kat tore her eyes away from the rear-view mirror. Gem was her second pair of eyes, and if it wasn’t for her she would have ploughed straight into the side of an articulated lorry that had been parked at a skewed angle and abandoned on the autoroute.


‘Thanks, Gem,’ Kat muttered. ‘Why are there vehicles parked all over the road? Do you think they just stopped there when the dust cloud came down?’


‘Yeah, probably,’ Gem said.


‘So … people might still be in them?’


As they passed the lorry, Kat slowed and looked closer. The cab windows were all smashed-in.


‘I don’t think so …’ Gem said. ‘Not anymore, at least.’
 

Kat shivered, and put her foot to the pedal to accelerate away from the haunted wreck. Gem gripped the door handle as Kat shifted up the gears, but she bit her lip and didn’t complain about the speed. Kat tried to focus on the road ahead, the D925 to Dieppe—the town where they hoped to find some evidence of human life. The flat Normandy countryside was winter-grey rather than autumn-green. Moon dust swirled through the air and scoured the windscreen of the Jeep; Brandon had said that the dust was basically airborne shards of glass, the sort of stuff you wouldn’t want to get caught in your eye, let alone breathe in. They were driving with the windows wound up, and the vents shut tight. Without the air conditioning, they’d be boiling.


‘As your driving instructor,’ Gem said dryly, ‘I’d advise keeping in the correct lane, at least, and not zooming straight down the middle of the road.’


‘What’s the point?’ Kat said, ‘We’ve not seen anyone out and about since we left the store.’ After their showdown with the demented cats the previous night, they had run back to the basement, where they had helped Jason pick up Brandon and carry him out to the Jeep. They had then spent the night trying to sleep in the vehicle, arms and legs sticking awkwardly over seats and each other. As soon as it was light enough to see, they had left town like a bat out of hell. Brandon had eventually come around, and seemed to be fine now; he had fixed the bump on his head with the bionoids.


Kat glanced sideways at Gem and stuck her tongue out. ‘This driving lark is easy when there are no other muppets in the way!’


Gem’s face was a bag of nerves. ‘Kat, I said keep your eyes on the ro—COW!’


Kat’s reactions weren’t as fast as Brandon’s, but her nerve was just as steady. She slammed her foot down on the brake, and held it there despite the angry shaking and vibrating of the anti-lock braking system. She kept her cool and steered around the rear-end of the cow as she brought the Jeep to a halt. The animal just stood there, completely oblivious to the near-miss.


Jason picked himself up out of the footwell. ‘You missed!’ he said. ‘We could have made burgers!’


Kat looked the cow in the eye as it turned its head slowly in her direction. ‘You wouldn’t want to eat this poor guy,’ she told her brother. The cow’s mouth was hanging open, its long wet tongue flopping out. Its eyes were dull and clouded-over.


‘Ugh!’ Gem said, squirming in the passenger seat. ‘At least it’s not gone mental yet and started chasing us. Get moving Kat!’


The smothering dust was starting to thin out (like rain or fog, it seemed to come and go) and as it did a faint glimmer of sunshine filtered through. More cows were plodding from the fields on one side of the road to the other, and as visibility improved, it became clear that the Jeep was surrounded by a whole herd of cows: almost fifty of them.


‘Sis,’ Jason said. ‘Drive.’


Brandon was peering out over the grey fields in the direction the cows were coming from. ‘No, wait,’ he said. ‘There’s something out there!’


Kat twisted in her seat to look out in the direction Brandon was staring, but her human eyes couldn’t match his. ‘What can you see?’ she asked him.


‘Something alien. Come on—the bionoids are telling me that the air is breathable for now. Let’s go look.’


Before Kat had time to say anything, Brandon had opened his door and set off through the herd of cows. Jason swore, but grabbed his dumbbell bar and followed. Gem stayed where she was. ‘This thing can go off-road. Follow them in the Jeep, Kat, but take it slow. That dust could be hiding a ditch.’


Kat drove out into the field. The cows shuffled out of the way, but their heads turned to watch the Jeep go past, and some of them started turning around to follow. Brandon and Jason were about half a kilometre out from the road, examining some metal debris that was scattered around the field. Jagged shards of what must have been super-shatterproof glass were sticking out of the ground too, like some dangerous art installation. It was impossible to tell what the wreckage once was, but some of the styling and markings on it looked familiar …


Kat turned to Gem. ‘It’s part of the alien mothership! It must have broken off, or been jettisoned, at some point … maybe before the crash. Look at that symbol!’


The twisting double helix would have been recognisable to people from any planet.


‘It’s from the aliens’ freaky monster lab!’


‘Oh great,’ Gem murmured. ‘Well, here comes Doctor Walker to explain what that means.’


Kat pushed the button that wound down the driver’s side window. Brandon stepped around a cow and stood before the Jeep. ‘This stuff is from that bioengineering station we found in the saucer, remember? The aliens were experimenting with mixing up the DNA of creatures from our world and theirs. Something must have been released and has been infecting the local wildlife.’


Kat was appalled. ‘This is like some horrible alien oil spill, but with, you know, alien DNA stuff instead of oil!’


Gem got straight to the point: ‘Are we infected too then?’ she asked her brother.


Brandon shrugged. ‘This is a kind of genetic pollution, but it depends on how the alien DNA is being spread. It could be in the air, or in the food that the animals are eating … or some other way that we can’t imagine. But it must have been happening since the crash a month ago—in other words before the dust cloud came down. We just need to find some people and see if it’s affected them too.’ He patted the sickly cow that had butted into the conversation. ‘I can’t help these poor animals with the bionoids, but I might be able to help humans.’


Gem’s face was grim. ‘You know, I’m not really in a hurry to find any other people anymore,’ she said. ‘Let’s avoid the towns and just get away from here. Far away.’


‘No!’ Kat stated. ‘No running around like headless chickens. We need to find out what’s happened to people. It’s the only way we’re going to be able to find Mum and Dad.’


Brandon seemed impressed. ‘Alright then,’ he said with a grin.


Gem slumped back in the passenger seat. ‘Help people! Find people! Can’t we just worry about keeping ourselves alive?’


The nearest cow tried to rub up against Brandon. It attempted to moo, but it came out more like, ‘Mooarch!’


‘Get in the car, Bran,’ Kat said, revving  the engine. ‘Where’s Jason?’


The dust cloud was descending again. Kat shut the window as she started to feel an irritating itchiness behind her eyelids, similar to the feeling she used to get when she wore contact lenses for too long. Jason hurried over from where he had been exploring around the other side of the alien wreckage. ‘We need to go!’ he shouted.


‘Yep,’ Brandon agreed. ‘These cows are getting agitated. They might turn on us any minute.’


‘Forget about the cows,’ Jason said as he bundled onto the back seat. ‘Something else is coming this way—fast!’


Kat drove back to the main road as quickly as she dared. The Jeep bumped and juddered.


‘What is it?’ she demanded.


‘Horses,’ Jason said simply, looking anxiously out of the rear window.


‘On four legs or two?’ Brandon asked.


‘Four, no wait—TWO!’
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The fact that the horses were using only two of their legs didn’t seem to be slowing them down. If anything, they were now going faster, their bodies bent forward in a sprinting stance, front hooves jerking at their sides for balance. Six of them: powerful stallions, with muscles rippling beneath deep black coats.

Kat kept her foot on the gas, accelerating to fifty, sixty, seventy kilometres an hour.


Gem sat rigid in the passenger seat. They were hurtling at ever-increasing speed along a straight road into the ever-thickening dust cloud. If anything was hidden in the dust ahead—an abandoned car or piece of wreckage—then there would be no avoiding it.

‘How are those things doing that?’ Jason asked, looking back with panic in his voice. ‘Horses running on two legs: that’s not natural!’

‘Alien DNA could have overridden their genetic inhibitors …’ Brandon mused. He seemed as calm as ever, despite their crazy situation. ‘There’s a lot of untapped potential in humans and animals that a bit of rewriting of the genetic code could release—’

‘Go right, Kat!’  Gem shouted. ‘Get off-road!’

Kat glanced to her right. At the edge of the road there was just a patch of uneven wasteland, broken up with stagnant pools and scrub. Kat swung the steering wheel and they found themselves jolting and bumping along, their speed slashed by half.


‘What the— What are you doing!?’ Jason screamed. ‘Those things are getting closer!’


‘I’ve ridden horses,’ Gem shouted back. ‘Alien DNA or not, those things are still horse-shaped. Trust me, they won’t be able to follow us!’


She turned to Kat. ‘Just keep  moving. Don’t crash or get us stuck!’


Kat bit her lip as she concentrated on steering around  potholes and crumbling brickwork. With the Jeep plunging and bouncing, it was almost impossible to see out the rear-view mirror, but Jason and Brandon’s commentary kept her in the loop:


‘They’re slowing down like they’re not sure! That one just fell! Gem, how did you know?’


‘Horses can’t deal with uneven ground on four legs, let alone on two. They can easily break their  knees under their own body weight!’


Kat couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Strike one more up for the girls’ team!’ She held out her palm and Gem smacked it in celebration.


The jubilation didn’t last long though. After the wasteland, they entered  the suburbs of Dieppe, a large port that usually boasted a population of over a hundred thousand people. Today though, the office blocks, retail parks and industrial estates were deserted. Quakes and dust storms had twisted the tarmac and smashed most of the windows. Like Royale, Dieppe appeared to be a ghost town.


They drove along the Avenue de Breaute in eerie silence. ‘Keep heading towards the centre of town,’ Brandon said. ‘There has to be people here somewhere! Where could they have all gone?’


The centre of town was creepier still. The sixteenth-century streets were narrow, and the tall brick buildings created claustrophobic, dust-filled canyons.


‘We need to find a base to stop and hide out in,’ Jason said. ‘Somewhere defensible and high up.


Kat brought the Jeep to a stop in front of a tourist information sign. ‘You know what kind of buildings are usually defensible and high up, don’t you?’ she asked her brother.


‘Uh …’ he said, staring at the sign in confusion.


‘The Château de Dieppe!’


‘Eh?’


‘The castle, you bonehead!’


 


———


 


The château was not only on high ground, with views over the town and coast, but it was also only accessible via a bridge that crossed an open ditch to the main gate. It was not quite as good as a moat full of water, but at least nothing would be able to sneak up on them unseen. The castle’s six-hundred-year-old brickwork was in pretty good shape too, and the high walls of the quadrangle and each of its corner turrets were smooth and featureless.


But the best thing about it as far, as Kat was concerned, was that it had now been converted into a five-star hotel. Finally, they were able to spend a night in both luxury and security at the same time. Ensconced in the west turret, they were even able to spread out into two rooms between the four of them. Kat now stood at a window, wrapped up in one of the hotel’s white towelling dressing gowns. She was sipping a hot chocolate she had made from a sachet from the selection left by the kettle.


Outside, the wind was howling and dust was battering the glass. The panes were small and double-glazed though, so they weren’t likely to break any time soon. Dusk was falling, and other than the automatic street lighting—and even that was off over most of town—there were no lights on anywhere else. Everyone had either fled, were dead, or worse …


Gem emerged from the en suite bathroom, twisting a towel around her straight, waist-length  black hair. ‘Your roots are showing,’ she said to Kat.


Kat ran her fingers automatically through her fluffy mess of hair. Gem was right—the bold red dye was coming out, and underneath, she was showing a few centimetres of a colour that could only be described as … mousey.


‘Do you think the boys would approve,’ Kat said, ‘if we led a mission down to the salon de coiffure for essential supplies?’


‘Ha, I don’t see why not,’ Gem said. ‘Everything that we suggest seems to work out lately.’ She moved behind Kat and started playing with her hair. ‘I have a better idea though. You would look amazing with a short  crop! Something, you know … elfin!’


Kat felt a shiver of excitement … over a hairstyle, of all things! At eighteen, Gem was four years’ older than the rest of them, and her opinion meant a lot to Kat. ‘Do you really think so?’ she said. ‘When you see girls with short hair in films or on TV, it’s usually cos they’re either ill, mad or on the warpath!’


Gem laughed. ‘When people watch the movie of our adventures, they’re going see that a girl with short hair can be the coolest heroine there is. Pass me the scissors!’


The only scissors that Kat had to hand were on a Swiss army knife she had got from the store. ‘What will this film be called?’ she asked Gem as the her friend started snipping away.


‘Something awesome. Something like … Alien Catastrophe!’


 


———


 


‘Ag! Ah! Ai!’


As she climbed the stone steps to the top room of the turret, Kat could hear some strange shouts and exclamations, punctuated by grunts and lots of huffing and blowing.


‘Ha! He! Hi!’


She turned the corner to the final flight. At the top, she found Jason hanging from the  frame of the door to the boys’ room.  Each time he heaved himself up in a painful chin-up, he screamed out the next in sequence from the  list of two letter Scrabble words that Kat had written out for him earlier.


‘Come on!’ she encouraged him. ‘Only another fifty-odd to go!’


Jason’s energy must have drained immediately—he fell to the floor like a sack of potatoes. ‘I didn’t need to hear that,’ he moaned between big gulping breaths. ‘Hey, what happened to your hair? It’s almost shorter than mine!’


Brandon, lying on his front across the foot of the bed, turned to look. ‘Did Gem cut your hair? I think you stood a bit too close to the scissors!’


‘Well thanks a heap,’ Kat said, throwing herself on the bed next to her boyfriend. ‘You’re supposed to tell me how amazing it looks. What are you guys up to, anyway?’


‘Training,’ Brandon said. ‘Next time we get in a jam, it’s going to be the boys’ team who get us out of it. Watch this.’


He cocked his fingers like a gun and pointed them at a row of paper cups lined up on the table opposite. With three flicks of his fingers, three of the cups were shot up into the air as if hit by bullets.


Kat was amazed. ‘Hell, Brandon. That’s … wow! You fired the bionoids at them?’


‘With all the power of a peashooter,’ Jason grunted.


‘Yeah, for now,’ Brandon said. ‘I know I’ve used them for physical effects before: walls and shields, cushioning clouds and all that … but firing them fast, accurately and instinctively requires practice and effort.’


‘But Bran,  you said …’


‘I know; I said I’d never use the bionoids as a weapon. This is for self-defence, I promise. It could be useful too for fast on-the-spot healing jobs. If you got hurt in the middle of a fight or a chase, I could just point and heal without having to stop and wait for things to calm down like we do now.’ He closed  his eyes and rubbed his temples.


Kat put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’


He shrugged off her hand. ‘I’m alright,’ he said. ‘I’m just trying to concentrate on a million things. I’m maintaining a barrier around the whole tower, as well as getting a visual feed of what’s going on outside. My brain feels like a computer running a load of programs in the background. I could do with a RAM upgrade.’


‘You look like you could do with some sleep,’ she told him.


‘I can banish sleep, remember.’


‘You shouldn’t have to, Bran!’ Kat said. ‘Hey, listen: you said that the bionoids only respond to you cos they recognise your brainwaves, yeah?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well … can’t you set them up to recognise someone else’s thoughts and commands too? It makes no sense for you to be the only one in control. What if you get knocked out again, or injured … or worse.’


They sat on the bed facing each other as Brandon thought this over. The only sounds were shallow grunts as Jason did push-ups on the floor.


‘Maybe,’ Brandon said eventually. ‘But it would have to be someone I really trust.’


Kat raised an eyebrow, but Brandon’s response was interrupted by a noise like a fence crashing down outside. Jason got off the floor to go and have a look out the window.


‘We have visitors,’ he noted. ‘You getting this, Brandon?’


Kat was looking directly into Brandon’s eyes, but she could tell that his mind was elsewhere, with the bionoids outside. ‘I see them,’ he said.


Kat jumped off the bed and went to join her brother at the window. The horses were back. Three of them galloped (on four legs) past the base of the turret, disappearing into the dust that hung in the air. Less than a minute later they reappeared from the opposite direction: they were circling the castle.


‘This is like some kind of zombie alien Grand National,’ Jason said. ‘We should have a sweepstake.’


As the horses passed for the third time, one of them stopped in its tracks directly before the window, some twenty metres below them. It raised itself awkwardly onto its hind legs and reared its front hooves above its head. The horse’s eyes were white and unseeing; its mane matted and ragged; its coat dirty and covered in cuts and bald patches.


As Kat watched, its hooves split and fell away from its body. Underneath, two large scaled, silvery claws unfurled and flexed themselves.


Jason’s mouth was hanging open in awe. ‘Is it ... mutating?’


‘No,’ Kat said. She suddenly realised what was happening. Back at the store, the cats had worn the same dead-eyed expression that had made her think they had been brought back to life somehow. But she had been wrong. Looking down at the pathetic animal now, she could see that it had died a long time ago, and was still very dead …


… but the thing that had killed it, and was now occupying its corpse, was alive and ready to break out.


‘The aliens have been growing and walking about inside those poor animals’ bodies,’ Kat said.


The thing below stood up straighter and flexed its limbs, and the horse’s skin and muscle, which was never designed to stretch into such positions, tore and ripped. Kat turned away from the window in horror.


‘Are we safe?’ she asked Brandon?


‘Completely,’ he assured her. ‘I’ve got a shield around the whole turret … but not so high that the roof is going to fall on us this time!’


Gem came running up the stairs from the room below. ‘I’ve seen them!’ she gasped.


‘The horses?’ Jason said. ‘We’ve seen them too.’


‘No,’ Gem said. ‘The people! I know where they are!’
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Kat followed Gem to the window on the other side of the turret. While Kat and the boys had been watching the aliens out of the opposite window, Gem had been looking out to sea. Far out over the still, dark water, Kat could see a cluster of lights. She shoved up the sash window to get a clearer view, but as she leaned out, her head bounced back off an invisible wall.


Brandon’s barrier. Couldn’t he give it a texture or a colour or something? Like in one of his video games?


Kat rubbed her forehead and blinked. The lights in the English Channel came into focus and she realised what they were: a flotilla! There was what could only be an enormous transatlantic liner, almost half a kilometre long, surrounded by what looked like hundreds of smaller vessels. Just behind the liner was a dimly-lit cargo freighter that was almost as big, stacked up with thousands of blocky containers.


She felt a wave of relief wash over her. Finally, they knew they weren’t alone in the world anymore; there were people still out there; and safety and transport. Her Mum and Dad were down on the south coast, but hopefully they had got on a boat too. Kat imagined several fleets all joining up, creating a new floating world  … a fresh start on the unspoiled ocean, away from the ruined, alien-haunted world.


‘So,’ Jason said, ‘all we have to do is run down to the sea and swim for our lives. If we can find some bikes on the way, we’ve got our own Iron Man competition. Oh, and hope that those aliens don’t like water. Yep, life is sure looking up!’


‘Don’t be so pessimistic!’ Gem snapped. ‘We can do this! Brandon can create a waterproof bubble or something—’


‘Well …’ her brother began.


‘Oh come on! We survived a UFO crash in one of your bionoid bubbles!’


‘That was just for a few seconds,’ Brandon tried to explain. ‘The shield I’ve got up now will stop large objects and creatures, but to keep out smaller stuff like water, heat and lasers or whatever … I can do it for maybe a few minutes, but it’s hard, Gem—it’s mentally draining!’


‘Alright,’ Gem said. ‘I get the picture.’ She paced the room, thinking hard. As the oldest, Kat could tell that she was trying to remain in control. Brandon didn’t seem interested in being a leader, but someone had to act decisively, or else they would all fall to arguing over every little thing. It was usually Gem who listened to everyone’s ideas, and then made the final call.


‘We could start a big fire on top of the castle,’ Jason suggested. ‘See how long we can fight off the aliens before those guys out there see us and come to the rescue.’


Kat shook her head. Thanks to the moon going AWOL, the world was being battered by earthquakes and meteor showers. No one was going to think there was anything unusual about a building on fire. She didn’t fancy putting Brandon’s barrier to a serious test either—how long did he think he could hold it if a whole pack of aliens were battering at it, while the castle burned around them?


‘We should sneak down to the coast and find a boat,’ Kat said. ‘We can’t stay here. No one’s gonna come and save us.’


Gem caught Kat’s eye and nodded. ‘Alright, let’s grab our stuff and get going. I saw a map of the town down in the lobby: we can plan our route.’


Jason sprang into action: he had always been in awe of Gem, and was happy to be ordered around. Brandon stayed on the bed, seemingly lost in thought.


‘You okay?’ Kat said, taking his hand to pull him up.


‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘I just … I just wish it hadn’t come to this, Kat. This devastation, these aliens—it’s all come from my home planet, but there’s nothing I can do about it, even though I’ve got the bionoids. Earth has been destroyed, pretty much; it’s like a game we’ve already lost, but we’re fighting every minute of the day just to stay alive for no reason.’


Kat stuck her tongue out at him. ‘Oh come on, don’t be such a misery guts!’ she said. ‘In a hundred years, we’ll all be living under domes at the bottom of the sea! No one will care about all these ruined cities and towns then: they’ll just be ancient history, like Troy, Machu Pichu, or … Chan Chan!’


Brandon cracked a smile. ‘Chan Chan? I’ve not heard of that one.’


‘Exactly!’
  

 


———


 


They gathered in the lobby, all kitted out in their anti-dust gear. It was relatively clear outside right now, but the cloud could come down without any warning. Kat put Jason’s motorbike helmet on his head backwards, for a bit of fun, but he snapped at her moodily. ‘I just can’t wait to leave this town and this whole country,’ he said, flipping up his visor. ‘This is one holiday in France that I’ll be glad when it’s over.’


Gem took the town map down from the wall where it was pinned above the reception desk. She studied it briefly, the folded it up and stuck it in her back pocket. Brandon switched the lights off and, as they all stood around him in the dark, he closed his eyes and tried to concentrate.


‘I’m trying to use the bionoids to physically flip a light switch in a room on the opposite side of the castle,’ he explained. ‘Something to make the aliens concentrate on that side, so we can get to the Jeep. It’s tricky though.’


Kat wasn’t impressed. ‘Bran, I could just run down the hall and do that if you like. Give your brain a rest for now, so you’ll be strong enough to use your powers when we really need them.’


The light flicked on down the hall. Brandon gave Kat a grin, then visibly relaxed as he loosened his mind’s grip on the swarm of tiny robots. ‘All three alien horses are round the other side,’ he said. ‘So now would be a good time to go!’


They lifted the heavy bar that secured the castle’s ancient wooden doors, shoved them open and ran across the bridge that spanned the dry moat. The Jeep was parked right on the other side, but as soon as they got closer they could see that it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. All the windows had been smashed, and every tyre had been chewed to bits. The boot and bonnet had both been torn away, and parts of the engine had been ripped out and were strewn all over the road.


Kat could almost feel Jason’s fury radiating out through the blacked-out visor of his helmet. ‘Keep moving,’ Gem ordered. ‘There’s a marina only five blocks away—five hundred metres maybe—we’ll be there in minutes even on foot.’ She led the way down the lane that led from the castle to the town. ‘Okay, straight down the Grande Rue,’ she said when they paused at a junction. ‘Let’s hurry before the aliens break into the castle and realise we’re not there. There had better be some boats waiting for us.’


‘Wait a minute,’ Jason said. ‘Grande Rue? Is that like … the High Street?’


‘Yes,’ Kat hissed, pushing him along. ‘Get moving!’


They ran down the pedestrianised street. Dark shop windows passed by on either side. The orange glow from the few street lights that were working filtered through  dust that hung in the air like snow caught in a freeze frame. The tops of the five-storey brick buildings were hidden in the grey cloud layer.


‘Because,’ Jason said as they moved, ‘the only thing I’ve had to eat at the castle hotel was ten of those sugar packets you’re supposed to pour in your coffee. There might be a MacBurger’s here. We can grab some frozen quarter pounders and then look for a boat with a kitchenette and a microwave!’


‘This is France,’ Brandon said. ‘They have the metric system here; there’s no such thing as a quarter pounder.’


They ran in silence for a while. Kat smiled; Brandon sure knew how to shut Jason up. But then her brother spoke again:


‘So … what do they have instead? A quarter of a pound is what, in kilograms?’


‘Guys,’ Gem cut in. ‘Stay alert.’


‘About a tenth of a kilogram,’ Brandon said. ‘A hundred grams.’


‘A hundred gram burger? That doesn’t sound very mouth-watering to me! How would you say it in French?’


Kat couldn’t resist joining in. ‘Un cent gramme hamburger! Avec du fromage! That’s if you want it with cheese—’


A sheet glass window smashed in front of them; what jumped out into their path was not a horse-alien, or a cat-alien, but an alien that looked as if it had developed inside the body of a dog, or perhaps a fox. It had shed all of its host’s flesh and skin, and now moved gracefully on its hind legs; it was about a metre tall, and only slightly hunched over. Its skin was silver like fish scales, its teeth like razor blades, and its front claws like scissors. Its eyes were bright red and seems to glow.


‘Shields, Brandon’ Gem ordered calmly.


But Brandon must have been feeling experimental. ‘I’ve got this,’ he said. ‘You always hear people say attack is the best form of defence.’ He made a throwing action with both his hands; there was a loud smacking sound, and the alien flew backwards and rolled down the street. It made a clattering sound as it bounced off the cobbles, like it was wearing armour.


‘I didn’t focus the bionoids enough,’ Brandon berated himself, though. ‘It’s getting back up!’


Jason stepped in front of him. ‘My turn,’ he said. ‘But be ready with the shield, just in case …’


The alien ran straight at Jason, who swung his steel dumbbell bar like he was hitting in the World Series. The metal connected with the alien’s long animal-like skull with a thunk, dropping it to the floor in a shower of broken teeth and black blood.


‘Strike one up for the boys’ team!’ Jason said proudly.


The alien wasn’t finished yet though. It picked itself up off the ground for the second time, then stretched and shook out its limbs.


And then it ran off, back through the smashed window from where it had first appeared.


‘Well, it’s scared of me at least,’ Jason said.


A strange new noise filled the air: a chorus of rasping screeches that sounded like failing brakes on a vehicle.


‘No, I think it just went to tell all its friends about you,’ Kat said. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here! Now!’


They hurried on, down the tunnel  formed by two walls of shops and a ceiling of dust. They passed abandoned gift shops, bistros, cafés and bars. Out of the corners of her eyes, Kat glimpsed shadows moving behind windows and down dark alleyways.


‘Is every animal in town turning alien now?’ she asked Brandon as they ran. ‘What is doing that to them?’


‘I’m not sure. Maybe there’s something out there that is—I dunno—laying its eggs under the other animals’ skin. Using them as a host!’


‘Something?’


‘Something we haven’t seen yet …’


They emerged at the marina: a large inland dock, with a channel leading out to sea, and surrounded on all sides by more shops, restaurants and hotels. The wide quayside was scattered with hundreds of tables and chairs, all set out for evening dining on warm late-summer evenings. Tonight they stood in empty rows like gravestones. Gem threaded her way through them, heading towards a sleek white yacht that was still afloat. The marina was otherwise emptied; the only boats remaining were either on their sides or had sunk to the bottom. The water was still and grey with a coating of dust.


‘We’re in luck,’ she gasped as she ran for the yacht, but she pulled up short just before the boarding ramp. She spread her arms and Brandon, Jason and Kat skidded to a halt behind her. The yacht wasn’t unoccupied: rising out of the hull was a three-metre tall alien with glittering claws, a thick neck and a sleek equine head. Its mouth was relatively small, but the teeth inside were like kitchen knives. It was one of the horse-aliens, now fully developed, having finally shed the awkward skin of its host.


It bellowed at them: a noise like slipping, squealing engine drive belts projected through a megaphone.


Kat looked back behind. Other creatures were entering the marina from the streets that fed into it: a whole pack of the dog-like aliens—maybe twenty, thirty of the things, coming from all directions.


‘Shields, Brandon,’ Gem said again. ‘No messing around this time.’


Brandon got the protective dome up just in time as one of the smaller aliens leaped forward. It bounced back off the invisible barrier. Kat noticed Brandon flinch as it did so. He was connected to the bionoids via his mind; the connection clearly went both ways now.


Jason was wielding his dumbbell bar nervously. ‘Can we move closer to the boat? Push that alien out of the way with the shield?’


Brandon started slowly towards the edge of the quay where the yacht was moored up. The giant alien didn’t wait for them to get there, though—it stepped out of the yacht, hopped off the gunwale and landed on the quay just short of Brandon’s shield. It reached out with its two horrendous claws and pressed them against the invisible barrier. Brandon sank to his knees in pain. The alien had found some kind of purchase, as if the tips of its claws had broken through the bionoids.


Kat looked around: their protective bubble was now surrounded by the smaller dog-like aliens. They were waiting. The second the barrier gave way, they would pounce.


‘I can’t … hold it … much longer …’ Brandon gasped. Gem knelt down with her brother to lend him some support, for all the good it would do. Jason just looked at Kat and shrugged, putting a brave face on top of his terror. Kat went over to be with him. ‘Looks like we’re going to have to fight our way out of this the old-fashioned way, Sis,’ he said grimly.


And then something happened.


One of the dog-aliens exploded in a colourful flash of sparks.


There was a revving, roaring sound getting louder and louder. Kat turned around and saw a girl on a big black motorcycle scream out of a side street and skid to a halt twenty metres away. Two more aliens disappeared in bright explosions as the girl rode in: she had been riding with one hand on the bike’s handlebars,  the other toting a laser rifle.


Once stationary, she took aim through the rifle’s sights and picked off one, two, three more aliens with precise, unhurried blasts. The rest of the smaller creatures fled. She remained in position though, legs astride her bike with her rifle held high, the butt of the stock jammed into her shoulder, a mane of platinum-blonde hair tumbling down her back.


At Kat’s side, Brandon pitched forward onto his face. The giant alien stepped forward as the bionoid barrier fell away.


The girl on the bike squeezed her trigger, and took the alien’s head clean off its body in a shower of lights like a firework.


She lowered her gun and hopped off the bike. Kat’s eyes widened as the girl came closer: she looked maybe a couple of years older than Kat—sixteen, perhaps—but she carried herself with a gracefulness and style that Kat couldn’t even imagine in her own future. The girl was wearing a white jumpsuit and knee-high boots. And Kat could see that she had pointed ears—alien ears—poking out of her hair.


Her eyes were a fantastic violet colour.


‘Hi, guys,’ she said as she approached. ‘I found you just in time, by the look of it. I’m Saoirse.’
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Saoirse. She pronounced it Sersha.


Brandon was still in a daze, and Gem was trying to help him to his knees. Jason was staring at the newcomer with eyes agog, so it fell to Kat to actually say something.


‘Hi,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘I’m Kat. Welcome to Earth, I guess. You’ve picked the wrong time to see it at its best, though.’


The girl gave a cool smile and took Kat’s hand. She was wearing thin, soft leather gloves, but her grip was firm. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘I’ve had enough of idyllic paradises. I stopped off on Sonar, near Betelgeuse, on the way over. Tropical beaches, warm sea … boring as hell!’


Kat didn’t know what to say in response to that, but the new girl didn’t appear to want to stop and chat. She bent down in front of Brandon and picked something up off the pavement: a solid metal cylinder. ‘Don’t lose this, Brandon,’ she said, handing it back to him.


He lifted his head and looked up at her: violet eyes met violet eyes. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.


Saoirse laughed, a carefree chuckle, as if her appearance was some kind of fun game. ‘I’ve already told you my name. But I’m guessing you want more than that. Well, I’ve hot-footed it halfway across the galaxy to find you, Brandon Walker. There’s some bad stuff going down back on Corroza. Something is rotten in the city of Perazim, and I need you to come back with me and help fix it!’


 


———


 


A faint earth tremor reminded Kat that they still had problems back here on Earth to worry about. She glanced around the marina. ‘Can we move this conversation into the boat?’ she said. While Saoirse had been staring at Brandon, and everyone else had been staring at Saoirse, Kat had noticed aliens creeping back onto the quay from  the side streets.


‘Good spot, Kit,’ Saoirse said. ‘I’ll cover you. Get to the ship!’


Kit? Ship? Kat didn’t correct the new girl though. She helped Gem drag Brandon up the ramp by his armpits. ‘I’m alright!’ he complained, shrugging them off. He looked back to where Jason was still hovering behind Saoirse as she shot down two of the approaching aliens.


‘I’m out of juice!’ she shouted, slinging her rifle over her shoulder and bounding up the ramp. ‘Come on, let’s go!’


On board the yacht—a fifteen-metre-long Sunseeker Superhawk—Gem was trying to concentrate on the cockpit layout. The keys were in the ignition and there was blood splashed all over the console. ‘Alright. Keep cool. Give me a minute to figure this all out.’


Saoirse stopped dead. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘This isn’t your spaceship?’


Gem snorted as she found the starter switch and fired up the yacht’s triple diesel engines. She looked at Kat and rolled her eyes. ‘No, it’s just some random boat. Why did you think it was our spaceship?’


Kat cut through the mooring lines with her Bowie knife while Jason pulled up the ramp. The engine buzzed as Gem ploughed through the dusty water and made for the centre of the marina. Kat sat down next to Brandon on  the aft deck seating. Saoirse looked like she had had the wind taken out of her sails.


‘I thought this was a spaceship because since I arrived on this god-forsaken planet, I’ve been following the trace of your superluminal drive.’


Brandon smiled, dug deep into his jeans pocket and brought out the thousand Euro casino chip. ‘You’ve been following this,’ he said. ‘It’s all that’s left of our spaceship … but what about yours? How did you get here?’


Saoirse flopped down on the leather-effect seat, on the other side of Brandon to Kat. ‘Crashed about seventy clicks south of here,’ she said. ‘When I arrived in your solar system, I thought I had got the wrong place at first—my starmap was still telling me you had a moon. My navcom couldn’t make any sense of your new orbit; I got lost in the dust cloud then got hit by a chunk of moon rock. I ejected over a town called Rouen eight days ago. Fighting my way out of there was a whole lot of fun! Looks like your planet has been overrun with thanamorphs.’


Brandon was looking at Saoirse like there were a million questions that he wanted to ask. Kat was more worried about getting trapped in the marina: the aliens—or thanamorphs—were leaping from the quayside and onto the hulls of the other sunken boats. There was a whole network of masts and rigging that they could climb around on. Gem was trying to navigate the bullet-shaped yacht around all the obstacles, but only ended up scraping alongside another yacht.
   

Jason was trying to help Gem at the Superhawk’s controls. ‘Let me sail it. I’ve had MI Zero vehicle training too, you know.’


‘Go away,’ Gem said. ‘They let you drive the trailer cart around back at the airfield. Big deal. Anyway, you don’t sail a yacht with an engine, you drive it. We’re almost clear anyway. There should be a channel out to sea just around ahead … oh dear!’


There was a clear channel ahead of them now, a hundred metres long and twenty wide, leading straight out to sea. The only problem was that the end of it was jammed by another boat: a large  cruiser that had somehow got wedged in sideways. A number of smaller boats and debris had piled up around it, creating an impassable barricade. Aliens ran back and forth on both sides of the channel, and even lay in wait on top of the jumble of boats.


And just to underline their bad luck, the earth trembled again, and the old brick buildings around them trembled visibly. Terracotta tiles slid off the roof of a nearby cafe and smashed on the pavement outside. Windows could be heard breaking all around the edge of the marina.


‘We have to get past that pile of junk,’ Kat said, ‘or else we’re going down with this town!’


Jason had climbed up onto the long, flat bow in front of the cockpit. He turned around to face the back of the yacht. ‘Get up here, Brandon,’ he urged. ‘Can’t you use the bionoids to blast all that crap out of the way?’


Brandon shook his head, but got up off the seat anyway. ‘I can try,’ he said, clambering up beside Jason.


Saoirse stood up too. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘You can do that? I heard the bionoids were for intricate, biological work at a molecular level.’


Jason answered: ‘Yeah, well just as Brandon can use them as both a weapon and a cure, he can also  use them as either tweezers … or as a sledgehammer.’


‘I guess it’s hammer time then,’ Brandon said. He closed his eyes and flung the bionoids at the wall of wreckage. There was a sound of grinding metal, and the pile-up of boats shifted slightly. Brandon flung his arms backwards over his shoulders and the boats crunched and groaned again as the bionoids returned to him.


Brandon was sweating ‘It’s no good,’ he said. ‘The bionoids can do physical jobs, but they are better at reacting than acting: creating shields that deflect and block, or supporting or slowing something that’s already got momentum. They’re nanoscopic, remember—they just haven’t got the power to do this kind of work.’ He lay on his back, defeated. ‘It’s just too bad: I could see via the bionoids that that the harbour’s clear to the sea on the other side.’


Jason thumped the fibreglass bow in frustration. Gem spun the wheel and put the boat in a tight spin to keep them circling on the spot. Kat could see aliens watching them from all around. Beside her on the back seat, Saoirse was watching them too, but with a look of mild interest, not panic.


‘You don’t look worried,’ Kat said.


‘Should I be?’ the newcomer said. ‘You heard what your friend said: Brandon has one of the most powerful biological weapons in existence at his command. He could kill all the thanamorphs in this whole town with just a single thought.’


Kat remembered the promise that Brandon had made to his father. ‘The bionoids don’t affect the thanathings,’ she said. ‘And anyway, even if he could, he won’t use the bionoids as a weapon,’ 


‘He’ll find a way,’ Saoirse said. ‘I heard he killed the balak King. A few thanamorphs shouldn’t be a problem.’


‘He won’t kill them.’


‘He will,’ Saoirse repeated. ‘It’s either that, or turn this thing into a spaceship somehow and fly us out of here.’


Kat was forced to consider their options. ‘I’ll go and tell him,’ she said eventually.


She joined Brandon and Jason up on top. Brandon listened to what she had to say and nodded slowly. Jason went down to pass the info on to Gem. Kat looked back down to the blonde pointy-eared girl and gave her the thumbs up. Saoirse flashed her a wide smile back.


And then Gem shoved the throttle completely open; the nine-hundred-horsepower engines roared into life, and they were suddenly speeding towards the barricade at fifty knots.


‘Hold on to something!’ Kat yelled cheerfully.


Saoirse’s smile turned to a thin line, but she wrapped her arms around the aft rail.


The aliens were running up and down the quay, hooting and squealing. Kat could feel wind and spray in her face. Beside her, clamped to the bow, Brandon was concentrating, sending the bionoids out in front of them, spreading them out and creating …


… a ramp.


The Superhawk lifted out of the water. Brandon howled at the effort of holding up the weight, but all he had to do was  support it for just a fraction of a second as the momentum carried the yacht up and over the barricade. They seemed to hang in the air for an age afterwards, and Kat had time to lift her head and look around at the clear water and open sea beyond them. She caught Jason’s eye as they flew through the air. He was able to mouth two gleeful obscenities at her before they splashed back down.


As they motored on out to sea, the port of Dieppe shook again behind them. They saw several dockside buildings crumble, and all over town the streetlights blinked out, plunging the coastline into darkness. Earth tremors, caused by the unstable orbit of the moonless Earth, were tearing civilisation apart. Well, bonne nuit, France, Kat thought. Au revoir, civilisation. We needed a fresh start anyway.


She just hoped that her parents had managed to get to safety too.


They all gathered below deck in the small saloon of the yacht. Gem let Jason pilot them out to sea, since there was nothing for him to crash into between here and the flotilla of boats they were heading for. Apart from the ripples caused by the earth tremors, the sea was calm.


‘Well, you guys aren’t what I was expecting at all,’ Saoirse said.


Brandon laughed. ‘Why don’t you tell us what you were expecting,’ he said to her.


So Saoirse began her story.


 


———


 


‘I was expecting you to be older, for a start, Brandon! It was twenty-two years ago that your parents fled Corroza. People still talk about that today: how your father unleashed that terrible weapon that killed millions of the jungle-dwelling balaks; how he not only escaped the high-security prison in the Tower of the Moons, but he stole a spaceship and kidnapped his best friend’s pregnant wife to boot. Talem Tarsus is still public enemy number one in the city of Perazim!


‘That all happened before I was born though,’ Saoirse continued. ‘I’m sixteen, so I’ve grown up in a world where, in the wake of the disaster, zelfs and balaks have tried to live side-by-side. Balaks were allowed into the Perazim, and our people have been out into the jungle to visit their underground cities. I went on a school trip once; it was amazing seeing how they live. They are  primitive, yet so cultured and noble.


‘Our ruler, the Arch Predicant, and the King of the balaks never got on though, and things were always tense between them. So when the King left Corroza to join in the hunt for your parents and the bionoids, something terrible happened back at home that has changed our world forever.


‘The Arch Predicant, in the name of the great god, Zaal, has enslaved the balak race.’
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‘Zaal …’ Kat mused. ‘He’s a pretty big deal in alien world, right?’


Gem looked peeved. ‘That awful fat alien king loved Zaal so much that he sacrificed my boyfriend to him. How many people can say that the ‘ex’ in ‘ex-boyfriend’ stands for ‘executed’?’


Kat noticed Brandon’s face had clouded over too; he was probably remembering his own father’s story about how the Arch Predicant and the balak king had planned to sacrifice Brandon’s father to the bloodthirsty god.


In the dimly-lit, cramped confines of the yacht’s saloon, the threat of a distant alien god seemed somehow more real than the aliens they had just escaped.
 

‘In Perazim, they begin our indoctrination into the cult of Zaal when we start school,’ Saoirse said. ‘Zaal expects hard work and punishes tardiness. He can be quite a motivator when it came to getting homework in on time. My parents didn’t agree with the constant threats of a god breathing down students’ necks, and they tried to remove me from the system so that they could home-school me.


‘So, of course, my parents were arrested and spent all of one summer term locked away in the Tower of the Moons.


‘Enlisting for a year’s stint in the army is now compulsory for all school leavers. Some of my friends happily took postings out in the jungle, where they could learn to harass and beat up balaks. I managed to wangle a defensive gig, guarding a research facility in the city. Luckily, for most of the time I was there, I never had to shoot anyone. I spent my time standing outside a door, trying to look tough. The director of the facility was some top scientist from the university. He always said hi on his way in and out. Sometimes he even got me a sandwich on his lunch break. The other positive thing that came out of it all was the training: I specialised in long-range firearms, robotics and survival.’


‘We’re lucky that you did,’ Kat said, ‘Otherwise we’d never have made it out of town alive. But why did you come to Earth? Who sent you?’


‘I was just getting to that!’ Saoirse said. ‘My sharp-shooting skills came in handy one day when there was an unexpected attack on the scientists I was supposed to be protecting. The thing was though, that the attack didn’t come from outside, it came from inside the facility. Some of the … biological experiments … had gotten loose and had turned on their creators.’


Brandon was the first to make the connection: ‘Thanamorphs?’ he said.


‘Bang on. After Talem Tarsus—your father—escaped with the bionoids, the Arch Predicant had kept Talem’s successor busy developing a brand new biological weapon—something to keep the balaks in line, I guess. Your father’s friend, Dravid Karkor, must have brought some samples with him when he came to Earth.


‘Anyway, they were crawling all over the research facility that day. I didn’t have chance to panic or get scared—I found out there and then that I was pretty good at keeping cool while shooting down freaky super-strength monsters. However, the worst part came after the other soldiers and I had cleared the lab of all thanamorphs. I found the facility director holed up in his office, standing over the body of a thanamorph that he had shot down.


‘He looked sick, like he had the worst case of jungle flu. He was waving a laser pistol around wildly.


‘You’re safe now, I assured him.


‘No, he said. It’s too late for me. But I don’t care. The Arch Predicant forced me to create these monstrosities. He looked at me in desperation. You have to stop him, he said.


‘Take down the Arch Predicant? Only in my wildest dreams! How? I asked him.


‘Go to Earth, he said. Find Talem Tarsus … we  know that he finally finished work on his bionoid project. Tell him it’s time to bring it home!


‘Then he put his pistol to his head and blew his brains out.’


 


———


 


‘Wait,’ Kat said. ‘Jason, stop the boat.’


Up on deck, Jason hadn’t heard her. Kat ran out to him. The lights of the flotilla were getting closer. ‘Jason!’ she shouted. ‘Stop the boat!’


Jason pulled back on the throttle. The others joined Kat and her brother on deck. ‘What is it?’ Gem asked.


Kat turned to Saoirse. ‘This director dude? he killed himself because he was infected right? He would have ended up a host for one of those creatures?’


The alien girl nodded. ‘The thanamorphs eject their seed through their fangs. One bite and you’re done for.’


‘We wondered how the animals were being infected,’ Brandon said. ‘And of course, we wondered if humans were at risk too.’


‘Well, I’ve got bad news for you,’ Saoirse said. ‘Every single living creature in the universe is susceptible. The thanamorphs were engineered to be unable to mate among themselves—they can only reproduce by using another lifeform as a host for their DNA. If they are let loose on a planet, they will eventually work their way through every living creature on it—on land, air and sea. And only then will they die off themselves. They’re the ultimate biological weapon. The thanamorph is, quite literally, the shape of death.’


Kat shuddered. Suddenly the lights of the flotilla didn’t look quite as inviting as they had from the shore.


‘Oh, man!’ Jason exhaled. ‘If you’re leaving the planet with this chick, Brandon, then don’t leave without me. I’m coming with you!’


 


———


 


With the yacht floating on the calm sea, they  took a few moments to stop and think through their situation. While the others talked below deck, Kat and Brandon lay up on the bow, leaning against the yacht’s angled windscreen. It had turned chilly; Kat snuggled up against Brandon’s shoulder, and they both stared up at the grey clouds that blocked out the stars.


‘No tide,’ Kat said. ‘I take it that’s because there’s no moon now?’


‘Yep,’ Brandon said. ‘Well, there might still be a faint pull from the Sun, but not enough for me to realise my dream of teaching you how to surf! It’s not just the tides that we’ll miss though—the Moon’s gravitational field used to deflect passing asteroids. Earth is going to get pummelled a lot more in future. And also, we’re getting all these earthquakes  because having no Moon means that there’s nothing to counterbalance to the Earth’s natural spin.’


‘And also,’ Kat said, ‘there’s now one less thing to rhyme with spoon.’


Brandon laughed.


‘But on the plus side,’ Kat went on, ‘werewolves will now have an easier time of it!’


‘You’re funny,’ Brandon said. They snogged for a while. ‘I can feel your heartbeat,’ he said when they took a breather.


Kat felt a thrill. ‘I can hear yours,’ she said. It was true: Brandon’s heartbeat was almost sending vibrations through the bow of the boat.


‘I mean, I can feel it like I’m inside your heart,’ Brandon said. ‘With the bionoids! It’s like I’m travelling with the blood around your body; I can feel every nerve ending; every time you feel something, I feel it too.’


That sounded weird! Kat pushed Brandon away. ‘That’s enough, Bran,’ she said. ‘It feels a bit too … too close for comfort.’


Brandon put his hands behind his head and lay back. ‘Sorry,’ he sighed.


They shared a few minutes of awkward silence. Kat stared at the lights of the other boats in the distance. ‘Can you feel any human life out there?’ she asked.


He closed his eyes and sent the bionoids to investigate. ‘It’s harder the further out I send them,’ he said. ‘There are definitely people—humans—on board those boats, but I can’t tell how many.’


‘Any thanawotsits?’


‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘I can only detect human, zelf and balak DNA. I’d need to get hold of a copy of the thanamorph reference genome if I wanted to be able to affect them physically.’


Kat didn’t really know what Brandon was talking about. All she cared about was whether the people on the boats could help her find her parents. Apocalypse, aliens, and the fate of Brandon’s home planet didn’t seem that important to her right now.


‘You’ll help me and Jason find our mum and dad, won’t you?’ she asked him. ‘Before you fly off with her to your homeworld?’


Brandon closed his eyes again and turned his head to one side. Kat was having to get used to this. It was almost as bad as trying to talk to a friend whose phone constantly demanded their attention.


‘Bran?’ she said.


Brandon’s eyes flicked open. ‘How are you doing that?!’ he gasped.


Kat was confused. ‘Doing what? I’m not doing anything!’


But Brandon wasn’t talking to her. Saoirse stuck her head out from down below. ‘Hey there, nosey!’ she said.


Kat looked from Saoirse to Brandon and back again. Brandon was gaping at the alien girl. ‘You deflected me,’ he said to her. ‘I mean, you deflected the bionoids!’


Kat was furious. He was trying to scan the other girl’s body!


Saoirse slapped her leather-clad shoulder. ‘Nano-proof suit,’ she said with a grin. ‘It’s standard military issue back on Corroza, where nano-warfare is a potentially big threat. The suit generates a small electric field that your bionoid friends can’t penetrate. You could say that, as far as nano-communication goes, I’ve got my privacy settings on maximum!’
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They decided they had to risk it. There was human life aboard the boats in the flotilla—over a thousand people, according to Brandon, and all in a relatively calm state of mind. He assured Kat that if they were being terrorised by aliens, then he was sure he would be able to sense their panic.


Nevertheless, Kat gripped the rail of the yacht nervously as they approached the mass of vessels. At the centre of the flotilla, a giant transatlantic liner loomed out of the darkness. With its white superstructure on top of a black hull, it looked like a city on a cliff. Flags flying from the bow and the stern only added to the fortress-like appearance.


We might even be safe up there, at last, Kat thought.


Jason, supervised by Gem, piloted the yacht slowly through the smaller boats that surrounded the liner. They were all tied up, side-by-side, and arranged in rows that extended out from the larger ship like spokes. Lights were on in some of the vessels, but most were dark, their owners perhaps asleep or aboard the bigger ship.


‘I just want to see a real person,’ Kat said. ‘It’s been a week since we left England; a week since we last saw a friendly face.’


Saoirse opened her mouth to speak. ‘You don’t count,’ Kat said. ‘You come under the heading of strange alien creatures.’


Saoirse took the jibe well. She laughed and went back to checking on her laser rifle, which she had managed to get charging up from one of the yacht’s power outlets. So long as there was diesel in the tank, she could zap thanamorphs.


The dust cloud was coming down, obscuring the top half of the liner. Kat pulled her hood up and snapped on her ski goggles. The hull was now like a black wall of steel in front of them: almost half a kilometre long, and fifty metres high. The name of the liner was painted on the side in giant ten-metre-high white lettering: PROTEUS.


They set their course by a rectangular glow that was cut out of the hull, the only bright spot in the deepening gloom. It was a service hatch about halfway up the hull, and  a steel-wire, metal-runged ladder descended to  a walkway of decking, supported by pontoons, that floated alongside the ship’s waterline.


There was a humanoid silhouette in the hatch. It was crouched at the opening, a red glow emanating from its head. Jason killed the engines, and swung the wheel around so that the yacht drifted sideways up to the decking. Instinctively, Kat jumped out and ran to the foot of the ladder, grabbing hold of it just as it left the ground and started to rise.


‘Kat, no!’ Gem shouted. ‘Damn it!’


Kat was already ten metres in the air; too high to jump down safely. She saw Saoirse pull out her laser rifle and aim it upwards. Kat hoped that the alien girl was just covering her, and wasn’t going to shoot the ladder down.


‘It’s alright!’ Kat shouted back at her. ‘It’s not an alien!’


She was met at the hatch by a young guy with long hair, who was kneeling down in order to operate the winch that pulled the ladder up. The glowing cigarette dropped from his mouth when he saw Kat appear out of nowhere. He jumped back in surprise as she clambered in.


‘Whoa! Stop! Arrêtez!’ he said, picking up a heavy wrench and hefting it defensively.


Kat pulled off her goggles and hood, revealing her pixie-crop and smiling face. ‘Bonjour!’ she said.


He relaxed slightly, but he didn’t lower the wrench. Kat noticed that they were in the liner’s engine room. The young guy was wearing a dusty white crew jacket over denim overalls. He looked like he was in his mid-twenties, with floppy brown hair and stubble. ‘Er … je ne sais pas pourquoi?’ he said.


Kat laughed. ‘It’s okay, I’m English too. Can we come aboard?’ She looked down at the winch mechanism that the crewman had just moved clear of; she kicked the release lever and sent the ladder clattering back down to the decking.


The young guy jabbed a thumb at a round enamel badge on his jacket: a white star on a red background. ‘You don’t have a badge,’ he tried to explain. ‘You can’t come aboard unless you have a badge.’


‘We’re not gonna turn into thanamorphs, if that’s what you’re worried about,’ Kat said. ‘Who do we have to talk to if we want one of your nice shiny badges?’


‘Thanamorphs?’ he said. ‘What the hell are—’ Then he stopped as Gem appeared at the top of the ladder. She shook her long black hair out of her hood and advanced on him with a confident glare in her eyes. Gem was almost two metres tall, and had the height advantage over her adversary. ‘Gem Walker, MI Zero,’ she snapped. ‘Take us to your leader.’


 


———


 


The engine room was dark and dirty, but it felt warm and safe. They gathered around their new friend—whose name turned out to be Liam—while he tried to explain the set-up.


‘We were turned away from Southampton cos of some unspecified emergency. Dieppe seemed safe enough to drop in for supplies and fuel, and to let off those who wanted to get back on the mainland. Most of the crew, including the captain, were in town when the … creatures swarmed in and attacked. Now we’re running on a skeleton crew, most of whom are unqualified to sail a monster like the Proteus. It’s one of the biggest cruise liners in the world!’


Jason was staring up in awe at the engines: there were four, and each one was five metres high and fifteen metres long. ‘This ship is amazing. How much fuel do these things guzzle?’


‘We can carry six thousand tonnes of heavy fuel, but even that’s only about twelve days’ worth. I’ve been organising the refuel—we’ve ransacked pretty much every abandoned boat and maritime store in Dieppe, but we’re only about three quarters full.’


‘Jason—stop perving over the machinery,’ Gem snapped. ‘Liam—what were you saying about the badges?’


‘Oh yeah, sorry. The captain hands them out. There are so many people wanting on board that we need to have a pretty brutal selection process. You only get a badge if the Captain deems you a valuable addition to the crew.’


Kat spotted something that didn’t make sense. ‘You just said the aliens got the captain when he went ashore?’


‘The real captain, yeah. The new guy in charge calls himself the Captain, but I think he used to be the head chef or something. Anyway, he has a loud voice and is good as bossing people around, so …’


‘Alright, we need to go and see him,’ Gem said. ‘Do you know what kind of communications system this ship uses? We need to find out what’s going on in the rest of the world.’ She glanced over at Kat. ‘And we need to find some people. My friends’ parents.’


Kat anxiously waited, while Liam rubbed at his stubble. ‘I know we use satellite radio, but the network’s been getting worse and worse as the satellites get knocked out of the sky by chunks of the freakin’ Moon! I do know though that everyone is taking to the sea to escape these aliens that have come out of nowhere, and I’m pretty sure that we’ve been swapping passenger logs with other ships. Everyone is supposed to be heading to some rendezvous point out in the Atlantic.’


He shrugged. ‘But what do I know? I’m just a grease monkey who spends twenty-three hours a day down here.’


‘I don’t blame you, man,’ Jason said. ‘Hey, if we have to work for our passage and you need an apprentice …’


Brandon nodded. ‘I can help with any medical work. We can all make ourselves useful. Come on, let’s go see this Captain person.’


‘Okay,’ Liam said. ‘I’ll take  you to his cabin. But one last thing.’ He opened up a metal locker on the wall. ‘No weapons allowed aboard the ship. You’re gonna have to leave your rifle and any guns and knives here.’


Kat decided on the spot that she wasn’t going to give up her Bowie knife. She kept quiet, but Saoirse handed over her rifle without a second thought. She unclipped a pair of laser pistols from the back of her belt and threw them in the locker too. Finally, she pulled two vicious-looking stiletto blades out of each of her boots.


‘I feel better naked, anyway,’ she said.


 


———


 


Kat wasn’t a stranger to wealth and ostentation. Her parents were rich city bankers (though she tried to pretend they were normal), and Kat regularly hung around in West London shopping centres that would almost put the Palace of Versailles to shame. But after weeks covered in moon dust and dirt, the interior of the Proteus still took her breath away.


The corridors were all painted white with gold trim, and the open spaces were hung with crystal chandeliers. They walked on plush red carpets, and passed by  gold-framed original artwork. There were people going about their business too—and although they didn’t act like they were on holiday, they didn’t seem particularly panicked or frightened either.


Kat walked alongside Liam, chatting away. He was easy to talk to, and didn’t seem to mind her relentless questions.


‘No, I don’t have a girl in every port! I’m usually too busy prepping the ship to bother exploring.’


‘Where were you when the moon blew up?’


‘In the middle of the Atlantic. We were returning from New York. It was a bright sunny morning one minute, then suddenly: BANG! The whole world shakes. The sky turned grey almost straight away, and then there was the tidal wave …’


‘Tidal wave?’


‘I swear it was fifty metres high—and that was out at sea. I dread to think how big it got when it reached New York! We were okay; we hit it head on and sailed up one side and down the other, but what a ride that was!’


Brandon, walking and talking with Saoirse behind them, couldn’t resist butting in. ‘That would have been caused by the oceans suddenly being released from the grip of the Moon, and being pulled towards the Sun instead. When we were at the RAF base they were talking about terrible flooding on America’s eastern seaboard, remember?’


‘That and a million other crazy things,’ Kat said. ‘Hey, who’s this? Neptune?’


They were in a giant atrium, where glass lifts ascended to the higher decks. Between the lifts, a statue rose out of a bubbling water feature: a bearded man with a naked torso and the body of a serpent. He was holding a trident above his head.


‘Close enough,’ Liam said. ‘That’s Proteus. He’s Poseidon’s son. Poseidon and Neptune are the same guy, depending on whether you’re talking about Greek or Roman gods. Don’t ask me how I know these things!’



Kat turned to Saoirse as they rode the elevator upwards. ‘What does your god, Zuul, look like?’


‘Zaal,’ she corrected. ‘He’s a big, ripped guy, but with the head of a vilaxx and the claws of a catron.’


‘He sounds badass. What’s a vilaxx?’


‘Something you don’t ever want to meet.’


The party got out of the lift and headed towards the bow of the ship. More and more luxury revealed itself as they went: restaurants, cinemas and coffee shops; signs that directed passengers to swimming pools, saunas and health spas. Liam led them to some heavy wooden swing doors under a sign that said, Captain’s Lounge. Through mottled glass windows they could get a sense of a large open space beyond.


‘This is the Captain’s cabin?’ Gem said. ‘Looks more like a nightclub.’


‘It is,’ Liam said. ‘It was, I mean. The new captain decided the old captain’s cabin was too small, and too out of the way. So he set up shop here.’ Liam knocked three times on the door.


‘Enter,’ a voice said from within.


Liam pushed the doors open and waved them through. They entered a large, dimly-lit, dark-wood-panelled room with massive glass windows opposite. The dust cloud blocked out the view of what Kat imagined would be the prow of the ship. The polished wooden floor had been cleared of furniture, save for a single broad table and leather chair. The table had two large computer monitors on it, as well as a lot of paperwork and general clutter. The leather chair was empty.


The Captain was standing at the bar off to one side, pouring himself a large tumbler of some clear liquid from a bottle. Rum? Vodka? Kat wasn’t familiar with spirit labels. They waited while the Captain used a pair of chrome tongs to grab two large ice cubes and splash them in his glass. Then he turned to face them.


He was huge. Not fat, and not muscular even, but tall and thick. He was in his forties, maybe, with closely-cropped greying hair and a round face, in which was set two small, glimmering dark eyes. He was dressed in khaki slacks and a black shirt that was open almost halfway down his chest.


Kat felt herself  tense up involuntarily as the man approached them. ‘So what have we got here then?’ he asked in a friendly voice that was undercut with a mocking challenge. He went straight to Kat—as if he could tell that she was trying to avoid his glare—and cupped her chin in one large meaty hand.


He forced her to look him in the eye. ‘Well, you’re not infected,’ he said. ‘That’s one thing in your favour. But that’s not enough to earn you your passage on the Proteus. So, before I make you all walk the plank … what have a filthy bunch of tearaways like you lot got to offer me?’




 

 

 

 


09—CARDIAC


 

 

 

 

 

 


Kat didn’t bother attempting to speak so long as the Captain held her in his grip. She didn’t want to do anything that would add to her humiliation. So she said nothing, and stared back at the man until Gem stepped in to try to intervene.


‘Leave her alone,’ she said, putting a hand on Kat’s shoulder. ‘I’m a government agent. You’re legally bound to assist us.’ To back up her claim, Gem pulled out an old battered Secret Service visitor’s pass from the days when she was dating her boyfriend, James. This time though, the gambit failed: the Captain wasn’t impressed.


He snatched the pass with his free hand. ‘This is your London HQ then?’ he said, looking at the photo of the Service’s Lego-style Vauxhall Cross headquarters. ‘If I’m not wrong, your government is now sitting around chewing their knuckles in an asteroid crater the size of Godzilla’s arse. Haven’t you noticed that the world has gone to hell? Governments have no authority anymore anywhere, let alone here. The only law on this ship is my law. If you want to join the crew, you have to impress me: so, what can you do?’


Gem frowned. ‘I can kick your ass. I’m a green belt in karate.’


The Captain laughed. ‘Great! Let’s see you prove it then!’ To Kat’s relief, he let go of her, spread his arms and presented the broad expanse of his belly to Gem. ‘Hit me as hard as you can, girly!’


Gem lifted her right leg and twisted her hips, then fired the ball of her foot into the Captain’s stomach.


He barely budged. What looked like a beer gut was actually a solid wall of meaty flesh. But Kat saw him grimace, and a tear formed at the corner of his eye. ‘Not bad,’ he admitted. ‘Maybe you can teach some of the lads to do that. We have a fully-equipped gym for training.’


Gem shrugged.


The Captain turned to Brandon. ‘What about you, Pink Eyes? Got any useful skills?’


‘I can control …’

Brandon paused, to rethink his answer. ‘I’m a medical student. I can help with injuries and illness.’


‘Can you cure people who have been bitten by those monsters?’


‘Er, no, I …’ Brandon trailed off.


‘Fat lot of use you’ll be then,’ the Captain said. He turned to Jason. ‘You look pretty tough. I’m always looking for new security detail.’


‘Yeah,’ Jason said cautiously. ‘I could do that.’


‘Good man. If you want the job, your first task will be to escort the rest of these losers off my ship.’


Jason uttered an expletive. The Captain grinned cruelly. Kat saw Brandon sigh and close his eyes.


All of a sudden, the Captain gasped and his hand shot up to the centre of his chest. He wobbled and fell to his knees.


‘I don’t feel … too good,’ he stuttered.


‘You’re having a heart attack,’ Brandon said coolly. ‘Your coronary arteries are clogged with fatty clumps. One of those clumps just burst, and now you have a clot that’s stopping blood getting to your heart. You’ll probably die in a few minutes.’


The Captain went as white as a sheet. ‘Get help … you idiots. Get Doctor …’


Liam had scrambled out of the door, but Brandon shook his head. ‘It will be too late by the time the doctor gets here. But I could help you. I know a simple fix for emergencies like this.’


The Captain’s eyes bulged. ‘Then do it!’ he ordered.


‘Will you give us passage on this ship? Safe passage?’


‘Yes!’


‘Alright then,’ Brandon said. ‘Kat, punch him in the chest.’


Kat was momentarily taken aback. Punch him in the chest? Then she realised: Brandon needed a cover story to hide what mischief he was actually getting up to with the bionoids. It was a cruel trick he was playing on the Captain, but right now she didn’t have any choice but to go along with it.


She pulled her fist back, then stepped in and thumped the Captain squarely on the breastbone. He crumbled to the floor in front of her. Lying flat on his back, he started breathing normally again, taking deep gulps of air.


Liam rushed back in, followed by a Chinese woman wearing a smart grey suit. ‘Are you alright, Captain?’ she said.


The Captain hauled himself to his feet. He actually laughed. ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘In fact, I feel pretty good! Doctor Chow, I’d like you to meet your new assistant.’ He went over and gripped Brandon’s shoulder firmly. Kat noticed Brandon flinch under the powerful grip. ‘Liam, take our new friends up to the top deck and find them some empty cabins.’


 


———


 


Kat woke up the next morning to the sound of gulls crying. She could feel the soft far-off thrum of the ship’s engines, and guessed they were on the move again. Gem was still asleep in the bed next to her, so Kat slipped out from under the covers and crossed to the window. Their cabin was huge with a minimalist decor. When the spotlights were on, everything was white—the carpet, the bed linen, wardrobes and  furniture.


Under the natural light of the morning though, everything was grey.


Kat threw on a dressing gown and stepped out onto the balcony. The dust cloud was high in the sky, and sunlight was making an effort to break through. She could see the coast sliding past as they headed west through the English Channel. The landscape was grey; plumes of grey smoke rose from devastated towns and villages; the calm sea was slate-grey. The gulls that wheeled around above the ship were grey.


Her mood was grey too. Brandon’s actions last night had taken him dangerously close to the line he swore he would never cross: using his powers as a weapon. Kat wanted to talk to him about it, but he had gone straight to bed, complaining of a headache. Was it the mental strain of the bionoids that was bringing him down, or was it regret?


Kat noticed Saoirse leaning against the balcony rail one room along. She was dressed as usual in her white leather jumpsuit, and stood out brighter than the paintwork of the Proteus.


‘Morning, Kitty Kat,’ the alien girl said cheerfully.


‘Hi,’ Kat said, joining her at the rail. ‘The boys still asleep?’


‘Yeah,’ Saoirse said. ‘I came out here cos I could hear your brother’s snoring through the wall.’


Kat laughed. ‘So …’ she said, trying to think of a way to break the ice with their mysterious new companion. ‘You speak pretty good English for an alien. The last ones we met had to get their spaceship computers to translate their gibberish.’


‘No, this really is me speaking,’ Saoirse said. ‘You know, I didn’t just jump in a spaceship and rush over here once I learned about the bionoids being  on Earth. I spent several months preparing: training, reading up on your culture, and learning the language. I figured that I’d have to be able to fit in; and I thought I’d have my work cut out persuading Talem Tarsus to leave Earth and come back to Corroza, so I needed to plan what I’d say.’


Kat was puzzled. ‘Several months? But the alien invasion was only a few weeks ago! Nobody knew that Brandon’s dad had hidden the bionoids here before then.’


‘Oh, time’s not a problem when you have a spaceship,’ Saoirse laughed. ‘Superluminal drives have a reverse time dilation mode: I just programmed myself a nice leisurely trip over. In reality though, the trip only took a few minutes.’


Kat was stumped. ‘Oh … well that explains it, I guess. Anyway, now that you’re here, do you  think Brandon will agree to go back with you?’


‘Well, I sure hope he won’t want to stay. This world is finished.’


As if to emphasise her point, a silvery winged-creature flashed past them at speed, its body glittering in the diffused sunlight. It screamed like a banshee and dive-bombed into the sea. It came up seconds later with a wriggling fish in its beak. The fish jerked around until it freed itself and fell back into the water.


‘Ugh, Kat said. ‘A thanamorph gull—a thanagull! That one doesn’t seem to be a very good fisherman though.’


‘They don’t actually eat,’ Saoirse said. ‘Thanamorphs have a very slow metabolism: they can live for about five years off the bodies of the animals that were originally their hosts. The only reason that gull went after that fish was to bite it: to inject its seed … to create new thanamorphs.’


Kat shuddered. Thanafishes! ‘We’re not really safe  on this ship then, are we?’ she said. ‘If even the birds and fish can get us? What happens if we get stung by a thanawasp?’


‘Don’t worry too much,’ Saoirse reassured her. ‘You can’t get turned into one of them unless you get bitten by a thanamorph that’s at least as big as you are. A smaller creature will still attack you aggressively, but it can only hurt you physically, not  infect you.’


‘Oh, well that’s alright then!’ Kat said with a mocking laugh. She leaned on the rail and watched the thanagull as it ripped through the air, biting another gull, before it dived down below the surface to go after another fish.


She pondered what Saoirse had said. ‘So humans can get turned into those things then? We did wonder.’


‘Yes,’ Saoirse said. ‘And a human-bred thanamorph would be the most fearsome iteration of them all; the new-born thanamorph takes on the characteristics of its host: physical form, bone structure … intelligence.’


Wonderful, Kat thought. This situation just gets better and better. She had envisaged reuniting with her parents, and had dreamed about forming a new society in a futuristic city under the sea. Stupid, unrealistic dreams, maybe, but they gave her hope. Yet even the sea wasn’t a safe place now. And even humans could turn into raging monsters at any moment.


This world is finished, Saoirse had said. Was Kat being just too optimistic thinking that they could survive it? Was humanity finished too?
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Gem was awake when Kat went back inside their cabin. Brandon’s sister was sorting through a large suitcase, and throwing clothes all around the floor. She tossed a pair of trainers in Kat’s direction.


‘Found all this stuff in the wardrobe,’ Gem said. ‘The room’s previous occupants probably took permanent shore leave, so I don’t think they’ll be wanting any of this  back. Put those shoes on—we’re going for a run!’


‘Er … what?’ Kat looked at the running shoes with distaste. Kat’s feet had seen nothing but black, size-six eight-hole Doc Marten boots since she was ten years old.


‘A run! Come on, Kat—we need to keep our fitness levels up. You never know what you’re gonna be running away from next these days. Plus, it’s a fairly clear day. We can do without our masks and goggles for a change. But mainly, we can go and have a good nosey around the ship.’


‘Oh, I get it,’ Kat said. ‘A reconnaissance mission. Good plan!’


Ten minutes later, Kat and Gem walked out onto the balcony dressed in shorts and sweatshirts. They waved to Saoirse and jogged along  until they came to some stairs that took them up to the very top deck. By the time they reached the base of the two massive exhaust stacks at the rear of the ship, Kat was already puffing and sweating.


‘I was useless … at sports day,’ she complained. ‘I was always … the one they got to work … the stopwatches and write down the times!’


‘Yeah, I was useless once too,’ Gem said. ‘I only took up running when James got me involved in his spy games: it’s the perfect cover for exploring places you have no other reason to be in. And the smellier and sweatier you get, the less likely people are to come near you!’


She jogged off across a decking area covered with loungers. Kat took a few deep breaths, then forced her limbs into action and followed Gem’s bobbing ponytail. The older girl was tall and athletic, and even made someone else’s clothes look good. Kat felt like a small, skinny waif in comparison.


There were only a handful of other people out and about on top of the Proteus: one guy was busy sweeping moon dust off the paths, and a couple of others looked like they were repairing a blocked ventilation unit. They were all sporting the little round red badges, the same as the ones that Gem and Kat now had proudly pinned to their running gear.


Gem hung back to let Kat catch up. ‘Talk to me, Kat,’ Gem said. ‘The best pace for running is one that you can keep while still managing to hold a conversation.’


‘Alright,’ Kat puffed. ‘Then let’s talk about Saoirse.’


‘What do you think of her?’ Gem asked.


‘I don’t know, to be honest … I don’t know how much I believe her story. Why would she take it on herself to come all the way here to find Brandon’s dad. I mean,’—Kat sucked in a big breath—‘no one’s that heroic!’


‘I’ve no idea what her game is either,’ Gem said, ‘but she’s got Brandon’s attention, that’s for sure. I saw her whisper in his ear moments before he pulled that heart attack stunt on the Captain.’


Kat pulled up short and put her hands on her knees.


‘I don’t want to lose him to her, Gem!’


‘I know he cares for you, Kat,’ Gem said, putting her hand on Kat’s shoulder.


‘I’m sure he does, in his own distracted way,’ Kat said. ‘But I doubt we would even be together if I hadn’t made all the running. He’s not exactly what you’d call the romantic type.’


‘He just needs to be told what to do, that’s all,’ Gem said. ‘You keep working on him, and I’ll make sure Jason and I keep that space girl from getting too close. Don’t worry, Kat—it’s three against one: she won’t stand a chance! Now come on!’


They set off again, running past the ship’s giant central funnel: twenty metres high and painted glossy red with a bright white star emblem. After passing an Olympic-sized open-air swimming pool, they found themselves jogging across a wide open space with a helipad marked out in the centre of it. Ahead of them was the radar tower and bridge.


‘Where are we going?’ Kat asked.


‘To find some answers,’ Gem replied. ‘The Captain promised he would let us know when he had gathered more information about the rendezvous point and how many other ships full of survivors are out there, but I don’t really trust him. I think we need to see for ourselves exactly how good their communications network is. Maybe we can get a message of our own out.’


They took cover behind a low building that supported two radar domes: enormous golf-ball-like spheres that enclosed rotating radio antennas. The Proteus was obviously fitted with some pretty serious communications equipment, and Kat could see why Gem would want to investigate it personally.


The top deck ended just up ahead, where the bridge building occupied the highest,  most forward point on the ship’s superstructure, overlooking the prow below like an eagle’s nest. There were two guards at the entrance: young guys, maybe Gems age or a bit older. Unlike most people on board, it looked like they were allowed to carry guns.


‘Liam said the ship was running on a skeleton crew,’ Gem said, ‘so there can’t be that many people about. I’m going to run and stand over there by the railing. When those lads come over to talk to me, you sneak inside and have a look around. Do you remember the MI Zero call signs?’


Kat nodded. ‘How do you know that they’ll leave their post to come and see you?’


Gem rolled her eyes as if to say, oh please! and jogged off at a languid pace in full view of the guards.


Kat was amazed. Gem barely had time to reach the rail and shake out her ponytail before the two guards rolled their shoulders, puffed out their chests and strolled over to say hello. Kat skirted around their field of vision and let herself onto the bridge.


Why was it even called the bridge anyway? On a piratey game Kat  used to play on her phone, the captain commanded from the quarterdeck. If they were going to change the name, semicircle would be a more appropriate word in this case: the bridge of the Proteus was an array of consoles and chairs all facing outwards before a sweeping curve of glass windows. In the centre, a spiral metal stair rose, presumably up into the radar tower. The first thing Kat noticed, though, was that the bridge was deserted.


She could hear muffled conversation from above, so she stepped as quietly as she could around the low-ceilinged space. A large map of the Atlantic was rolled out on a wide table, and Kat noticed that a big X had been marked with a dayglo pink highlighter pen. The X was maybe six-hundred kilometres east of Florida: about fifty-five degrees west, and twenty-five degrees north, according to the lines of longitude and latitude that were marked on the map.


Kat remembered a map-reading  homework assignment that she ended up doing for both herself and Jason. Good job it’s me here now, and not him, she thought with a smile, as she tore a small corner off the map and scribbled down the co-ordinates with the highlighter pen that was still lying around.


Most of the screens around the consoles were turned off, but the large display in front of the captain’s chair was showing a whole load of technical read-outs that Kat could hardly make sense of, other than the fact that they were heading west-by-south at a speed of thirty knots. It looked like the autopilot was monitoring the winds and currents. A flickering GPS display showed  they had just cleared the tip of Brittany.


Kat continued snooping around. The last desk in the semicircular array was the communications center. A pair of headphones was plugged into a bank of radio equipment. Kat reckoned that VHF stood for very high frequency, and that INMARSAT C had to be something to do with the satellite system, but apart from that the comm center was a confusing blinking mass of lights.


She glanced around, then took a closer look at one of the monitors on the comm desk that had a spreadsheet open onscreen. She almost gasped out loud: it was a list of names of people and ships—the passenger manifests that Liam had mentioned. Her fingers moved to the keyboard and tapped away at the cursor and enter keys, sorting the name column alphabetically, and scrolling down until she got to B:


 


David Brown … Amphitrite


Alison Brown … Amphitrite


 


A few more clicks revealed that a ship called the Amphitrite had departed Marseilles in the south of France three days ago, and had left the Mediterranean for the Atlantic, via the Strait of Gibraltar, only nine hours ago. Kat felt a thrill of relief. Her parents were alive! Hopefully, the ship that they were on was heading towards the same big pink X that the Proteus was.

‘No! I’m not killing them!’


Kat almost jumped out of her skin. Her head jerked around, but there was nobody there. The voice had come from the room above, and it sounded like the Captain’s.


Another voice, a woman’s, said something that Kat couldn’t quite hear.


‘I said no! I’m not that ruthless, Doctor. They might be … valuable to us …’


The conversation returned to more hushed tones, but Kat realised that she was pushing her luck if she stayed here much longer. She couldn’t risk trying to send out a message on the satellite system, so she decided to cash in her chips and get out while she still had a chance.


As she turned to the door, it banged open and one of the guards rushed back in. Kat dropped out of sight and rolled under the map table. The guard didn’t notice; he ran up the spiral stairs and came back down less than a minute later, followed by Doctor Chow and the Captain. The big man’s weight made the stairs shake.


From her hiding space, Kat saw the Captain slam some buttons and pull some levers on the centre control console, then all three of them ran back outside. Kat crawled out from under the desk and looked around cautiously, making sure that she really was alone on the bridge again.


‘Well, okay then,’ she said to herself. ‘Cabin girl Kat Brown has command of the ship.’ She rushed back over to the satellite system. The machine was built like a clunky computer from the twentieth century, but was probably one of the only things left in the world that could handle long-distance emergency calls. There was even big red button labelled DISTRESS. Kat held it down and the light on the mic came on. She spoke into it: ‘Zed one three Proteus Atlantic Gyre.’ Hopefully that would make sense to the right pair of ears. She released the red button and left the bridge.


Back out on deck there was shouting and excitement. Gem was still at the rail with one of the guards, and they were looking down at something. When Kat joined them, she saw what it was: a large cargo freighter (but still only half the size of the Proteus) had drawn up alongside them. There was a gap of only about ten metres between the two vessels, and Kat could see mooring cables criss-crossing the divide. As she watched, a guard ran along the promenade deck below her and hitched on to one of the cables with a grapple. He zip-lined down to the deck of the freighter, where other members of the Proteus’s crew were gathering, all armed with rifles and pistols.


‘What’s going on?’ Kat asked.


‘I’ll tell you what’s going on,’ the guard said. ‘The rest of the gang get to play at being heroes while I have to stay and guard the bloody bridge!’ He turned and went back to the door he had been standing outside earlier.


‘That other ship just appeared out of the dust ahead of us,’ Gem said. ‘Looks like both ships managed to slow just in time. But there could be trouble: their crew is armed too.’


Gem was right: Kat could make out two groups of figures facing-off against each other over the freighter’s long, flat horizontal cargo doors. She strained to see: Brandon and Jason had better not be mixed up in all of this.


The stand-off was broken when two water cannons on the Proteus’s deck burst into life and drenched the freighter’s crew. In the sudden confusion, the Captain and his men were able to move forward and disarm the newcomers.


Kat flinched as Jason appeared suddenly behind her. ‘There you are!’ he said. ‘Can you believe this? I should have guessed that the end of days would bring out the worst in people: with fuel and food running in short supply, it’s not surprising that people are gonna turn to piracy!’


‘Those guys were pirates?’ Kat asked, as a shiver passed down her spine. Down below, she could see Liam organising the connection of fuel pipes between the two ships. Brandon and Saoirse were helping him.


‘No, you lemon,’ Jason said. ‘They’re not pirates. Our guys are stealing their fuel and supplies. We are the pirates!’
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That evening they all gathered around the pool—the heated indoor pool down below deck, not the giant open-air pool up on top. Gem was powering up and down the lengths, impressing everyone with a strong, fluid front crawl. Liam had ventured out of the engine room to join them, and was trying—but failing—to keep up with her. Kat was still worn-out after the morning’s run; she was lazing at the side of the pool, staring down at the array of letters in the wooden rack in front of her:


T S A T R O E


‘Don’t make me put the timer on you,’ Jason said from where he sat, dripping wet, at the edge of the pool.


Kat sighed. How could she concentrate on the game, when on the other side of the pool Brandon was having an animated conversation with Saoirse. What was he trying to explain to her? The workings of a Lego spaceship he once built? Was he … trying to flirt with her? Kat was happy to see Saoirse shifting about as if she was trying to keep Brandon out of her personal space.


And now she was getting up. Oh no,  she was coming over!


‘Alright, Sis—you have two minutes to make a move!’ Jason said. ‘Starting from three, two, one … now!’


Saoirse came over and stood looking down at Kat’s letters, then at the board, then back at the letters. ‘TOASTER,’ she said. ‘You can use the S to link it onto BUMHOLE, and you even get a triple word score!’


Jason cursed. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have played that!’


‘It wasn’t even a real word,’ Kat said to her brother as she placed her tiles on the board. ‘But you insisted. Thanks, Saoirse, I guess. You came up with that pretty quick.’


‘We’re pretty hot with anagrams on Corroza,’ the alien girl said. ‘We have this convention of naming our non-sentient machines by coming up with anagrams of their function. I saw this one because I used to have a friend whose toaster was called Startoe.’


Kat furrowed her brow. ‘But … why?’


‘I guess it’s to help keep some kind of distance between people and machines. We have some pretty advanced biomechanical utility droids back home. Hell, even Startoe could hold a conversation for about a minute … just so long as it was about toast. Basically, giving them anagrammatic names  just makes it slightly less weird than calling the machine that heats your bread Steve.’


‘Your planet sounds so cool,’ Jason said. ‘I still want to come. How were you thinking of getting back?’


‘Any space-faring vessel will do, once we fit it with Brandon’s superluminal drive. It’s the quasars in the drive that simply speed up the normal workings of the …’


Kat tuned out. Jason seemed too enraptured with Saoirse to concentrate on the game, so Kat got up and walked around the pool to where Brandon was now sitting reading a tattered paperback. They had all been pleased to find that the activities they used to enjoy on their phones—reading and gaming—could just as easily be done without  electronic assistance.


‘Fancy a walk?’ she asked him. Brandon snapped the book shut—it was some pulpy-looking fantasy shocker called Dragon Killer—and flung it away. They left the pool and headed up some escalators (switched off to save power) and wandered aimlessly through the shopping precinct. Other people were milling around, but they certainly weren’t browsing for designer goods or perfumes: they were hauling  around crates and boxes of stolen booty from the cargo freighter and restocking the stores, which now had been turned into outlets where food, bathroom products and other essentials could be rationed among the crew. It was a slick, organised operation, and the Captain was in the middle of it all, bellowing orders and opening and inspecting boxes.


‘We’ve got how many cases of these? Fantastic! That’ll last us for months! Keep two hundred cases down in storage, and bring twenty up here to hand out tomorrow. Okay, what’s next? Whiskey? I don’t care if it’s single, double or triple-distilled; red, black or pink label—take it back down and lock it away in storage. This isn’t a pleasure cruise!’


Kat and Brandon found an out-of-the-way coffee shop, and Kat chose a table by the window that provided a dramatic view of the swirling, raging dust storm outside. She guessed that the glass was toughened, remembering how no window back on the mainland could withstand the violence of the elements.


‘The Captain might be a bigger pirate than Blackbeard,’ Brandon said, as he worked the coffee machine, ‘but he sure runs a tight ship. I haven’t felt this safe and secure since I woke up that fateful August morning back in London.’


Kat gave him a wry smile. ‘Then you should know better than to get too comfortable. Absolutely anything could happen at any time. How do you know we’re not moments away from some new alien saucer dropping in and sucking up the ocean with a giant vacuum cleaner!’


‘Better enjoy your last Grande Americano while you can then,’ Brandon joked, joining her at the table with two giant mugs that were almost spilling over with hot black coffee.


Kat warmed her hands on the mug. It was always cold on board the ship. ‘Hey, me and Jason used to steal these mugs from the coffee shop in Westfield shopping centre.’


Brandon laughed. ‘You’re so bad,’ he said. ‘But I like it that you were striking a blow against those big multinational corporations.’


‘Well, yes,’ Kat said. ‘I guess I won in the end, didn’t I? Here I am drinking some of the last coffee  on the planet. Can’t see many more beans growing in this weather.’

Brandon’s face turned serious, and he stared out into the raging storm. ‘You still want to come with me, right? If I leave Earth?’


Kat had promised she would, that was true. When it looked like Brandon would have to go on the run to protect the secret of the bionoids, she had offered to go with him. Things were different now though …


‘You, me and Saoirse? They say three’s a crowd, you know; I don’t want to be a gooseberry, Bran.’


‘You won’t be!’ he insisted. ‘I mean, Saoirse is great and everything, and I like talking to her—she’s another alien like me, of course—but she’s got nothing on you, Kat!’


Kat waved his protests away. ‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to make you think I’m jealous or anything. I’m not. But Bran … you’ve been annoyed with yourself that you can’t do anything to save Earth, so what makes you think that you can go back to Cozz … Corroro … that alien planet and sort out all their problems?’


Brandon shrugged. ‘Corroza isn’t ruined. There’s still hope there, if the Arch Predicant can be defeated. I’m not saying I want to take him on myself, but if I can help in some small way …’

‘I guess that's the same reason why I want to stay here,’ Kat said. ‘I want to do my bit to help save Earth.  So long as humanity can resist the aliens and freaky weather, then there's still hope. Underwater cities, remember!’

They regarded each other in silence for while as they sipped their coffees.

‘I'd stay here with you, you know,’ Brandon said, ‘if I thought that there was anything I could do. But my powers are useless against the thanamorphs and the moon dust. What if instead … what if we could kill two birds with one stone, and somehow get everyone on Earth to Corroza to help us stick it to the Arch Predicant, and then you can settle down and make a new home for humanity there.’


‘We’d need a big spaceship,’ Kat said after she thought over the idea for a moment. ‘Something bigger than the Proteus, that’s for sure. Although I guess it all depends on how many people are still around to come with us  …’


‘Okay, millions and millions of people dead. Possible extinction event, I get it.’ Brandon gritted his teeth in frustration. ‘I guess we’ll find out how many survivors there are when we get to this rendezvous point.’


Kat looked out of the windows. ‘Never mind the fact that the Moon’s gone—we haven’t seen the stars for weeks now either! How do we even know what direction we’re going in?’


‘If the satellites all go down, then the only thing the ship can navigate by is by radar. It’s, what, three thousand kilometres across the Atlantic? That’s only four days at this speed. Hopefully we’ll bump into other ships as we start to converge on our destination.’


‘We could do with an-old fashioned compass,’ Kat joked.


‘Good idea,’ Brandon said. ‘Hold out your hand!’


Kat obliged, and Brandon placed her knuckles down on the table between them. Then he curled her fingers back, but lifted her middle finger vertically. Kat giggled. ‘Keep still,’ he said, and took a deep breath to focus his mind.


Kat felt a tingle on the end of her finger, then she saw a dark shape appear in front of her. The bionoids were coalescing into the shape of a thin needle that balanced perfectly on her fingertip.


‘I’m sending a coil of electric current down the needle,’ Brandon explained. ‘It should—’

‘—induce a magnetic field!’ Kat said. She stared down at the needle, which was turning slowly on her finger. ‘Oh my god, look!’


‘I know! It’s working!’ Brandon said proudly.


‘Yeah, it’s working, but look: it’s pointing the wrong way. We’re supposed to be going west, aren’t we? Towards America?’


‘Don’t jump to conclusions,’ Brandon said. ‘Losing the Moon means the Earth’s poles might have started to shift.’


‘Maybe,’ Kat said. ‘But according to this, we’re not just slightly off-course: we’re heading south-east!’


 


———


 


Kat stormed up the escalators and through the gilded corridors, heading for the Captain’s Lounge. She needed to know where they were going. ‘I’m not going to spend my life sailing around singing ‘Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest,’ she fumed. ‘It’s not a pirate’s life for me!’


Brandon hurried along after her. ‘Kat, slow down! You can’t just barge in and demand that the Captain turns around. I’m sure he’d rather make us walk the plank!’


Kat ignored him, and soon they were at the converted nightclub at the front of the ship where they had first met the Captain. There was a young guard at the door who perked up when he saw Kat approaching. But no sooner had he opened his mouth to challenge her, than his eyes closed and he slid down the wall to his knees, fast asleep and snoring.


‘Thanks, Bran,’ Kat said, pushing open the wood-panelled doors and entering the  Lounge. The Captain was sitting at ease on his desk, sipping  from a small tumbler. He wasn’t alone: Doctor Chow was sat in the leather chair, relaxing with a drink too. They were laughing at something, and turned to face Kat with smiles still playing on their lips.


‘Well, good evening, young lady,’ the Captain drawled. ‘What can I do for you?’


Kat noticed a crate of the confiscated whiskey at the foot of the desk. ‘Where are we going?’ she snapped.


The Captain stood and stepped forward, a consolatory expression on his face. He was a calm centre as the storm raged outside the sweeping curve of the windows. ‘Now come on, you know where we’re going. Every ship in the world is meeting up in the middle of the—’


‘That’s a lie!’ Kat spat. ‘We changed direction sometime today.’


The Captain stared down at Kat for a moment, sizing her up. ‘You’re quite the observant one. Maybe I should have included you on the memo.’ He laughed to himself. Kat felt Brandon hovering behind her, backing her up. She found the confidence to stare down the Captain with a challenging glare.


‘Alright, I’ll tell you,’ the Captain said. ‘We received a distress call this afternoon from another ship due south of here. We’re heading their way to help them out.’


‘Help them out?’ Kat mocked. ‘Like you helped out the people on that other ship earlier? They had a small crew and plenty of food. We have plenty of room, but you left them stranded after you stole all their fuel and supplies.’


Doctor Chow rose from behind the desk. ‘Kat,’ she said. At least someone knew her name. ‘We couldn’t take the freighter crew on board. Those people were sick.’


Kat swallowed her anger. ‘What do you mean?’


‘It was the same sickness we saw among our own crew,’ the Captain said, ‘after they got bit by those creatures. We lost our old captain to it … the virus, or whatever it is, turns people into dopey zombies, but that’s just the start of it: after a while—’


‘We know,’ Kat said. ‘We’ve seen it too.’


‘If the passengers on this new ship we’re heading towards are infected, but are not too far gone along the process, I may be able to help them,’ Doctor Chow said. ‘Brandon, you said you’ve had medical training?’


‘Um, yeah,’ Brandon said, ‘I won a teenage scholarship to University College London.’


‘Then you’re probably a better doctor than I am,’ Chow said. ‘I went to veterinary school. We could do with your help.’


Kat looked at Brandon, and he shrugged. ‘I might be able to help infected humans,’ he whispered ‘I’m not sure until I try.’


Kat turned to the Captain. ‘What’s this ship called that we’re racing towards?’


‘The Amphitrite.’


Kat’s heart leaped in her throat.


Mum! Dad!




 

 

 

 


12—LEVIATHAN


 

 

 

 

 

 


BANG! BANG! BANG!


‘What, Dad?!’


‘Come on, you two—eleven o’clock is music-off time. Don’t force me to make it lights-out time too, like when you were twelve.’


‘Okay, but in a few minutes—this is the last track!’


‘Apart from the ten-minute hidden track!’


‘Jason, shut up!’


‘What! Don’t look at me like that! Whose idea was it to give us his turntable, amp, speakers and old collection of vinyl, hey, Dad? Oh yeah, that’s right—it was yours!’


‘Don’t try to blame this on me, Son. It just pained me to see you two listening to music on tinny laptop speakers, that’s all. It wasn’t a license to turn the house into Wembley Stadium ...’


 


———


 


An hour after the confrontation with the Captain, they all gathered on the bridge as the convergence point of the two ships approached. Saoirse and Gem had joined them; Jason was below decks, preparing for action with the rest of the boarding party.


‘We’re almost on top of them,’ the girl at the communications desk said.


Kat peered out into the dust. She couldn’t see a thing. How close would they need to get before the Amphitrite came into view. The Captain was sitting in his chair at the controls, carefully nudging them forwards: the Proteus was using only two of the four diesel-powered Rolls Royce Mermaid pods: propellers that could rotate almost three-hundred-and-sixty degrees for maximum manoeuvrability.


Gem put her hand on Kat’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m sure your mum and dad are fine.’


‘They’d better be,’ Kat said, almost jokingly, ‘after all the trouble we’ve gone to find them. Wait … I see it!’


She could see a faint twinkling of lights far out in the dust ahead.


‘Captain,’ the girl on communications said urgently, ‘something’s coming.’


‘I know, I know,’ he said patiently, ‘I see it …’


‘No,’ she said, ‘Something else—coming in from our starboard side … fast!’


As one, everyone ran to the right side of the semicircular viewing window. But there was nothing out there: no lights, no movement—


‘Under the water!’ Saoirse and Brandon said, simultaneously. Kat strained to see. Her human eyesight saw the shape  several seconds after they did. Then suddenly it broke the surface of the slate-grey sea, and everyone who hadn’t spotted it already gasped in surprise.


The creature must have been more than thirty metres long: its silvery smooth back was cutting through the water faster than a speeding car. There was only one thing on the planet that it could be … or could have once been …


‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ the Captain said. ‘It’s a bloody blue whale!’


‘It’s too far south for this time of year,’ Doctor Chow said. ‘Unless all this dust has messed with its migratory pattern—’


‘It’s not a blue whale,’ Saoirse told them. ‘Not anymore.’


As the Amphitrite loomed out of the dust in front of them, the giant thanamorph seemed to hesitate. It slowed to a halt between the two cruise liners; then, with a flick of its massive metallic-scaled tail, it surged away from the Proteus and plunged towards its sister ship. Kat yelled out something loud and incomprehensible as the full bulk of the monster reared out of the water and struck—and then entered— the port-side hull of the Amphitrite, like a bullet tearing into soft flesh. The ship listed dramatically, and all the lights flickered and died at the same moment.


On board the Proteus, the Captain spun the wheel hard, and  all everyone could do was watch the stricken Amphitrite slide out of sight to starboard.


Kat ran off the bridge and out onto the top deck, straight into the dust storm. It whipped and tore at her, stung her eyes and caught in her throat, but she almost didn’t feel it as she ran to the starboard rail and watched the other ship sink.


The Amphitrite had split in half, and now both prow and stern were tipped skywards as they were dragged down beneath the cold grey Atlantic. Kat howled in rage and frustration, but her voice was impotent—nothing but sound and fury that was snatched up and swallowed by the storm. The thanawhale splashed about the doomed vessel in manic circles, like a demented dog; then when the Amphitrite had finally sunk, the great silver monster breached and flipped in the air, its red eye glimmering in the greyness all around. Then it smacked back down in the water and headed towards the Proteus.


Kat just gripped the rail tighter. What would be the point of running back inside? Better to face death head-on and get it over and done with as soon as possible. The thanawhale ploughed through the water at full tilt, but just at the last moment, when Kat thought it was going to leap for the hull, it submerged and slipped under the ship.


There was a crash as alien armour met steel keel. The Proteus rocked dramatically, and Kat almost puked her heart up as the ocean rushed towards her, then fell away again. She crashed to the deck and covered her head with her arms. Any minute now she expected to be flung into the sea.


Any second now …


She was lifted off the deck. Not by gravity or a slop of seawater, but by a pair of strong hands. ‘It’s gone!’ Saoirse shouted in Kat’s ear. ‘The thanamorph has gone. Hell knows why. Come inside, Kat!’


 


———


 


Kat spent the next twelve hours alone in her cabin, in bed. She clutched her pillow and stared at the wall, trying to cry, but no tears would come: all she felt was a horrible anger and a hollow emptiness.


As soon as she had shut the door of the cabin, Kat had reached for the one thing she had left that held any emotional connection with her parents: an old  T-shirt. She had been wearing it under her grey denim jacket the day she and Jason had gone looking for safe places  in Highgate Cemetery to hide from the meteor shower. The image printed on the white cotton was the front cover of her parents’ favourite record: four young guys, dressed in baggy raincoats and silly hats, standing in a line holding out their arms to spell out a semaphore message. Kat remembered, when she was nine, sitting on a rug by the fire while the record spun, the twelve-inch-square sleeve on her left, and Wikipedia on her Nexus tablet on her right.


‘Have you figured it out yet, Katherine?’ her mum had asked.


‘I think so … but it spells NUJV … and that’s not a word, is it?’


Her dad had laughed. ‘They didn’t have the internet back in the sixties to check. They could have done with your HELP!’


Kat had thrown off all her dust-soiled clothes and dropped onto the bed wearing just her Beatles T-shirt and pants. It was freezing cold, but she did nothing to try and discourage the goose bumps that sprung up on her arms and legs. She needed to feel some kind of pain. She needed to cry.


But she couldn’t.


The truth was, in recent years, Kat had felt like she hardly knew her parents. They were either at work all day (and all of most evenings) in the city, or abroad on luxury holidays, which they assumed (correctly) that their children had no interest in joining them on.


So instead of crying, she lay in bed dwelling on regret and lost opportunities instead.


 


———


 


Kat lost all track of time, and the sun was trying to break through the dust when she felt someone in the bed behind her, and felt hands encircle her waist. It was Gem.


‘Are you alright?’ the older girl asked.


‘I’ll survive,’ Kat murmured. She tried to stop feeling sorry for herself and think of others. ‘How’s Jason?’


‘He’s still down with the gang of guards. Letting off some steam in a shooting gallery they’ve got rigged up below decks.’


Kat tried to smile. She almost managed it. She wriggled up into a sitting position and turned to face Gem. ‘I take it that there were no …’


‘Survivors? There was one, actually. We picked up one guy out of the water before we left the scene—’


Gem shook head when she saw Kat’s expression. ‘No, it's not your dad, I’m afraid. Brandon, Saoirse and Doctor Chow are examining him in the infirmary right now. The water was full of thanafish … the guy’s got a cut, but he’s not sure if he actually got bit or just injured while trying to escape.’


‘And the whale? Why didn’t it take us down too, Gem?’


Gem shrugged. ‘I dunno. Maybe it had had enough. Or maybe … you know, Kat, the only difference between the Amphitrite and the Proteus, is that we have two unusual passengers on board …’


Kat nodded slowly. ‘Brandon and Saoirse. The thanamorphs are biological weapons, created in a lab, aren’t they? So maybe, since that massacre that Saoirse told us about, the one at the lab back on her homeworld, they’ve been engineered not to attack their creators anymore.’


She thought it over for a few minutes. Had the thanamorphs ever directly attacked Brandon? She couldn’t remember It wasn’t the kind of theory you’d want to put to the test.


‘Didn’t your brother want to come and see me?’ Kat asked Gem.


‘He wants to, but he feels a bit awkward,’ Gem said. ‘I guess he doesn’t know what to say in situations like this. Not that any of us do, of course!’


‘Go and get him,’ Kat said. ‘I know what I want to say to him.’


 


———


 


She pulled herself together eventually, then left the bed and got dressed. In one of the abandoned suitcases she found some tracksuit bottoms—black with three white stripes down each leg—and a blue cable-knit sweater. In a toiletries bag she found a plastic pot of ‘surf wax’, so she went to the mirror and spiked up her inch-long crop.


It’s a look … of sorts, she thought.


She sensed movement in the mirror. Brandon was standing behind her. He looked tired, his own mismatched clothes were worn and crumpled, and his hair was a mess. His violet eyes still shone brightly though, as they always did.


‘How are you?’ he asked cautiously.


Kat didn’t answer straight away. She went up to her boyfriend, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him hard on the mouth. His body stiffened and his eyes widened in surprise.


‘I’m alright,’ she said eventually. ‘Really! Don’t worry about me. How’s that guy you pulled out of the water?’


‘Oh, he’s okay, I think. I scanned him with the bionoids straight away and couldn’t detect any changes to his DNA. I had to pretend to run some blood samples, for the benefit of Doctor Chow though; I wouldn’t want the Captain finding out about my abilities. He would never let us leave the ship, let alone the planet … if I decided to go, of course. I’m still not sure—’


‘Bran,’ Kat interrupted. ‘I’ve decided something.’


‘What?’ he said, raising an eyebrow.


‘We’re leaving. All of us. You, me, Jase, Gem and whatshername alien girl. We’re leaving Earth behind for good. There’s just no point in fighting these creatures anymore. Underwater cities are a stupid idea, I’ve realised: they’d get destroyed by an underwater earthquake, or invaded by thanasharks. There’s nothing worth fighting for here on Earth now anyway.’


Kat stepped back and looked him in the eye.


‘This planet is dead to me now, Brandon.’




 

 

 

 


13—ICE


 

 

 

 

 

 


Kat found Jason in the gym, down in the lower levels of the ship. He was sitting inside some sort of steel-framed contraption, pushing with both hands on a bar that turned a metal arm at a pivot, pulled on a rubber belt, and raised a stack of iron blocks a few centimetres in the air. Jason was going red at the effort involved.


Liam from engineering was standing by, watching—leaning in so that his face was right next to Jason’s. ‘Come on!’ he yelled. ‘Are you going to give up on the last set, with your little sister watching?’ Both Liam and Jason were filthy, not just with sweat, but with oil and grime from working on machinery below decks.


‘I’m his twin,’ Kat reminded Liam. ‘Don’t let my size fool you. I’m more than a match for Jason, so none of this little sister business, please! I bet I could lift that weight with one hand!’


Jason let go of the bar and fell back in the seat as the weights crashed down again. ‘Stupid machine,’ he gasped. ‘I can bench press eighty kilos on a bar bell, you’ve seen me, right Kat? These machines are stupid! Give me free weights any day.’


Liam rolled his eyes and grinned at Kat. ‘I’ve told him we can’t have free weights on board. If the ship rolled, and you were halfway through a squat, you might wind up throwing a hundred kilograms of iron on top of someone doing sit-ups!’


Jason laughed. Kat wanted to ask him if he was alright, but she knew that wasn’t the kind of question he would be comfortable answering, especially with his friend standing by. She could see though that he was getting through things the only way he knew how: physical exertion. God help any girl he happened to set his sights on—


Jason was staring across the gym. Over on the opposite wall, facing a bank of mirrors, several members of the crew were toiling away on exercise bikes. Saoirse was there too, and she seemed to be pedalling at twice the pace of the others. The alien girl wore a white one-piece bodysuit, and her white-blond hair was tied up in an artful bundle. She sat up straight on the bike, seemingly hardly out of breath, and waved at Kat cheerfully.


‘She’s like Superman,’ Jason fawned. ‘Her alien heart and lungs must find exercise easy on this planet or something. So I guess it will be the opposite effect for us when we get to Corroza. If you want to be able to keep up with her, Kat, you’d better hop on the bike!’
  

Kat’s legs were still sore from her run with Gem. ‘I’d rather train my brain and wits instead,’ she said. ‘By the way, it’s your move in Scrabble. I managed to get a Q on that triple-letter square!’


Jason screamed in mock-anger, and managed to push the bar of the chest press machine all the way in one smooth action. ‘Now keep it under control it all the way back!’ Liam urged. ‘Good man!’


‘Liam’s coming with us to Corroza,’ Jason told Kat once the weights had clanged back down again.


Kat looked at Liam and raised an eyebrow. So Jason had told his new friend all their secrets.


‘I can help fit out and maintain a spaceship, when you find one,’ Liam said. ‘And when it comes to exploring the galaxy in search of adventure, Jason will need a wingman!’


‘Well, I was thinking of more like a father figure, actually,’ Jason said, extricating himself from the chest press machine and wiping his brow.


‘Father figure!’ Liam said, putting on an outraged tone. ‘I’m only twenty-five!’


Kat was pleased to see her brother happy, and it was a weight off her own shoulders too. She smiled, and was still smiling when Saoirse skipped over, looking all trim, pretty and fresh. ‘Five hundred Watts!’ the alien girl announced.


Liam tucked his long hair behind his ear shyly. ‘That’s great, Sersh. At this rate, the Captain might even let us watch a film in the cinema as a special treat.’


Kat looked across to the row of puffing cyclists. ‘You’re generating electricity from the bikes?’


‘It was my idea,’ Jason said proudly. ‘The main generator is diesel-powered, so we don’t want to waste power on luxuries and non-essentials. The Captain loved the idea, too. He said it’ll also keep people from getting too restless. There’s a schedule on the wall so you can see when your turn is. Two hours after dinner, I think!’


Kat’s smile melted like ice under a blowtorch.


‘You’ll have to find me first,’ she said, turning and walking away, ‘little brother!’


 


———


 


Kat tried to lose herself in the maze of the Proteus. It seemed that for the remainder of the voyage, she was going to have to try and avoid the iron regime of the Captain. Luckily for Kat, she was an expert in dodging work. Whereas Jason found it easier to work alongside authority (so long as it suited him), Kat put so much effort into avoiding things like chores, homework and responsibilities, that it would almost have been easier to actually do them in the first place


She found her way to a large empty dining room at the back of the ship, overlooking what had once been a sun deck and outdoor spa. With crystal chandeliers and polished mahogany furniture, the restaurant had clearly been high-class, and so was now considered superfluous to the basic needs of the surviving crew.


In a storeroom next to the kitchen, Kat found a supply of tinned food and bags of rice and pasta. There were also lost of bottled drinks that  obviously nobody wanted—i.e. non-alcoholic fruit juice concoctions. There was a walk-in freezer than had been allowed to defrost, but all the meat had long gone. There were enough scraps to live on for a few days, though: maybe she could hide out up here until they reached the rendezvous point. The only person who would find her would be Brandon, who knew the whereabouts of everyone on board thanks to his nanoscopic helpers, the bionoids. But that was cool; he could visit her and she’d cook them both a curry.


Grinning to herself at the thought, she carried a snack—a tin of peaches and a bottle of something called Jooce!—back to the dining room, and sat on a table by the window so that she could look out into the dust storm while she enjoyed her meal. It looked bleak and cold out there. Occasionally she caught a glimpse of a large bird gliding through the dust above the wake of the ship, seemingly following them. A giant thanagull? Kat shuddered. There was no way she was ever stepping out on deck again.


She heard a footfall behind her. Well, he had got here fast!


It wasn’t Brandon though; it was Saoirse. ‘How did you find me?’ Kat asked her.


‘Military training, remember?’ Saoirse said. ‘Tracking skills; your boots made distinctive impressions in the thick dusty carpets around here, and I saw your sweaty palm prints on the brass banisters.’


Damn, the girl was good! ‘Just … don’t tell anyone I’m here,’ Kat said.


‘I won’t,’ Saoirse said. ‘I just came to tell you that I’m sorry about your parents, and I can see that you want off this planet. Well, it won’t be long, Kat. Brandon tells me there’s some kind of space base in a place called Florida, and that’s not too far from the rendezvous point all the survivors are heading for. We’ll all steal a boat and head over there and see what we can find. The superluminal drive that Brandon’s carrying contains all the information we need to walk us through getting a ship launched and into space, and then it’s just a short hop through a twisting time tunnel to Corroza.’


‘Sounds simple enough,’ Kat joked.


‘Trust me,’ Saoirse said. ‘My people sorted space travel out centuries ago. It’s as commonplace for us as driving a car is to you. Honestly, flying across the galaxy is so easy, it makes going for a walk look like hard work.’


‘It’s not space travel I’m worried about. This ship we’re on now—I know it’s huge, but it feels small and claustrophobic. I don’t trust the Captain. I don’t know why the thanawhale left us alone. I feel like so many things can go wrong before we make it across the ocean.’ Kat shivered and tucked her hands in her sleeves. ‘And why is it so darn cold? Aren’t we supposed to be heading towards the tropics?’


‘Our latitude is forty degrees north,’ Saoirse said. ‘But you lost a moon. They balance the tilt and spin of planets. Without it, all your seasons are screwed. Your poles are going to start wandering randomly about, and that means ice and cold hitting the equator …’


‘I should have guessed,’ Kat said, remembering what Brandon had told her. ‘Blame losing the moon for everything. You know, I wouldn’t even be surprised if it meant that Godzilla burst out of the sea looking for the missing moon.’


Saoirse looked blank.


‘Never mind,’ Kat said. She made a decision there and then to try and start liking the alien teenage soldier. ‘Hey I have an idea. Why don’t you go and fetch Brandon and Gem. They’re down in the medical centre, I think. We’ll try curry night for four!’


 


———


 


The electric hob was working, so Kat soon had two pots simmering away. Into one she had tipped a pint glass full of rice and two pint glasses full of water (following a formula her parents had taught her), and in the other she had mixed four tins of baked beans and sausages with two large tablespoons of extra hot chili powder (following a formula she had just made up). She had performed a taste test already, and was desperately trying to rinse her burning tongue under the cold tap, when she heard her first guest arrive.


‘Kat?’ Gem called.


‘In here!’ Kat replied.


Gem entered the kitchen. ‘Have you seen Steve?’ she asked, apropos of nothing.


Kat was confused. ‘Who’s Steve?’


‘Sorry. The guy we pulled out of the water when the other ship went down. He’s gone missing.’


Kat spread her palms. ‘I’ve not seen him,’ she said. ‘But can’t Brandon use the bionoids to sense him?’


‘That’s the problem,’ Gem said. ‘Brandon can’t sense him anywhere. So he’s either dead, or …’


Turned into one of those thanamorph creatures!


Kat shook her head. ‘No way. Bran said that the guy was clean. But I bet that the Captain didn’t believe him. Maybe he’s got Steve out of the way, just to be on the safe side. You know what that guy’s like about new people coming on board.’


‘You think the Captain killed him?’ Gem said. ‘He’s mean, I know, but would he actually kill someone?’


Kat was thinking, back to the other day when she had been sneaking around the bridge and had overheard the Captain and Doctor Chow talking.


‘No! I’m not killing them! I’m not that ruthless, Doctor. They might be … valuable to us …’


Kat’s eyes went wide. She had thought at first that the Captain had been talking about her and her friends. But now she realised …


‘No, he hasn’t killed Steve, or the others … Gem, I know where they are!’


‘Others?’ Gem said. ‘What others?’


Kat told Gem what she thought. Gem’s expression turned bleak. ‘We have to do something about this!’ she said firmly.


‘Oh, no, no,’ Kat said. ‘No, we don’t. It’s none of our business, really, is it? All we have to do is keep our heads down for a few more days and—’


‘No way,’ Gem said. ‘Can you honestly say you’ll be able to sleep now, knowing that they are all down there? We can’t let this ship get to the rendezvous point now. It’s far too dangerous.’


Gem had found a new mission, and she was taking charge again. There was nothing Kat could do but follow as Gem stormed out of the restaurant.


So much for the quiet life!


 


———


 


The medical centre was a small consulting room at the back of the ship’s pharmacy. As Kat and Gem approached down an aisle full of creams and lotions, they could see, through the glass windows of the partition wall, Brandon arguing with Doctor Chow . At one point, Chow put her hand to her head as if she was in pain, then she snapped out of it and slapped Brandon across the face.


He stormed out moments later, anger and fury in his eyes. ‘Bran, stop!’ Kat yelled, grabbing his arm as he stormed past them. ‘What just happened in there?’


‘The doctor knows where Steve is, I’m sure of it,’ he fumed. ‘I tried to use to use the bionoids to read her mind. Stupid idea, I know. It didn’t work; it’s far too complicated, even for them. I deserved that slap! Come on, the Captain will tell us. I’ll make him tell us!’


Gem took his other arm, and they steered Brandon in the opposite direction to where he wanted to go. ‘Kat knows were Steve is,’ Gem said. ‘Come with us instead!’


Thankfully he soon cooled down, and let the girls lead him below decks, rather than up to the bridge. They took a service elevator down to the cargo hold. The storage bays were dark and cold, and connected by a maze of tight corridors. Brandon looked uncertain as Kat led him and his sister along. ‘Um, where are we heading exactly?’ he asked.


Kat pointed out a sign up ahead:


COLD STORAGE


‘Oh … okay,’ he said. ‘That sort of makes sense.’


At the giant bulkhead door that formed the entrance to Cold Storage 3, they found Liam and Jason. The pair of them were kitted out in ski jackets, waders, hats and gloves. They both carried an arsenal of tools and wrenches. Liam had a rifle strapped to his back.


‘Oh, hey, you guys,’ he said cautiously. ‘What are you doing down here? Are you lost?’


Gem turned the question on the boys: ‘What are you two doing down here? Checking up on the prisoners?’


‘What? No,’ Jason said. ‘Just routine maintenance. You should go, it’s dangerous down here, er, without the proper equipment.’


Liam and her brother were doing the Captain’s dirty work, Kat had no doubt.  She tried to make sense of their get-up. Wrenches and waders? ‘Have we sprung a leak?’ she asked them.


‘It’s just the bilges,’ Liam said. ‘Steam, condensation, rain—it all finds its way to the lowest part of the—’


He was cut of mid-sentence by a squealing, grinding sound. Brandon was using the bionoids to swarm around the wheel of the bulkhead door and try and turn it. But just like back at the dock at Dieppe, the physical effectiveness of the bionoids was limited, and Brandon soon sank to his knees, out of breath.


Gem stepped up and finished the job. She spun the wheel and pulled the door. A river of freezing cold water slopped out over the lower lip of the bulkhead and soaked them all up to the knees, before draining away.


‘Gem, you don’t want to go in there!’ Jason warned, but it was too late. Gem grabbed a coat from a row of pegs outside the door, then  stepped into the flooded freezer.


Jason and Liam followed on her heels. ‘We have to find where this water’s coming from and fix it fast,’ Liam said. ‘We’re not supposed to work in here for more than thirty minutes at a time. Gem, stay close to us!’


Brandon took another couple of coats and threw one to Kat. It was padded with insulation and had a fur-lined hood. ‘The temperature in there could be lower than minus ten degrees,’ Brandon told her. ‘If they threw that guy Steve in there this morning, he might still be alive, or he might have died of hypothermia … depending on how smart he is!’


They stepped into the freezer after the others. It was shiveringly cold, and ice crystals glittered under the fluorescent strip lighting. The water was ankle-deep everywhere, but there were raised gantries they could walk on safely. ‘I guessed that you wouldn’t be able to sense any life in here,’ Kat said to Brandon, as they passed by rows of frozen animal carcasses hanging from S-shaped hooks.


‘You were half-right,’ he said. ‘Life signs will slow right down in here, but damn it—I just didn’t think to look! Why on earth would the Captain be throwing people into the freezer?’


In the next chamber they got their answer. Steve, the only survivor of the wreck of the Amphitrite, was lying on his back, covered in blankets of plastic sheeting. Gem kicked at his lifeless body. ‘Well, he had the right idea, layering up,’ she said. ‘But his bum seems to have frozen to the cold metal floor, poor bloke.’


Kat stared at the sorry sight: a short, middle-aged man with frosted-over glasses and ice in his hair. ‘Out of the frying pan and into the freezer,’ she remarked. ‘Well at least we know now that he wasn’t infected by the thanamorphs.’


‘How do you figure that?’ Jason asked.


‘Because,’ she said, pointing to the dark entrance the next chamber of the freezer, ‘if he was, he’d still be walking … like those guys!’


A big crowd of people were shuffling out of the shadows. Their skin, where it was exposed by their ripped clothes, was an icy, pale blue. Their expressions were vacant, their heads lolling at lazy angles. Some of them were moaning; the man in front was staggering with his arms outstretched.


Kat noticed that he was wearing a gold-buttoned jacket and a peaked cap. The original captain and all the crew and passengers! They had all been attacked and bitten when the ship last docked … and they had been brought back on board!




 

 

 

 


14—ALBATROSS


 

 

 

 

 

 


Kat, Brandon and Gem all backed away from the oncoming rabble of zombified passengers. They found refuge on a raised gangway, behind a steel barrier. Only Jason and Liam didn’t seem bothered. They splashed about in the flooded lower levels of the freezer, seemingly oblivious to the encroaching horde.


‘Jase!’ Kat called, the cold making her voice rasp.


‘It’s okay,’ Liam said. ‘They’re harmless. The cold keeps them docile. Look, they like to play!’ And with that he went up to the ex-captain and high-fived the zombie on its outstretched palm. ‘We put them all down here immediately after they got bit. So far they haven’t changed into monsters yet, so hopefully we can get them medical attention when we get to the rendezvous point.’


Kat was doubtful. She remembered the sad sight of the shambling cats walking on their hind legs in Royale; the vacant, silent sheep in the French fields; the awkward, unkempt horses in Dieppe; they had all seemed lifeless—just fleshy hosts for the aliens growing inside them.


She looked at Brandon, and he shook his head in reply to the unspoken question. ‘They’re dead,’ he confirmed. ‘I can’t sense any life-signs. We can’t save them. They’re just walking cocoons for the thanamorphs now.’


Gem had overheard, and before they could stop her she had gone down to the edge of the water. ‘Liam,’ she snapped. ‘Come here.’


Liam and Jason were busy sloshing around the floor of the freezer looking for whatever was leaking. The zombies just wandered around at random. Liam waded over to Gem when he heard her request. ‘Everything alright?’ he asked.


In a split-second movement, Gem grabbed Liam by the wrist, twisting his arm and forcing him to drop his wrench into the water. As he doubled over in surprise, Gem slipped the rifle off his shoulder, spun it in her hands and put the stock against her shoulder and her finger on the trigger. Liam looked up to find himself staring into the barrel.


‘What the—’ he began.


‘Just back off, Liam,’ Gem ordered. After he had walked far enough away, Gem relaxed her grip on the rifle, She held it at arm’s length for a moment, a look of distaste on her face, then lobbed the weapon at Kat.


Kat caught it. She knew that, since the accident where Kat had got shot, Gem had vowed never to fire a gun ever again. Kat also guessed what Gem expected her to do, so she aimed the gun at the crowd of zombies.


‘Don’t!’ Liam warned. ‘The Captain gave orders for them not to be harmed!’


‘The Captain thinks they can be saved,’ Gem said, ‘They can’t! Shoot them, Kat.’


Kat turned to Brandon. ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ she assured him. ‘The thanamorphs are at their weakest right now. They’re probably not even conscious. It’s a humane way to … cull them, right?’


Brandon nodded. That was enough for Kat—most of the gang agreed it had to be done—so she fired.


The nearest zombie’s head exploded like a watermelon. The noise of the shot echoed around the white-tiled walls of the freezer. The rest of the zombies didn’t even react; they just kept on shuffling randomly about.


‘Oh boy,’ Liam groaned. ‘The Captain is going to freak over this.’


‘Don’t worry about what he thinks,’ Jason said, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘You’re with us now. You’re gonna make sure that he doesn’t come down here to look, and we’ll be off this ship before he notices. Okay?’


Liam nodded glumly. Jason came over to help Kat with her new weapon. It was a wooden-stocked, bolt-action sporting rifle. He quickly showed her how to slide the bolt to check the magazine. There were only two cartridges left. And there were six more zombies.


‘Anyone else got a gun?’ Kat asked.


Jason hefted his heavy wrench. ‘Nope, but we can always just bash their brains in instead!’


Ugh! Kat looked to Gem for her reaction, but the older girl’s face was grim. ‘We have to do it, Kat,’ she said. ‘No matter how messy it gets, we can’t leave these things creeping around down here.’


Gem picked up a length of metal piping and skirted the walkways until she was within striking distance of a zombie, but she looked hesitant. Kat turned to Brandon for a second opinion; his eyes were closed, as if he was seeing through the bionoids. ‘What you doing?’ Kat asked.


‘Looking for where this water is coming from. I’m sending the bionoids out around the freezer … this place is huge, it goes right back—oh no!’


Kat dispatched another ex-passenger with the rifle. Her fingers were numb with cold on the trigger. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


‘There are more of them,’ Brandon said. ‘Liam,’ he called, without opening his eyes. ‘How many people did you lock down here?’


The young engineer shrugged. ‘About a hundred?’


Gem paused on the brink of smashing a zombie’s skull in with a length of piping. ‘A hundred?!’ she exclaimed. She lowered the pipe. ‘I can’t do this!’


A handful of new zombies were entering the chamber. They looked spaced-out, but perhaps somewhere in their nascent alien brains they had sensed the noise. ‘Come on,’ Kat said. ‘Let’s get out of here and leave this for now!’


‘We need to find the leak first,’ Liam said. ‘Repairs are my responsibility. And if  you don’t want the Captain coming down here while we put down these guys, then we’d better fix it before it gets any worse—’


A horrible tearing sound echoed through the freezer. With a gloopy splosh, a new wave of ice-cold water sloshed into the chamber, raising the water-level to Jason and Liam’s knees, and slopping over the raised areas, soaking Kat’s boots.


Brandon’s eyes flicked open. ‘The hull is breached,’ he announced. ‘In several places! The alien whale must have ripped the keel open.’


Kat tried to process this new information ‘Of course! That’s why it didn’t destroy the ship! It must have sensed the other thanamorphs growing on board and tried to turn away at the last minute! So … if the freezer floods, will they all drown? Or will they be able to swim away out to sea?’


Liam was shaking his head. ‘That’s not our biggest concern,’ he said. ‘If lots of compartments flood … when they flood, we’re going to lose buoyancy …’


Kat figured what that meant almost immediately. The freezer suddenly felt a lot, lot colder.


 


———


 


The service elevator rose slowly. It was cramped with the five of them inside. Puddles formed at their feet, and Kat had discovered that Doc Martens, despite being comfy and hard-wearing, were not one-hundred-percent waterproof. She wriggled her toes to keep the chill at bay.


‘How long have we got?’ Jason asked Liam.


‘Dunno, mate,’ Liam said. ‘Two days? Maybe less?’


‘No point in waiting around,’ Gem decided. ‘We gather our things, and as many supplies as we can pinch, and then we take one of the lifeboats. Tonight!’


Kat’s heart sank. She gripped Brandon’s hand tight. ‘I don’t know what’s worse,’ she said to him. ‘Taking to sea in a lifeboat, or staying on a sinking ship full of thanamorphs.’


Brandon tried to give her an encouraging smile, but then his brow furrowed. ‘There are people waiting for us at the top of the lift,’ he said.


Kat hit the button to take them back down, but it made no difference; the lift kept moving upwards. There was no escape; the doors opened and they were confronted by the Captain and a squad of his guards: eight mean-looking young men armed with a variety of rifles and automatic weaponry. One of them even held a crossbow.


Saoirse was with them: the Captain held her in a choke-hold, a pistol pressed against her temple. His towering bulk almost smothered her small frame.


Kat and the others stepped out of the elevator. She resisted the temptation to raise her arms in surrender. They were in the grand lobby, where glass lifts rose on either side of the statue of Proteus. After the gloomy service corridors,  this was certainly a glamorous location for an armed showdown.


‘So … where have you kids been playing?’ the Captain growled. ‘The rota shows that that three of you should be out swabbing the decks right now.’


‘They, um, needed new hi-vis jackets,’ Liam explained. ‘We were down in stores—’


‘Oh, give it a rest, Liam,’ the Captain barked. ‘We have CCTV everywhere … including in the freezer. So what’s your story now? That you decided to do some target practice down in cold storage, and then this little squirt with the bog-brush hair’—he glared at Kat—‘accidentally murdered some of our passengers?’


Kat was incensed, and not just at being likened to a toilet-cleaning utensil. ‘I didn’t murder them,’ she shouted back at the Captain. ‘They were already dead. It’s just aliens growing inside them that’s making them walk about!’


The Captain grunted. ‘Forgive me if I don’t take the opinion of a child over the facts given to me by a qualified physician. Doctor Chow assured me that with treatment they can be saved. Care of the crew is her speciality.’


Saoirse tried to speak up ‘Doctor Chow is a vet!’ she blurted out, but the Captain wasn’t listening. He was looking up at the glass ceiling of the lobby, where the dust swirled thick and heavy beyond.


‘My speciality is discipline and punishment,’ he said. ‘Let’s all go outside!’


 


———


 


Out on deck it was impossible to see further than a metre in any direction. Kat and her friends stumbled blindly forward, pushed along by the gun barrels of the guards following them. ‘Shoot them in the back if they try to run!’ the Captain called cheerfully from somewhere behind.


The guards all had goggles on. Kat had to keep her head down and eyes squinted to keep the dust out. ‘Can you pull any tricks?’ she asked Brandon as they huddled together. ‘With the bionoids, I mean?’


‘I’ll try and think of something,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone though, and it’s  too dangerous to pull a trick when they’re all waving guns around. If only I could get into their minds instead! I’m sure it’s possible, Kat—our thoughts are only biology after all!—but it’s hard.’


‘Let’s just see what the Captain’s got planned,’ Gem said. ‘I’m sure he didn’t bring us out here just to shoot us.’


It turned out that what the Captain had planned was worse than that. Much worse. The side of the ship materialised out of the dust, and Kat gasped: a stretch of railing had been removed and a plank had been fastened to the deck, extending a couple of metres out over the sea.


The Captain was roaring with laughter. He shoved Saoirse forward to join the others at the edge. ‘Maybe the rest of you will fall into line a little easier if you get to see what happens to those who cause trouble. So, come on, Shorty!’ he said, looking at Kat. ‘Take a walk!’


Walk the plank?! Was he serious? Kat peeked over the edge. There was nothing to see except swirling dust. She could barely see the end of the plank itself. She glanced at her friends. They were all looking shell-shocked. All except Brandon, whose eyes were closed in concentration.


Well, whatever he was planning, it had better be good. Kat decided that all she could do was try and give him as much time as he needed. Slowly and carefully, she went down on her hands and knees and crawled onto the plank.


‘Go on!’ the Captain urged. ‘All the way to the end!’


The only small mercy was that Kat had no view of the drop below her. As she neared the end of the plank and looked back, she could hardly see the others watching from the deck. She turned around like a crab rotating on the spot. The dust was rough against her skin, and it hurt to blink; and the sea air was almost as cold as the freezer. ‘Alright, very funny!’ she shouted back at the ship. ‘I’m sorry I shot your zombie friends, okay?’


‘Stand up!’ the Captain called back. The guards laughed. Kat could hear Gem and Jason remonstrating with her tormentors, but their words were lost in the dust.


Kat stood up, very carefully, stretching out her arms for balance. She had never felt so scared or alone.


‘Good girl!’ the Captain said. ‘Now jump!’


Jump?! He really did want rid of her! Kat shook her head in despair. So this was what the world had come to? Civilisation and justice had been knocked back several hundred years. No, it was worse that that: civilisation had been completely destroyed, just like the Moon!


Then she heard a voice in her ear. Brandon’s voice, as if he was standing right next to her: Jump, Kat! It’s okay!


Was she going mad and hearing things now? ‘What?’ she sobbed.


Then the voice came again. I did it Kat! I read his mind! And now I’m talking in yours!


Kat framed her response in her own head: Well that’s just freaking great, Bran, but it doesn’t really help me now!


It’s okay, Brandon insisted. And then he told her what he had gleaned from the Captain’s mind.


Kat laughed out loud. Well, now she knew exactly how to turn the tables on the Captain. To show him she wasn’t scared, she bounced up and down on the plank and did a backwards somersault as she sprung off into the dust.


Less than a second later she splashed into the cold water of the ship’s outdoor swimming pool. It had all been a big practical joke: the Captain had rigged up the side of the pool to look like the side of the ship, and in the thick dust it had been impossible to tell the difference. The pool was only half-full, so Kat had to swim to a ladder to get out. When she made it back to the others, most of the Captain’s guards were clapping and laughing. Brandon had told most of the others about the prank, and it was only Liam who was staring at her in disbelief. Then even he twigged and cracked a smile.


The Captain was laughing too, and the tension between the two groups was dissolving fast. Kat could easily have gone up to the big man and punched him in the privates for such a cruel joke, although if she did, she wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he really did throw her over the side. ‘I’ll get you back later!’ she promised him, only half in jest.


‘Come on, let’s all get back inside,’ the Captain ordered. ‘Plenty of jobs need doing before dinner. You troublesome lot can join me at the Captain’s table tonight … at least then I’ll be able to keep an eye on you!’


They turned to go back. At that moment though, the dust parted and a giant shape swooped down out of the sky. It was a seabird:  an enormous one, though, with a wingspan of at least four metres. It was bright silver—a thanamorph—and Kat felt the hard metal armour-plating of its wings as it crashed into the group, sending them all sprawling.


It vanished into the dust almost as fast as it had appeared, leaving them all dazed and bruised, but otherwise unharmed.


 All except the Captain, who was clutching his bleeding shoulder where the albatross had taken a great chunk out of him with its hooked beak.




 

 

 

 


15—QUARANTINE


 

 

 

 

 

 


The guards rushed to the aid of their leader, but Gem cut in with some brisk orders. ‘No,’ she snapped. ‘Cover us and watch for more of those things. We’ll get him in!’ Gem took the Captain by one arm, Kat grabbed the other and they tried to drag him across the deck. It was no good: the big man was too heavy. Saoirse and Jason grabbed a leg each and they eventually got him moving. Brandon and Liam held open doors and cleared the way, and somehow they managed to get him down to Doctor Chow’s office at the back of the pharmacy.


Chow cleared her desk with a sweep of her arm, and they hauled the Captain up onto it. She took one look at his bloody shoulder and reached for a large white bottle labelled Hydrogen Peroxide. She poured the whole bottle into the wound; the Captain screamed constantly for almost a minute.


‘Will that do it?’ Kat asked. ‘Will that stop any alien infection?’


‘I think so,’ Chow said. ‘I hope so.’


‘No,’ Saoirse said. ‘It won’t.’


Everyone stopped talking to look at the alien girl. Even the Captain seemed interested in what she had to say this time.


‘If it was a bite on his hand, we might have been able to stop it by chopping it off,’ Saoirse informed them. ‘Maybe taking the whole arm off just to make sure. But a shoulder wound means that the infection is in the body by now. It spreads faster than gangrene, and with similar results: most of his nerves and body tissue will start to dissolve soon to provide food for the thanamorph growing inside.’


Kat looked from Saoirse to the Captain, who was hanging on to her every word, his face turning paler and paler. Perhaps knowing his needs and wants, Doctor Chow opened a draw under the desk and pulled out a large bottle of dark rum. The Captain glugged at it like a baby guzzling milk.


While Chow tended to the Captain, the others talked among themselves. ‘So why did we even bring him inside?’ Jason fumed. ‘If it’s a hopeless case, we should have just dumped him in the sea.’


‘Brandon can save him,’ Saoirse said.


All eyes now went to Brandon, who shook his head vehemently. ‘I can’t!’ he protested. ‘The bionoids aren’t programmed to deal with thanamorph DNA. Once there is something growing inside him, there’s nothing I can do.’


‘This is the perfect time to learn though,’ Saoirse said. ‘The infection has just begun—you can monitor the process as the Captain’s DNA is gradually taken over. By recording the change, you can program the bionoids to recognise and work with thanamorph DNA’


Brandon’s eyes widened as he thought this through.


‘Wait a minute,’ Kat said. She wasn’t too keen on the implications of all this. ‘You’re saying that Bran should sit with this guy while one of those monsters grows inside and takes over his body? Isn’t that a little … dangerous? And shouldn’t we be thinking of more important things right now, like getting the hell off this ship?’


‘Well, you can’t just shoot him,’ Liam said, stepping defensively between the Captain and the others. ‘At least now while he’s still human.’


‘At least not while he’s still sober,’ Gem conceded. Jason laughed. Kat wilted at the grim situation they were in.


‘Saoirse is right,’ Brandon said. ‘This might be our best chance to learn about the thanamorphs. We need to use whatever time we have left on the ship to help him.’ He looked to Liam. ‘Can we secure him somewhere though?’


The engineer  thought for a while, but it was  Jason who came up with somewhere: ‘I know a place!’ he said. ‘I found it while exploring the other day. Let’s take him to Quarantine!’


 


———


 


They hauled the Captain out of the pharmacy and down the mall, the avenue of shops and restaurants that formed the spine of the ship. Kat cast worried glances all around. The armed guards who had accompanied the Captain earlier had made themselves scarce, and now other passengers stood and watched them go past with solemn faces and curious eyes. It was as if they could sense a subtle shift in the hierarchy of the ship, now that the forceful personality of the Captain had been subdued.


‘Is it far, this Quar—’ Kat began, and then she paused as they arrived at a set of double doors. She hadn’t expected to see the word QUARANTINE emblazoned in large neon letters above the entrance. Liam pulled a chain of keys from the Captain’s belt and let them in. When he flicked the light switch, Kat’s mouth dropped in awe.


The walls of the wide open space were painted dark blue, and lit by dim purple and pink lights. Scores of pink-felt-topped tables filled the floor, and there was a large square cage, ten metres wide, in the centre of the space. Liam flipped another switch and music started playing: aggressive electronica that set all their nerves on edge.


‘Sorry about that,’ he said, cutting the music. He tried a few more switches, and more lights went on and off, but Quarantine remained shadowy and iniquitous. ‘That’s about as bright as it gets in here, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s get him in the cage.’


Everyone took a limb, and they carried the Captain through what Kat now realised was a casino and nightclub. Although, she couldn’t work out what the original purpose of the cage was.


‘It’s for, um, exotic dancers to perform in,’ Liam explained as he unlocked it. ‘This was an adults-only club.’


‘Exotic dancers?’ Kat said. ‘You mean like exotic animals?’


‘Something like that,’ Liam said. He pulled open the cage door, and after a couple of swings they lobbed the Captain’s senseless bulk inside. He rolled onto his back and gave a drunken gurgle.


‘Bars look strong enough,’ Saoirse said as she walked around the cage, inspecting its integrity. ‘They should hold off a newborn thanamorph for a few minutes at least.’


‘A few minutes?’ Gem gasped.


‘Enough time to aim and put a laser bolt between its eyes,’ Saoirse replied. ‘Come on, let’s go and grab my guns from the locker down in engineering.’ After pestering Liam for the key, Saoirse and Gem left. Kat remembered the Bowie knife that she had refused to give up when they had first come  aboard. It was under a pillow in her cabin. What kind of a soldier was she, that she didn’t keep it on her at all times?


Jason and Liam went off exploring the  club, so Kat sat down next to Brandon, who had pulled a chair up to the edge of the cage. He was focusing his attention on the man inside. ‘So can you really save him?’ Kat asked.


‘Maybe,’ Brandon said. ‘What Saoirse said makes sense, sort of. If I can document the change in human DNA as it’s converted to thanamorph DNA, then the bionoids will eventually be able to recognise the thanamorph genome. It’s like changing the letters of a word, one letter at a time, until you have a whole new word. The only problem is … I’m not sure how much of the process I need to sit through before I have enough info. There might be a point of no return when it’s too late to save him.’


Brandon sighed and his head drooped. There were dark circles under his eyes. ‘You look knackered,’ Kat said. ‘You need a real good rest. Using the bionoids to cancel out sleep only works on other people: it makes you just as tired since it’s your energy that’s powering the bionoids.’


‘Give me a few minutes,’ Brandon said, ‘and when I’ve got the bionoids monitoring the DNA, I can leave them running in the background, and try and get some kip.’


Gem returned and handed Kat one of Saoirse’s laser pistols: it was made of metal and white plastic, and was extremely light in the hand. It looked and felt just like the toy guns she used to  blast pixelated zombies with, when she and Jason used to haunt  the amusement arcade in Leicester Square.


‘So, Kat,’ Gem said, ‘if the Captain turns into one of those things, just blast it between the eyes before it gets out of the cage. Only a laser will do the job, and only if you shoot it through the brain. So don’t lose this, and don’t miss, okay?’


‘Got it,’ Kat said, trying to make her voice sound confident, but it came out as more of a squeak.


‘Alright. Me and the others are going to try and get a few hours’ sleep. It might be the last chance we get before we have to leave the ship. I’ll send Jason to take over your watch at midnight.’


Kat gave Gem a smiling salute.


‘Thank you, Kat,’ Gem said seriously. ‘For looking after him. I couldn’t do it on my own.’


‘You shouldn’t have to,’ Kat said. ‘We’re all in this together, right? Brandon might have all the powers and knowledge, but that doesn’t mean he should have all the responsibility too. We’re just one big sharing, caring family now!’


Gem gave Kat a warm embrace, then gathered-up Jason and Liam and left Quarantine. Brandon was already dozing in his seat, and the Captain seemed to be unconscious, so Kat got up to stretch her legs. She walked a few circuits around the perimeter of the cage, taking her guard duty seriously. One of the club’s walls was mirrored, so she practiced spinning the laser pistol on her finger, drawing and pointing it, in what she hoped was a threatening manner.


Something caught her eye. Scratched into the metal trim of the laser pistol
were two words: Saoirse Gassun. Kat supposed the alien girl had picked out a human-sounding name when she arrived, and scratched it on her weapon so that, if she ran into any trouble with the authorities, she wouldn’t forget who she was supposed to be.


Maybe I’ll need an alien name when we get to Corroza, Kat thought. With fake pointy ears, and purple contact lenses. Could be cool!



On her next circuit of the club, she noticed a pool table where all the balls, still enclosed by the rack, were touching the cushion, rather than set on the spot. A curious thought hit her, so she took the black eight ball from the centre of the rack and set it down on the carpeted floor.


She stood up and stepped back. Sure enough, the ball started to roll, slowly at first, then speeding until it hit the far wall with a loud thunk.


The Proteus was listing. Kat worked out that the ship was going down bow first.


‘Are you going to kill me, then?’


She whirled around, startled out of her thoughts by the calm, deep voice. The Captain had sobered up and stood up, and was watching her from behind the bars of the cage. He looked pale, with a film of sweat covering his face, but his size, strength and sheer physical presence were intimidating even though he was imprisoned.


Kat walked up to face him, pointing the laser pistol as if she meant business. ‘Only if you try to kill me first,’ she countered.


‘It won’t come to that,’ the Captain said. ‘You’re making a mistake locking me up. This disease … infection, whatever it is … I can beat it. I’m too strong to let it take over me; strong in body and mind. I can beat this like a strong will can beat cancer. I won’t let this defeat me!’


Kat tried to keep her reply level and disinterested. ‘I heard that was a myth. Cancer has no respect for strength, or for those that put up a fight, and neither does this alien infection. I’d say you were pretty much doomed. Only Brandon can save you now.’


The Captain looked down at Brandon who was asleep in his chair. ‘Him? What can he do?’


Kat deliberately turned her back on him. Why should she give the time of day to the man who had toyed with her outside on the deck. Explaining the bionoids, and telling him all the other things that they had been through, would only give the Captain more things to talk about, and she didn’t want to talk.


The Captain tried a different tack: ‘Hell, this is a casino. Why don’t you take a gamble? With me stuck in here, it’s going to be chaos as the ship goes down. Yeah, that’s right, I saw your little game with the pool ball. Let me out and I’ll take control of the evac. With me in command again we can all get out of this alive, and I’ll put you and your friends under my protection. But if I stay in here, then it will be chaos and we’ll all go down with the ship!’


‘We have our own plan to get off the ship, thanks very much,’ Kat said. She hoped beyond hope that a plan would materialise.


The Captain was enraged by her calm replies. He shook the bars violently. ‘Damn you kids! We’ve had nothing but trouble since the moment you came on board!’ He coughed violently and doubled over in pain.


Kat approached, the laser pistol held steady in front of her, aimed directly right between the Captain’s eyes. ‘Steady on,’ she said. ‘It looks like anger only speeds up the transformation.’


The Captain glared at her with baleful fury. Kat held his gaze. Was it the dim blue light of the casino that was making his skin look that awful pallid colour? Her concentration was only broken by the doors  banging open and Liam rushing in.


‘Kat!’ he gasped, out of breath. ‘It’s your brother!’


‘Jason? What about him?’ she asked in a sudden panic.


Liam pointed back the way he had come. ‘He’s just outside … he’s hurt …’


Kat ran to the doors and flung them open. They swung shut behind her as she stepped back out into the mall. Jason was nowhere to be seen. She turned around when she heard a click, and then realised she had been tricked.


Liam had locked her out.


No, no, no! ‘Liam!’ she shouted banging on the doors. ‘Let me in now!  Brandon! Bran! Wake up!’


She hammered uselessly for more than a minute. Then, suddenly regaining her senses, she pointed the laser pistol at the lock.


 She started to squeeze the trigger, but then almost dropped the weapon in shock when she heard the sound of a loud gunshot from inside Quarantine.
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Kat! I’ve been shot!


The words appeared in Kat’s head, so loud and hard that they actually hurt her braincells. She had to get inside Quarantine fast, so she turned her attention back to the lock on the door. One light squeeze of the laser pistol’s trigger was all it took, and with a ZZAP!! the lock disintegrated. She ran into the nightclub, not seeing Brandon at first, then spotting him rolling about on the floor near the cage door.


The door was open, and the Captain had gone.


Kat dropped down beside Brandon, who was clutching his leg and moaning.


‘He shot me!’ he said between gritted teeth. ‘Liam shot me! The Captain told him to make sure I couldn’t follow, so he put a bullet in my shin. Argh!’


Kat pulled Brandon’s hands away. Blood gushed out from the perfect little round hole in his jeans. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ she snapped. ‘Bionoid yourself!’


Brandon seemed delirious with pain and shock. His eyeballs rolled about randomly. ‘Can’t!’ he muttered. ‘Got to keep  tracking the Captains DNA change …’


And then he passed out.


‘Holy Hell!’ Kat complained. She ran behind the bar and searched about until she found an unopened can of Pepsi that had rolled under the counter. She shook the can as she returned to Brandon, and pulled the ring in his face. He snorted and spluttered as bubbles fizzed up his nose.


‘What the— Oh no, now I’ve lost the connection!’ He lay back on the carpet in defeat. ‘So much for Saoirse’s plan to  to learn to work with thanamorph DNA.’


‘Well, forget about Saoirse’s plan for now,’ Kat said. ‘Let’s go with my plan instead. You need to heal yourself so that we can make like a tree and leave this party!’


Brandon laughed. He screwed up his eyes tight and focused his energy, willpower—and his millions of tiny robot helpers—inwards. Kat watched in fascinated awe as the leaden tip of the point-two-two hunting rifle bullet emerged from Brandon’s wound and fell out onto the carpet. The blood congealed before her eyes, and then blackened into a crusty scab. As Kat reached out to touch it, it fell away leaving only clean pink skin beneath.


Brandon jumped to his feet. ‘So what’s the plan?’ he asked. ‘How are we getting off the ship?’


‘We’re not,’ Kat told him.


Brandon raised a thick black eyebrow.


‘We’re going to find the others, load up on food and weapons, and find a defensible place to hole-up for as long as we can; preferably somewhere high up near the back of the ship.’


Brandon frowned. ‘Or, we could try and quickly get to a lifeboat before—’


Kat shook her head. ‘It’ll be chaos fighting for the lifeboats. And where have we got more chance of being found and rescued? Floating in a tiny boat, easy picking for alien sharks? Or on the rear deck of biggest thing in the ocean for miles around?’


She took Brandon’s hand. ‘And at the last minute, you can wrap us up in one of your bionoid bubbles and we’ll float away as the ship goes down. If we haven’t been rescued by then, or immediately afterward, well … then there was never any hope anyway.’


Kat held Brandon’s gaze as she waited for his reaction. After about a minute seemingly chewing it over, he nodded. ‘It’s a good plan,’ he said. ‘I can sense Jason and Gem in their cabins. Let’s go find them. God knows where Saoirse is—she’s wearing her bionoid-proof clothes as usual—but there are some people right outside the door here …’


‘Well, if you can sense them, then at least we know they’re human,’ Kat said. ‘And if they’re out to cause any trouble, I’m packing hot laser! Let’s go!’


 


———


 


There were two people waiting for them as they emerged from Quarantine: a man and a woman, both of them toting military-grade weaponry. The man had a submachine gun held low against his hip, and the woman held a bulky rectangular pistol out in front of her, twisted ninety degrees at the wrist for extra attitude. They looked dangerous: toughened-up and emotionally frazzled by the apocalypse.


‘We heard gunshots,’ the woman said. ‘What’s goin’ on? What are you kids doing?’


‘What you got there, Squirt?’ the man drawled, eyeing-up Kat’s laser pistol. ‘Hand over all your weapons. Slowly. Point them at us though, and you’re fish food.’


Kat heard Brandon’s voice in her head. Now what’s your plan? He sounded calm and amused.


Oh, um, can you put them to sleep with the bionoids? she thought back.


I can do, but  only one at a time. Difficult to concentrate on both at once. Might be risky either way—they’re ready to shoot at the first sign of trouble. Reckon you can disarm the girl with the Uzi?


The girl with the what?


The Uzi! The big bad ass pistol!


Kat laughed, which only made their opponents scowl and inch forward. Okay, she thought to Brandon. On three then! Three …


Two … Brandon counted.


One … go!


Kat offered out her laser pistol, muzzle pointing down. But quick as a flash she jerked her wrist and spun the lightweight weapon around, shooting at the Uzi woman before she could react.


Uzi woman’s hand vanished in a flash of light and the Uzi itself dropped to the floor with a thud. There was another thud as the man next to her fell too and embarked on an afternoon nap.


‘Run,’ Kat recommended to Uzi woman, who took her advice and fled.


Brandon slung the machine gun over his shoulder, clipped the Uzi to his belt, and they set off down the mall … literally down it, since the tilt of the ship was now worryingly apparent in the long corridor of shops. To make matters worse, for  thirty terrifying seconds the ship seemed to shake and vibrate, accompanied by a horrible groaning sound from below decks. The lights in the mall flickered off and on and off again.


Kat and Brandon paused at the foot of a stairwell. ‘The generators and turbines probably just flooded,’ Brandon guessed. ‘We might need torches before we need water wings.’


Kat gave him a nudge. ‘Just keep moving. Right now I just want to be up near the top deck and not get trapped down here.’


Brandon leaped up the steps two at a time, despite being weighed down with guns. What had put him in such a playful mood? Kat guessed that it was the sheer pressure and excitement at having to focus on one simple goal: surviving. For the next few hours at least, Brandon wouldn’t have the cares of the universe on his shoulders.


Below them there was a clang as something was knocked over, and a smash as glass was broken.


Kat and Brandon froze. ‘What was that?’ Kat asked, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.


‘I can’t sense anyone nearby,’ Brandon said, ‘which means …’


‘… that it’s not human this time,’ Kat finished. ‘Come on, keep going! Let’s just hope it finds other people to chase!’


They made their way up and back to the topmost cabins near the stern of the Proteus. They took a wide berth around other passengers they encountered, but they could still hear shouts, bangs and the occasional scream echoing about the ship. It was a chaos they definitely wanted to avoid. Eventually, they made it to the cabins, and were hurrying up a long corridor, with  doors on either side, when Brandon motioned for them to stop.


‘What is it?’ Kat hissed. ‘We’re almost there!’


‘Gem and Jason are right up ahead,’ Brandon confirmed, ‘but there’s someone or something else …


‘Something?’ Kat squeaked. ‘Human? Thanamorph? Saoirse? What is it?’


One of the doors ahead was ajar. Kat noticed a trail of red splatters that led along the carpet and into the cabin. She didn’t need Brandon’s bionoid powers to work out that a trail of human blood meant that someone was still alive … or at least had been when they entered the cabin. Someone who had been injured, bitten probably, and was now desperately trying to find some help from friends …


She went ahead of Brandon and pushed the door open with her foot.


‘Liam?’


The engineer was sitting on the cabin floor, propped up against the edge of the bed. He had one hand pressed against the side of his face, and was sweating profusely. His long brown hair was matted and greasy, and his skin was pale.


Kat knelt down next to him. ‘Are you alright? What happened?’


‘I thought … I thought I could save the Captain,’ he said softly. ‘I thought if I got us to a lifeboat, I could then put him in the water … float him on the end of a rope or something … keep him chilled like the others in the freezer … so that he wouldn’t turn, and maybe even the other things would steer clear of us too.’


‘Not a bad plan, actually,’ Brandon grunted from where he was leaning against the door frame. ‘A warm-blooded host wouldn’t transform as fast, if at all, in cold water.’


‘But he did turn, right?’ Kat said. ‘Before you could get him off the ship?’


Liam burst into tears and lowered his hand from his face: his right ear had been chewed off, and awful teeth marks scored  his cheek and neck. ‘Can you help me?’ he sobbed.


Kat looked to Brandon, who shook his head. His eyes fell to Kat’s laser pistol, and Liam caught the look.


‘Oh god, oh god, oh god, just do it! Do it now! Shoot me now and get it over with. I don’t want to become one of them. The Captain’s whole body tore open when he changed. The flesh just fell away …’


Liam had put his hands over Kat’s and guided the laser pistol up to his forehead. Brandon gave Kat a curt nod and left the cabin. She had the implicit permission of two people, but Kat’s fingers were frozen on the trigger. She just couldn’t kill a fellow human, not even as an act of mercy.


Then another hand appeared and took the pistol from her. It was Jason. ‘It’s okay, sis,’ he said. ‘Let me do this.’


Kat got up and went to join Brandon in the hall. She held him close and tried to block out the conversation inside.


‘Hello, mate. You look rough.’


‘I’m sorry, Jason. I wanted to come with you, into space and all that, but it just seemed too fantastical and unreal. I just couldn’t believe it. The Captain’s always been good to me, so I …’


‘It’s alright. I don’t believe some of the crazy shit that I’ve seen sometimes either. Hey what’s that? Look out there, you can see the Moon …’


‘What? I don’t see—’


ZZAP!!
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Kat found Gem in the cabin, throwing supplies into a holdall: torches, waterproof jackets, tins of food they’d had with them since leaving the mainland, and a couple of distress flares they had scavenged while aboard the Proteus. She had another of Saoirse’s laser pistols, which she happily gave to Kat. Jason swapped the other with Brandon, in exchange for the submachine gun and the Uzi.


Kat went for her Bowie knife that was stashed under her pillow. Its thirty-centimetre clip-pointed blade was strangely comforting. The question was, would she ever actually get to use it? Could she take down one of the silver-armoured thanamorphs with just a knife?


She examined the weapon wistfully. The handle was covered with dark green rubberised plastic; at least it would be nicely camouflaged in the jungles around Perazim, if they ever made it to Corroza.


Jason was going through a professional inspection of the new firepower, at the same time as telling Gem about Liam’s fate. Kat noticed Brandon turn away in response to  her brother’s offhand manner. She watched him walk to the window and stare out over the turbulent grey sea.


‘The sub is fully loaded,’ Jason reported, ‘but even so, thirty rounds aren’t going to last long. Let’s hope Saoirse gets back soon.’  Jason had dressed himself in matching red tracksuit top and bottoms, and bright white trainers. He looked ridiculous, but somehow tough and threatening at the same time.


‘Where is Saoirse?’ Kat wondered aloud, looking around the cabin.


‘Out scouting for ammo and supplies,’ her brother told her. ‘I offered to go with her, but she insisted she operates better alone. So I decided to stay and guard Gem instead.’


Gem gave him a look. ‘I told her that it would be me keeping you out of trouble,’ she said.


Kat started telling Gem and Jason of her plan to try and remain on the ship for as long as possible, but she tailed off when she heard Brandon punch the window in frustration. When she looked over she saw it shiver and vibrate as if he was pummelling it with the bionoids.


‘I wanted to help Saoirse, Kat,’ he said when she went to him. ‘She came all the way from Corroza for my help and I’ve just been useless to her. She gave me a simple job: monitor the thanamorph DNA, and I screwed it up. I could have saved Liam if I’d have just done something, anything to stop him letting the Captain out.’


Kat shook her head. ‘Liam made the wrong choice, not you. He paid the price …’


‘I tried to teach Saoirse how to use the bionoids herself earlier on the voyage,’ he went on, ‘before all this craziness went down—I mean, she’s clever enough to control them—but I couldn’t quite work out how to sync her brainwaves with them. Now look at the mess we’ve gotten into. She must be wishing she never bothered coming here.’


Kat didn’t know what to say. Brandon trusted Saoirse enough to try and teach her to use the bionoids, but he didn’t trust me. Or maybe he just didn’t think I was clever enough!


She put a hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, trying to find something to say that would help. ‘Sometimes you can’t be the one saving the universe all the time. Sometimes, when things go to hell, you’ve just got to be brave and hang in there!’


The ship rolled and a great wave of water sloshed over the deck and smacked against the cabins below them, sending  white spray up that splattered against the window, making them both jump in surprise. A flash of lightning lit up the violent sea, and then a jarring groan of thunder completed the triple whammy.


‘Well that’s just great,’ Brandon said, but at least he flashed a grim smile. ‘Just what we needed: a storm to liven things up. I think it would be safer  in hell!’


‘Come on, troops,’ Gem said, slinging her pack over her shoulder. ‘Let’s make a move.’


They filed back out into the corridor. Jason took the lead, holding the submachine gun up high at his shoulder, in the kind of threatening position that showed potential enemies that he meant business. ‘Where are we heading anyway?’ he called back along the line.


Kat was bringing up the rear. ‘Take the next stairs up,’ she said. ‘There’s a restaurant I found at the rear of the ship. Nobody goes up there now—nobody human, anyway. And there are windows looking out over the rear deck, so we can watch for rescuers.’


Jason kicked open the door to the stairs. ‘And what are our chances of being rescued … honestly?’


‘Fifty-five-point-five percent,’ Brandon said with a straight face, which he held as Jason looked back at him with an incredulous expression.


‘I sent out a distress signal, remember,’ Kat said. ‘From the bridge. We’ve just got to trust that—Jason, look out!’


Something was crashing down the stairwell: something humanoid and silvery. Jason let rip with the submachine gun. Bullets sprayed in all directions. The noise the gun made was a surprising light airy whipping sound. Some shots hit the thanamorph as it careened down the zig-zagging steps, tearing into its broad chest and ripping away chunks of its knife-like claws. But still it kept on coming.


‘Jason!’ Gem shouted. ‘Short controlled bursts, remember!’


Jason paused for a fraction of a second. The thanamorph rounded the final twist in the stairs and crouched as if ready to pounce. But it didn’t get the chance: Jason squeezed the trigger and hammered five rounds right between the monster’s red eyes. It collapsed in a heap with  a sound like that of a bag of scrap metal hitting the floor.


They picked their way carefully around the creature’s remains. As the others started to climb the stairs, Kat knelt and picked up a piece of the thanamorph’s metallic armour. She dragged it around in the sticky black blood, marking out an arrow on the floor that pointed the way they were going.


‘That’s so Saoirse knows where to find us,’ she explained.


Gem was impressed. ‘You know you’d fit right in on the MI Zero training program. Lateral thinking in high-pressure situations … that’s just the kind of skills they need when it comes to dealing with unpredictable scenarios such as alien invasions. We could be agents together one day, Kat!’


Kat sighed. ‘Maybe if I train hard, I’ll be ready for the next alien invasion,’ she said. ‘We don’t even know yet if anyone’s left from MI Zero. I hope Lieutenant Hewson is still around at least.’


‘It’ll be just us four then,’ Gem insisted as they climbed the stairs. ‘We’ll continue the fight in their name!’


‘I don’t want to fight,’ Kat said, trying to shrug off Gem’s excitement.


‘You don’t want to avenge your parents? I think about mine all the time, and poor old James … those aliens destroyed my entire life. If we ever get off this ship I’m going to go after them so hard …’


‘I don’t want to fight,’ Kat said. ‘I don’t want to avenge. I just want to live, Gem. Is that too much to ask?’


‘Living well is the best revenge,’ Brandon chimed in philosophically.


They reached the top of the stairs. ‘Turn left here,’ Kat said.


‘Look ahead with the bionoids, Brandon,’ Gem added.


Brandon nodded. ‘Remember I can see ahead but not sense thanamorphs, so I could miss something that's hiding. But I think it’s safe.’ He turned to Jason as they  advanced carefully. ‘How does it feel letting Gem and Kat come up with all the ideas and call the shots?’


‘I don’t care,’ Jason replied. ‘Just so long as I still get to shoot things!’


 


———


 


They made it to the restaurant where Kat had hidden earlier. It seemed like days ago now, but in fact it had only been a few hours. The spectacular view out of the wide rear windows was now a roiling vista of crashing waves, grey dust clouds and violent rain. Hail was battering at the deck beyond, and visibility was so bad that they could barely see the white navigation light at the stern of the ship.


Kat found the switch that turned on the lights in the chandelier. The elaborate crystal structure swung about as the ship rode the waves, and the lights flickered constantly. Jason straight away found Kat’s tinned-bean curry, which was still warm. He spooned some into his mouth straight from the pot, and didn’t even flinch when the chilli powder hit his taste buds. Kat and Gem got busy right away pulling tables into the centre of the floor to form fortifications. Brandon used his powers to set up visual feedback in nearby passages, from where enemies might approach.


‘Don’t give yourself brain-ache,’ Kat told him, going over to where he was sitting on a barstool concentrating. ‘Save your strength until we really need it. We’ll get through this with barricades and bullets!’


‘It’s just so frustrating,’ he said. ‘After all we’ve been through, to find and master this amazing technology, and now we can’t use it.’


‘Trust me,’ Kat said. ‘We’ll get through this too, and then you’ll get your chance to save some people back on your home planet.’ She kissed him and delighted in the awkward face he made. ‘Come on, show me your laser pistol! How many blasts have you got left?’


They held their weapons side-by-side and checked the glowing read-outs on the back of the barrel, where the hammer would have been in a conventional firearm. Brandon had enough charge for twenty-two shots; Kat had twenty-four. ‘How many bullets you got, Jason?’ she called over to her brother.


‘Only ten rounds left in the sub,’ her replied. ‘This curry could do with spicing up a bit, you know. I feel like something a bit stronger, seeing that this could very well be my last meal. Oh yeah, and the Uzi’s fully-loaded: twenty rounds!’


Kat shivered at the casual morbidity in Jason’s voice. There didn’t seem to be any fear or shock in any of them anymore, just a grim acceptance that things were going to be tough now, forever. The way that her brother obsessed about guns and ammo; the way that Gem  acted like she was leading a mission; the way that Brandon felt like he had to save the universe … they certainly weren’t kids anymore. What a way to grow up!


She tried to stack two tables on top of each other, but Gem talked her out of it. ‘Put one in front of the other. Height won’t help us here—it will just restrict our views. We just need to create obstacles to slow the thanamorphs down so we can get in clean shots and conserve ammo.’ She passed Kat a pile of white linen tablecloths. ‘Here, use these to bind the barricade together, or else this whole structure is going to slide apart at the next big wave.’


Kat gave Gem a salute, but her heart wasn’t really in the mood for joking around as normal. What was that strange feeling at the pit of her stomach, rising up to her mouth? A metallic taste, like aluminium … Fear, that was it! She looked out into the storm. There was almost as much water in the sky as there was in the sea; a rescue ship would most likely pass right by them without even seeing them, and surely no helicopters or planes could fly in this weather.


She secured the obstacles to one another, and also to the columns that held the ceiling up, grimly noting that, despite the swell of the rollers, one corner of the restaurant was noticeably lower than the others. The ship was listing quite badly both to prow and starboard. How fast would they go down, she wondered. Would the Proteus simply slip beneath the waves, or would it suddenly plunge nose-down like a dropped stone?


Jason must have noticed the fear in her eyes. ‘Come on, Sis, we’ve gotten out of plenty of other tight spots. Remember Stonehenge?’


‘At least the sun was shining that day! Hey, point that thing away from me!’


Jason was trying to find a comfortable firing position from behind the barricade. He had made a rest for the submachine gun with a padded chair seat, and was staring at Kat down the scope.


Brandon appeared from the kitchen with a collection of butcher’s knives. ‘Maybe they have a weak point,’ he said. ‘Under the chin or something …’ He stared at his reflection in the blades, seemingly lost in thought. ‘I can’t believe I’m considering the practicalities of engaging a genetically-engineered killing machine in hand-to-hand combat.’


Kat took his hand. ‘How long do you think you can keep us afloat in a bubble, if we escape both the ship and the thanamorphs?’


‘Ten minutes? Twenty at most, maybe? The physics involved in keeping us afloat mean that I might be able to hold a bigger bubble longer because of the surface area—’


Kat interrupted him: ‘But if there’s no chance of rescue after that, can you use the bionoids to … you know … make it all go away?’


Brandon’s ashen expression was the saddest thing Kat had seen so far in the months since the meteors started falling. He nodded glumly. Then, quick as a flash his eyes widened and he snapped of it. ‘They’re coming!’ he said. ‘It’s time to fight!’


They all ran to the centre of the fortifications: an island of clear floor surrounded by concentric semi-circles of tipped-up tables and upside-down chairs, all hooked, tied and piled together to make enemy progress across them slow. They watched the double doors nervously.


‘I saw one of them pass by the doors a second ago,’ Brandon said. ‘I have no idea where it is now. There are two more approaching now, sniffing around, and there’s another one in the amusement arcade directly below us.’


Gem glanced back at the wall of glass behind them. ‘Let’s just hope that they’re not smart enough to go out on deck and come at us through the windows.’


‘Well, Saoirse did say that they take on characteristics of their hosts,’ Brandon said,’ so I guess human-born thanamorphs are going to be the smartest we’ve seen so far.’


‘And,’ Jason added ominously, ‘there’s a crazy Captainamorph out there somewhere. I’ll bet he’s transformed into one big bad mother—’


The doors burst open and two thanamorphs came barging in. Jason was ready for them: he shot the first in the head before it had even set claw in the restaurant. The second monster made it to the first layer of obstacles. It waved its powerful armoured claws in front of it, and smashed a thick wooden table  into kindling. Jason took his time to aim and take it down in one shot.


‘Alright!’ he whooped. ‘You were right, Sis—this must be the safest place in the entire Atlantic right now, which isn’t saying much, but still … we should be okay so long as the ship is still afloat. What time did you say the rescuers were coming here?’


Kat hoped that her earlier transmission had got through. ‘I called MI Zero,’ she said. ‘If anyone can reach us—anyone who will actually want to reach us—it’s them.’


More silvery thanamorphs were gathering outside the doors. In the shadows, their proportions made them  look human, but as they lurched closer, their sharp edges and cold alien eyes made them look like the least-human things that Kat had ever seen. In the middle of the alien crowd, one giant thanamorph stood head-and-shoulders above the rest; as it raised it voice in a harsh shriek, the others seemed to respond, rushing forward to storm the barricades.


And as they did so, a terrible sound of ripping metal presaged the final death-dive of the Proteus. The floor tipped at a forty-five degree angle; a gradient that was too steep for the makeshift barriers that protected Kat and her friends …


The tables strained and twisted, breaking free of their anchors, and suddenly the whole entangled defensive structure was sliding down towards the doors of the room: towards the alien horde that was assembling there. Jason screamed the loudest as they skidded to meet the enemy, and he fired his gun with abandon, emptying the clip then hurling it aside to use the Uzi. Brandon too, sliding into the chaos on an upturned table like it was a toboggan, was blasting blindly with his laser pistol. Kat felt Gem hug her tight as they tumbled after the boys.


‘Don’t look!’ the older girl said, but Kat faced oblivion with eyes wide-open.
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Kat’s whole world contracted and reduced to just one point of focus: a snarling, crouching monster that was clambering up the sloping floor towards her, while she skidded down to meet it. Its supple limbs were corded with armour-plated muscle that gleamed in the yellow light of the swinging chandelier. Claws as long as Kat’s forearms spread out, almost as if the thanamorph had been thrown a ball to catch, and its wide jaws opened in anticipation of delivering a fatal bite.


All around her, Kat could hear shouts, gunshots, screams and laser blasts. She could feel Gem behind her one second, but then the next she was torn away by either an alien or falling furniture—it was impossible to tell which. Kat could only see one thing now: red devil eyes, glowing from within, as if the alien was some kind of machine … which it almost  was: nurtured in a lab, shaped and refined until it was the perfect killing machine. It was invincible when put up against the entire animal kingdom of Earth and the ninety-nine-point-nine-nine percent of humans who weren’t crack shots with a laser gun.


Kat had a laser gun but she certainly wasn’t a crack shot. Her first three blasts went wide; her next two bounced off the shiny angles of the thanamorph’s armour. It seemed only a dead-on hit would do it, but her next shot was good: by chance she hit the creature in the middle of its shin, and its whole clawed foot fell off. The thanamorph didn’t care though, or even seem to notice, and a fraction of a second later Kat fell into its arms.


The steely claws wrapped around her like a cage. The alien’s breath was hot and smoky, like the heat from a kitchen extractor fan. Its mouth opened wider than Kat’s head, and its fangs were like a row of chef’s knives.


But Kat had a knife too, and acting purely on instinct, trying to avoid the venomous points of the alien’s teeth, she jammed her arm between its gnashing rows. The Bowie knife entered the thanamorph’s brain via the palate of its mouth, and the light died behind the red eyes as Kat stared into them.


But there was no prize for her victory, no let-up in the danger. As the dead thanamorph fell away, with Kat’s knife lodged in its skull, another took its place. Kat whipped up her laser pistol and fired eights blasts at it. The last blast burned away the alien’s head, and its body crumpled down on top of the other one.


But still there was no respite. Two more aliens closed in, and then Kat was swamped by a sudden cold wave of freezing water, laden with chunks of ice and globules of dust. The water surged up over her, causing her to lose her grip on the laser pistol. Then almost as soon as it had begun, the water subsided, and the tilting floor righted itself as the ship was  buoyed by a wave. But the thanamorphs were still there, water gleaming on their silvery skin. Kat’s hopes of survival had drained away with the water; her only thought now was how strangely pretty the humanoid monsters looked, how graceful and sparkling in the intermittent light.


She wondered if Brandon, Gem or Jason were still alive; if any of them would ever escape. All she hoped for now was that if she did get bitten, that she would slip away and drown before a thanamorph could make use of her body …


Shouts and yells interrupted her thoughts. Two people suddenly appeared and fell between Kat and the circling thanamorphs. A man and a woman. More specifically, the same man and woman who Kat and Brandon had relieved of their weapons outside Quarantine. The thanamorphs fell upon them like scraps at a table. There were other people rushing in to the restaurant; a whole crowd of them, fleeing from the rising seawater; running into the arms of the aliens. Everywhere Kat looked, the thanamorphs were jumping onto the panicking, unarmed crew and ripping chunks out of them.


 Then the lights all went out, plunging the stricken ship into darkness.


A gloved hand took Kat’s own, and Saoirse said: ‘Come on! We’re leaving this party!’


‘You’re back!’ was all Kat could say.


‘I thought I’d bring some help,’ the alien girl said. She flicked a switch on the side of her laser rifle and a beam of light extended from beneath the barrel. She pointed it up the sloping floor, up at the reinforced glass windows that looked out onto the rear deck.


Kat could only hear gurgling screams in the darkness around her. ‘They don’t sound like they’re helping much!’


Saoirse gave her a grim look. ‘They’re keeping the thanamorphs busy, aren’t they? I knocked all the lifeboats free so they had nowhere to go but back here.’


Kat could only manage a stupefied gape at the horror of it all. Saoirse continued squeezing her hand as she pulled the trigger of her rifle and shattered the rear windows with a blast of red energy. Millions of shards of flying glass now added to the dangers in what at that moment must have been the most hazardous place in the entire universe, let alone on Earth.


Saoirse threw Kat to the floor and covered her as a metre-long shard sliced past and embedded itself in the back of the nearest thanamorph. Kat had barely time to react before she was dragged to her feet again. ‘We need to be out on deck,’ Saoirse said. ‘There’s a spaceship coming!’


A spaceship! Maybe she had been too optimistic to think MI Zero would ever find them, especially in this storm, but the thought of a spaceship coming instead filled Kat with dread. Whether it was the brutal balaks, or the civilised zelfs, Kat guessed that they’d be more interested in saving the bionoids than saving lives.


Both of them on all fours now, Kat followed Saoirse up to the window bay. They had to scramble awkwardly over the moaning victim of a thanamorph bite—a young man of barely twenty who was tangled in the remains of the barricade, a bloody bite in his neck. Saoirse and Kat left him behind—what would be the point of trying to help him?—and continued clambering up. Behind them another surge of water flooded in, soaking them with spray. The floor started to tilt again.


Kat spared a second to think of the others. She sent her thoughts out to Brandon, who was fast to reply: We’re okay! his voice rang in her head. Jason’s still got the laser gun; Gem’s finding us a way up and out; I managed to use the bionoids to shield us from the glass. We’ll see you on deck!


The floor was almost vertical now, and the restaurant below was a frothing pool of churning water, where humans and thanamorphs thrashed and splashed about. Saoirse had made it to the window ledge and reached down to pull Kat up. What was once a drop-off beyond the window was now almost horizontal: a wall that was now a platform they could walk on. The rear deck of the ship had almost turned ninety degrees; the wooden decking  rose like a cliff in front of them. A river  cascaded from the swimming pool that was emptying as the angle steepened. The white light that marked the aftermost rail at the stern of the ship was now the highest point above sea level … but it wouldn’t be above sea level for long.


Brandon, Gem and Jason were waiting in the hail storm outside the window ledge; all three of them soaking and bruised. They had ignited their handheld signal flares, but the red glows were barely visible in the downpour. Lightning flashed, but there was no horizon to light up—the Proteus was surrounded now by fountains of spray and clouds of shimmering water particles, as the trapped air in the  underwater foredeck forced its way up and whipped the sea into frenzy: the death throes of a great beast going unwillingly to its grave.


‘Where is this bloody spaceship then?’ Jason shouted, turning to shoot a thanamorph that had tried to follow them out of the window. ‘Damn it!’ he raged ‘That was my last shot!’


‘We need to hold out as long as we can!’ Gem shouted over the deafening sounds of the sea. She look up to the very stern of the ship. ‘Can we get up there somehow?’

Kat looked around. A cable ran from the end of the ship to the top of the superstructure. She nudged Saoirse. ‘Shoot  that cable free!’


Saoirse nodded, and took out the cable’s moorings with one precise shot. The cable swung loose, dangling down from the stern, a perfect climbing rope that offered another fifty metres of escape from the devouring sea. They didn’t waste time arguing over who should go first: Saoirse grabbed the rope, and started walking up the deck. The others followed. Once more, Kat’s world closed in until all she could think of was grabbing the rope with one hand after another, and keeping her feet on the deck. The pain in her arms was acute; her feet constantly threatened to slip away beneath her; and despite their efforts, they were barely climbing faster than the ship was sinking.


She risked a glance backwards: the superstructure, made up of all the upper decks, was now completely beneath the waves. A great gush of water belched out of the restaurant windows. There were no more air pockets to keep the ship up any longer; the all-devouring sea rushed up to meet them. And they were only half-way up the cable … there wasn’t even going to be any chance of a dramatic rescue from the very end of the stern.


The Proteus was vertical now: One hundred thousand tonnes of steel and aluminium plummeting five kilometres to the bottom of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge; to a grave where it would never ever be found again. Kat’s mind wasn’t on such trivia though. All she could think of, as strange red and blue flashing lights could be seen breaking through the clouds above, was that they weren’t going to make it and they were going to get dragged down in the vortex left behind in the ship’s wake.


‘Brandon,’ she gasped. Now would have been a good time to wrap them all in a protective bubble, even if it meant being swallowed by the sea and spat out miles away from any chance of rescue. But Brandon, above her on the cable, evidently had other ideas: Kat suddenly felt her muscles pulling in oxygen, and her blood surging through her body. Rejuvenated, she powered up the cable at twice the speed she had being climbing before. The bionoids were forcing her body into action, hastening her power of recovery. Saoirse and the others were already at the top, and with the cold grey sea lapping at her heels, Kat too reached the rail at the stern of the ship. But she didn’t stop there: she pulled herself upright, until she was actually standing on the rail, arms out for balance …

 
… Then she stepped off and into the open hatch of Discord, where Lieutenant Hewson was standing ready to take her in his arms.


The black-clad, black-skinned MI Zero agent held Kat in a strong embrace as the long, sleek spaceship began to rise clear of the dangerous waves. ‘I got your call, Katherine,’ he said to her. ‘I’m always happy to provide a taxi for you kids. Sorry it took so long; it took us a while to get this ship up and running again.’


Kat was laughing and shaking in relief. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ she said. ‘I’m sorry too that we stayed out too late—’


She was cut off as she found herself being tugged back out of the ship. Something had grabbed hold of her ankle. Hewson managed to take her wrist, but ended up tumbling halfway out of the ship with her. Kat found herself hanging in mid-air, being stretched like an elastic doll in two directions.


She looked down.


The tempestuous sea was still only metres away—spurts and whooshing geysers were now the only evidence that the Proteus had ever existed. But something had jumped from the stricken ship at the last minute and caught Kat by the ankle. The biggest and most fearsome thanamorph of them all was now climbing up her leg, its incredible bulk—twice the weight of the Captain who had spawned it—threatening to pop Kat’s bones out of their sockets.


She screamed in horror and looked back up. Jason and Brandon were holding on to each of Hewson’s legs, trying to pull him back in. Hewson reached for the gun at his holster with his free hand, but then Discord was buffeted by battering winds, and the gun was ripped from his hand and lost to the sea.


‘Help!’ Kat yelled. ‘Get it off me!’ The thanamorph was trying to perform some kind of pull-up motion, bending its elbows in order to bring its venomous fangs closer to her. Saoirse appeared at the hatch above with her laser rifle. ‘I can’t get a clear shot!’ she said, a trace of panic in her voice for the first time since Kat had known her.


Kat kicked at the top of thanamorph’s head. It was like stamping down on hard pavement, and she felt a jolt of pain as her ankle twisted. The leg that the alien was hanging onto had already gone dead. She felt like she was going to black out with the pain that coursed through every ligament in her body, and only the stinging cold spray of seawater kept her conscious.


Kat was frantic. A laser bolt zapped past her ear as Saoirse tried, and failed, to shoot off the creature. Kat looked up and saw her taking aim for another shot … one that could take Kat’s head off just as easily as it could the thanamorph’s.


Then she noticed Gem at the open hatch. Brandon’s sister took something from Saoirse’s belt, and lay down and passed it to Hewson, who took it in his free hand. The lieutenant then handed it down to Kat.


Her Bowie knife! Saoirse must have pulled it out of the skull of the dead thanamorph back on the ship! Suddenly the odds had tipped, if not completely in Kat’s favour, then at least by a few percentage points.


She reached down to where the thanamorph was gripping her leg and started to saw at its claws, slotting the blade between the joins in its armour plating, crunching it back and forth over the ligaments. She felt Hewson gripping her other wrist with both hands; she felt Brandon’s presence inside her head, encouraging her as his bionoids fuelled her efforts. From above she heard Jason shout, ‘Come on, Sis!’


The thanamorph howled at her—an inhuman screech that almost made her drop the knife. But then one alien limb, relieved of its claws, fell away. She moved on to the next, shouting down at the thanamorph as she worked away, spitting her words into its face as its slathering jaws got closer and closer. ‘I know you wanted to be rid of me the moment we stepped on board!’ she raged, remembering the Captain’s meaty hands gripping her neck the first time they met him; remembering the cruel tricks and selfish schemes he had masterminded. ‘Well now I’m leaving! But you forgot one vital thing …’


She tore through the final knuckle, and the weight and pain instantly vanished as the thanamorph fell away.


‘… the captain always goes down with his ship!’


The tragic monster only howled in rage and despair as it smacked into the swell of the sea below. Its burning red eyes never left Kat’s as it vanished beneath the waves.
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When they were all inside, with the hatch sealed, it was immediately a different world: like waking up after a really, really bad dream. The sea, the storm, the screams … all of them had now vanished, and been replaced by the warm, softly-lit interior of Discord. The raging elements barely troubled the spaceship’s stabilising systems. Kat felt like she may as well have been at home in London, alone in the house on a still and quiet night.


Lieutenant Hewson  just sat and waited while they all flopped on the hard—but dry and level!—floor of Discord’s midsection. When Kat finally caught her breath and propped herself up on her elbows, the MI Zero soldier gave her a smile and a friendly wink.


‘Nice work, Agent Brown,’ he said.


Kat tutted. ‘Not you too,’ she said, throwing Gem a look.


‘I keep telling her she’d make a great new recruit,’ Gem said. ‘She’s never once lost her cool, despite the scrapes we’ve found ourselves in.’


Even Jason seemed to agree. ‘Just don’t give her a position that outranks me,’ he said. ‘I’m not taking orders from my sister!’


Military Intelligence: Department Zero: a secret organisation that dated back to the 1950s, who devoted their time to chasing down suspected alien hardware and biology, and then either capturing or destroying it.


Kat had no interest in either. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m not joining your little gang. Good job getting the ship up and running again, but we can’t stay here and fight. Me and Brandon really having to be getting back to his homeworld now.’ She looked over to where Brandon was picking himself up off the floor. ‘Right?’


Brandon dug into his jeans and pulled out the five thousand Euro gaming chip from the Casino Royale. It held the superluminal drive: the one thing they needed to turn Discord back into a true spaceship again. ‘Right!’ he confirmed, and made his way to the connecting door that led to the cockpit.


‘We need to leave as soon as possible,’ Saoirse agreed. ‘There are a million things that could go wrong if we stay here for much longer. The extreme weather is only going to get worse, and there are bigger thanamorphs out there than those we’ve seen so far. The ones that originally escaped from the saucer … well, I’ve not seen them myself, but don’t forget: a thanamorph can only infect a creature smaller than itself, so the thing that bit the whale that sunk your parents’ ship …’


‘… must have been bigger than the whale itself,’ Kat finished, a chill returning to her body at the memory. She turned to Hewson. ‘You and your team were with Bran and Jason on the saucer before it crashed. They saw some strange dinosaur-like creatures running loose, didn’t they? When I was on board the first time—the time we got captured by the balaks—they were growing them in a lab!’


Hewson looked troubled. ‘I saw them,’ he said. ‘Are you saying they might have kept on growing?’


‘The engineers of the thanamorph project were always interested in creating the biggest thanamorph possible,’ Saoirse told Hewson. ‘Something that would be the largest predator on any planet it was unleashed upon. They wanted to make sure that no native species would be safe from it. I was only the guard at the research lab, remember, but I heard the scientists talk about it sometimes. It was only a theory back then, but they called it the Thanamorph Prime.’


Hewson was staring at Saoirse open-mouthed, probably wondering who the hell this new girl was, with her flashing eyes, shiny jumpsuit and ominous news. As the alien girl filled him in on the troubles brewing on her home planet, and the need to escape Earth as soon as possible, Kat studied Hewson’s face. He looked older and more careworn than he had done when they first met him; he had tried to stop them leaving St. Pancras Station the day they fled London after the meteor strike. Now he had grey hairs in his stubble and in his closely-cropped hair. How old was he anyway? Forty-something?


Jason and Gem were banging and clattering around in the small kitchenette at the back of the ship. ‘I could have sworn there were some Dr Peppers still in the fridge when we dumped the ship in France,’ Jason was complaining. He found a packet of something. ‘What’s this?’


‘Something alien,’ Gem said, examining the packaging. She ripped it open. ‘Smells like coffee though!’


‘It’s catron coffee!’ Saoirse said. ‘Very expensive back on Corroza.’


Five minutes later they were all sitting around sipping the hot sweet drink, and Kat felt some warmth return to her body. It felt strange, having a coffee break like they were shop assistants halfway through a long shift: fifteen minutes, then back into the action! Not that Kat had ever done a day’s work in her life to know what that really felt like. She had always meant to go and ask about Saturday jobs in the comic shop on Camden Road. Oh well; that career path was now closed to her forever.


They had stripped off all their wet clothes and changed into whatever oddments they could find on board: Gem was wearing a dressing gown, Jason a  black MI Zero flight suit, and Kat a big fluffy towel. Saoirse’s jumpsuit apparently had self-drying properties.


Brandon hadn’t come back from the cockpit yet. Kat started to get suspicious.


‘This coffee has a sort of … nutty flavour,’ Jason was saying.


Kat caught Hewson’s eye and nodded towards the cockpit door. Hewson sighed and shook his head, and Kat understood in an instant: they weren’t going to be leaving Earth just yet!


‘Catron coffee is made from beans picked up off the jungle floor,’ Saoirse was explaining, ‘after the catron has eaten the coffee berries, digested them, and deposited them in the jungle again.’


Kat put down her mug. It wasn’t just the coffee that had left a sour taste in her mouth. She got up and went to the front of the ship.


 


———


 


In the cockpit, Brandon was talking to Tank and Lucky. The big man and the small  woman had been Royal Marines, the only two soldiers other than Hewson to survive the assault on the balak saucer. With the rest of the armed forces in disarray, and royalty itself finally wiped off the face of the planet, they were now de facto members of MI Zero—the only other members of MI Zero, as far as Kat could see.


‘Hi, Kitty Kat!’ Lucky said, getting out of the co-pilot’s seat to give Kat a hug. Kat noticed that both Lucky and Tank were wearing gold rings. They had got engaged in the aftermath of the saucer mission, and had evidently tied the knot in the weeks that Kat and the others had been away.


Kat had other things on her mind than congratulations though. She looked at Brandon: ‘We should be going soon,’ she said. ‘We’re not safe so long as we stay on Earth.’


Brandon spread his hands and shrugged.


‘Permission to leave the planet denied,’ Tank said firmly.


‘We need to go and help out a few people first,’ Lucky elaborated. ‘They might want to come with us. We might be the only group of people to leave Earth, so if we want to secure the future of the humanity then we need a few more couples. Otherwise, Kat, it’ll be down to just me and Tank, and you and Brandon.’


Kat went bright red. ‘So we’re heading for the rendezvous point?’ she guessed. ‘In the middle of the ocean?’


Tank shook his head. ‘There are millions of refugees heading that way, sure, but the real important people have holed up somewhere a lot safer. We should be there soon, so you’ll see!’


Kat went over and took Brandon’s hand. Together they stared over Tank and Lucky’s shoulders at the view ahead. Discord was cutting through the dust and rain at speeds of over five hundred kilometres an hour, and every now and then they broke through into calmer, clearer skies. In one such pocket of tranquillity, Tank pulled back on the throttle and they hung in the air, overlooking an incredible sight.


A city of dull smashed-glass skyscrapers rose before them on an island of rock. Twin chasms cut it off from the rest of the world. The ocean would have poured into one of these chasms, if it wasn’t for the fact that the ocean had frozen over, forming a crystalline waterfall down one side. Over on the other side of the city was a white wasteland of ice and snow. As they passed over the twin voids in the ground, Kat saw the bottom was piled with wreckage: ships, boats, trucks and trains … and a giant green copper statue: a woman in flowing robes, now lying on her back but still thrusting a flaming torch skywards.


A fragment of a phrase once heard at school popped into Kat’s mind, something from an American history class:


From her beacon-hand, glows world-wide welcome …


‘Welcome to New York!’ Tank announced.
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Kat and Brandon could only watch wordlessly as Tank guided Discord to a spot between the remains of the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges, then dropped down into the chasm that used to be the East River. He skilfully brought the spaceship to an opening in the Manhattan side of the canyon: an old sewer outlet, by the looks of it. Tank squeezed the spaceship into the narrow space without hitting the sides.


‘Well, you’re a better pilot than I ever was,’ Brandon said begrudgingly.


Tank’s tongue was sticking out of the corner of his mouth as he concentrated on keeping level as they passed slowly down the brick-lined tunnel. ‘He was practicing on the simulator even before we recovered Discord from France,’ Lucky said. ‘He was very good at it—got all the achievements.’


Kat laughed nervously. The tight, dark passage was not the sort of place she really wanted to be right now. Did Discord even have reverse thrusters if they wanted to beat a hasty retreat? ‘Keep your eyes peeled for thanagators or thanaturtles,’ she cautioned.


Tank pointed out some gun installations mounted in the ceiling of the sewer. ‘They told us that Manhattan Island is free of alien infestation. Now I know why: those look like the new Metal Storm machine guns. Thirty-six barrels! Fastest rate of fire in the world!’


Kat didn’t care about the tech specs. ‘They?’ she asked.


‘We got a call,’ Lucky explained. ‘When most other communications were down, we received a message on an ultra-high-frequency channel. It was from our counterparts in the US.’


‘Who are they, then?’ Brandon asked. ‘The Men in Black?’


Lucky laughed and shook her head. ‘No, they go by the more anonymous name of MJ-12. They offered to share resources and information. They have a large secure base here, weapons and supplies …and we have—’


‘—us,’ Kat stated flatly.


‘No, no,’ Lucky said. ‘It’s not as simple as that. You’ll see—we’re almost there!’


The sewer tunnel ended, and Discord’s powerful xenon lamps lit up a round metal hatch that was thirty metres wide. It looked old and rusted, but Kat could just about make out a faded design engraved on the hatch: an eagle hovering behind a shield that bore the stars and stripes. In one claw, the eagle gripped an olive branch; in the other, a sheaf of arrows. War and Peace, Kat figured. Which would they find inside?


They hovered in front of the hatch for a while, then without warning it opened, splitting down a zigzag divide, each half rolling to one side, accompanied by the noise of heavy machinery. The hatch was at least a metre thick, and there was another further down the tunnel. Discord slipped inside, and the first hatch closed behind them before the second opened up ahead.


The tunnel beyond was wider and constructed from massive concrete blocks. Smaller tunnels intersected it at right angles, and Kat could see vehicles—trucks and vans—at ground level, and people moving around on gantries. ‘This is a fallout shelter!’ she said.


‘That’s right,’ Tank confirmed. ‘The biggest in the world. Thousands live here now, including some very famous and important people.’


Brandon looked thoughtful. ‘We can’t take many with us …’ he began.


‘Obviously,’ Tank agreed. ‘Perhaps they want you to stay here with them instead.’


The door to the cockpit opened and Saoirse came in. She looked agitated. ‘We have to turn back,’ she said to Brandon. ‘We can’t stay here; we have to get back to Corroza.’


Brandon shook his head. ‘We have to see what they want. The people here might need my help … the bionoids’ help, I mean.’


Kat was torn. On the one had she wanted off this planet. ASAP. She wanted a fresh start on a new world. Surely there was no point in lingering here? No matter how secure this place was, it couldn’t possible survive both the thanamorphs and the violence of the elements. But then, of course, this was as close as she was going to get to realising her dream of a safe and secure city under the sea.


Discord emerged into a large central  concrete chamber. In the middle was a giant shining metal cube. It was sixty metres tall and wide, and stretched from floor to ceiling of the  chamber that housed it. The bulletproof core at the centre of the vault, Kat guessed. All the top guys and VIPs would be holed up inside.


They drifted closer. The cube was patterned with hundreds of triangular panels that caught the light and threw it around at all angles. An entrance—also triangular-shaped—opened, and Discord drifted through into a large hanger that seemed to take up one whole level of the cube’s interior. There were lots of military vehicles parked up everywhere: fearsome-looking black helicopters and heavily-armoured tanks. A squad of soldiers were performing a drill on the hanger floor. They dispersed to clear a space for Discord to land.


Lieutenant Hewson opened the hatch to let them all out. ‘I only agreed that I would bring you here,’ he told them. ‘Nothing more. So whenever you want to leave, just give me the nod.’ He then led them down the ramp to where the soldiers had formed up in two ranks to greet them.


Jason fell in beside Kat. ‘Looks like they’re fully equipped here,’ he said excitedly. ‘Maybe they’ll let us stock up on firepower for our trip across the galaxy!’


If they let us leave in the first place, she thought.


‘Stop thinking about guns!’ she snapped at her brother.


A tall woman in a green jacket and peaked cap was marching down the line of soldiers to greet them. Her troops visibly straightened up as she passed, and as she got nearer Kat noticed all the gold trim and medals that marked her out as someone pretty high up the chain of command.


The woman had a fixed smile that meant business, and stuck out her hand to Gem, who was standing at the front of their group. ‘Howdy! I’m General Stormkopf. Heard you guys took down a whole cruise liner full of bugs. Good job!’


‘Well, that’s not exactly how it went down—’ Kat began, but Gem was already pumping the general’s hand and asserting her own authority. ‘Gem Walker, MI Zero. We were happy to help out. It would have been a tragedy if that ship got near any survivors strongholds.’


Kat glanced over at Hewson, who just raised his eyebrows and shrugged.


‘We’ll help out in any way we can here,’ Gem went on. ‘And then we’ll be out of your hair and on our way. We would, of course, appreciate the chance to restock our supplies … and of course get a good meal and a hot shower.’


Stormkopf put her hands on her hips. ‘Well, you’ll have to ask the Commander in Chief about that.’


Commander in Chief?


A radio blooped on the general’s belt. She listened for a second, then looked back at Gem and said, ‘He’s coming down right now.’ She turned to her troops. ‘Okay, gang, prepare for POTUS!’


The open space of the hanger was supported by a central shaft, at the base of which was a series of elevators. A triangular-shaped light glowed yellow above one of them, then the doors slid open and a tall man stepped out, flanked by two security guards. He wore a shirt with no tie, and his sleeves were rolled-up. His hair was greyer than Kat had last seen on TV, but that was fairly understandable, considering what had happened since, she thought.


The first words out of the mouth of the President of the United States were, ‘Hi there.’


Brandon didn’t waste any time. ‘Is this place secure? Have you got any thanamorphs hidden away anywhere?’


The President flashed an easy smile. ‘I guarantee this place is secure. Okay then, would you like to …’


He tailed off. Kat noticed Brandon giving the president the concentrated stare that meant he was trying to read his mind with the bionoids. The President did a good job of looking cool and unruffled, though. Brandon let out the breath he was holding in with a gasp. ‘He’s hiding something,’ Brandon said to his sister, turning away from the President and heading back to the ship. ‘I don’t know what, but whatever it is … we’re done here.’


Saoirse gave a faint smile and fell in beside Brandon.


Kat was left standing with the President. ‘I guess the better you are at hiding something, the more likely it is you are hiding something,’ she said knowingly.


The President sighed and turned to Stormkopf. ‘General, go and liquidate the … specimen in secure zone B.’


The general looked put-out. ‘Sir?’


‘Now, General.’


The general gave a crisp salute and marched off, flicking her fingers in a signal for her squad to follow.


Brandon paused on Discord’s ramp. ‘Alright then,’ he said, turning back. ‘Now we can talk.’


Kat was still buzzing at the stand-off between them. One of them was the most powerful person on the planet


… and the other was the President!
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Tank and Lucky stayed behind to keep an eye on Discord, whilst Kat and the rest  entered the elevator. The President tried to order his own security detail to turn back at the doors.


‘Let’s not all try to squeeze in here,’ he told them. ‘Why don’t you fellas take a break. Meet me at the basketball court in an hour to shoot some hoops.’


The guards were impassive. ‘Can’t do that, sir,’ one of them said. ‘We work for the Senate, not you. With all due respect, it’s our job to protect you, not to take orders from you.’


The President gave a friendly laugh, undercut with steely resolve. ‘Is that the same Senate who operate out of the Capitol building in Washington? A city that’s now buried under fifty feet of ice?’


The guards took his point without further argument, and stood clear of the elevator doors as they closed.


As the elevator began to descend, the President initiated conversation. ‘You guys ever been to New York before?’


‘Nope,’ Saoirse said with a straight face. She didn’t look happy; Kat guessed that the alien girl  would rather be anywhere but here.


Brandon and Gem shook their heads, but Jason piped up: ‘Mum and Dad brought us here when we were ten. We stayed in this big hotel overlooking Central Park, and had bagels for breakfast every day!’


He paused. ‘I don’t remember much else. We went to the zoo …  and saw a show on Broadway, didn’t we, Sis?’


‘Batman, The Musical,’ Kat remembered. ‘That was great!’


Gem wasn’t interested in making small talk though. ‘So, what’s the deal with this secret bunker then? How long has it been here?’


The elevator continued to descend. Kat realised that armoured cube must really be an oblong that extended deeper underground. The President had time to explain as they went down: ‘It’s been here since the fifties. Fallout shelters of all sizes were being built in every major city during the Cold War. We came this close’—he held his fingers a centimetre apart—‘to bombing the Russians to kingdom come, so we needed to be ready in case they ever decided to do the same to us. This particular shelter has been expanded and strengthened over the years by a secret government committee, who were not so much concerned with an attack from Russia or China, but from those who scrutinise us from outside our solar system …’


‘This secret committee?’ Brandon said. ‘MJ-12?’


‘You’ve heard of them?’ the President said.


‘I’ve only told them what I know,’ Hewson answered on Brandon’s behalf, ‘and that’s next to nothing. We were invited by this MJ-12 to pool our resources. But we don’t know exactly what resources you people have yet.’


‘Right,’ Gem said to the President, a cold glint in her eye. ‘So don’t get any ideas about us hanging around and helping you until we see what you’ve got to bring to the table too.’


The president raised an eyebrow. ‘Negotiating with the UK never used to be this hard,’ he joked. ‘We’re used to  you rolling over and doing what we tell you.’


Gem gave him a hard smile. ‘I’m just protecting my little brother’s interests, that’s all.’ She put an arm around Brandon, who looked awkward and gave a goofy grin.


‘Alright then,’ the President said. ‘Well, you’re about to find out exactly what we have … when we reach the top.’


The top? Kat had assumed that the elevator had been going down all this time; that the armoured core was sunk deep into the earth. But if they were going up then that would mean …


The elevator doors opened. When they all stepped out, Jason gave a whistle of amazement.


They were in a huge pyramidal space, exposed to muted—but natural—light by way of hundreds of triangular windows. Powerful arc lights suspended from the steel rafters made up for the deficit of sunshine though, and the chrome fittings of the room shone like they had just been polished. A handful of men and women gathered in the middle of—and walked upon—a large computer-generated map that filled the floorspace: a digital representation of Manhattan, the other four boroughs, and much of the state of New Jersey too. The room fell silent as the President entered, and everyone looked up from the map.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the President announced to the room, ‘I’d like to introduce some friends from the United Kingdom—members of their Military Intelligence, Department Zero.’ He turned to Kat and her friends. ‘And MI Zero, I’d like to introduce you to the Majestic Twelve!


 


———


 


The Twelve, according to the President, were a secret committee consisting of a dozen men and women, pulled from the elite of the armed forced, government and the Ivy League: scientists, diplomats, and even a representative from some church or other: all united in making preparations for dealing with the eventuality of alien life visiting earth. Naturally they all flocked around Brandon and Saoirse, and started bombarding them with questions. General Stormkopf’s voice was the loudest—even the President could only take a back-seat and observe.


Kat drifted around the perimeter of the map to the nearest window, an isosceles triangle, two metres wide and three metres high. The view took her breath away. At first, all she could see was swirling clouds of grey-white dust, but then the wind cleared the skies for a brief moment, and the ruins of New York were revealed, spread out before her. She could see an incredible skyscraper about ten blocks away … and from what she could tell, she was almost as high up herself.


Jason came and stood beside her at window. ‘What a dump!’ he said, looking out.


‘Can you guess where we are?’ Kat asked him.


‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘Empire State Building?’


‘No, you idiot!’ she laughed, pointing out the window. ‘That’s the Empire State Building!’


‘Whatever,’ he shrugged. ‘No one will remember what this city was even called, let alone the buildings, when the whole planet is covered with ice and dust. I just can’t wait to leave … go and fight some aliens!’


‘Is that all you think about, Jase? Fighting?’


‘I just want to …’—he clenched his fists—‘hit something, you know? I know how Gem feels now, wanting revenge all the time for what all these aliens have done to us. We were talking about it: she wants to go to this Corroza place and find the man responsible for it all, this Arch Predicant—the guy who antagonised then enslaved the balaks, who oversaw the thanamorphs’ creation. She wants to arrest him … bring him to justice.’


Kat looked over to where Gem and Hewson were talking at the next window along. ‘And you?’ she asked her brother.


‘I want to kill him!’


Then the President joined them. ‘Hell of a view!’ he said, looking out over the city.


‘Are we really safe here?’ Kat asked him


‘You certainly are,’ the President assured her. ‘This facility was funded by the Chrysler Corporation, one of the biggest automobile manufacturers in the states. Chrysler also built rocket boosters for NASA, and their top aeronautical engineer in the fifties was a founder member of MJ-12. He was brought on board to head up the design of, amongst other things, a base of operations for the secret committee.’


‘Wait! This is the Chrysler Building!’ Jason exclaimed in a moment of lucidity.


Kat smiled at her brother, then turned back to the President. ‘Brandon can’t use the bionoids to help you, you know,’ she told him. ‘They have absolutely no effect on the thanamorphs.’


‘So he just informed us,’ the president said.


‘I guess you could just wait it out. Thanamorphs don’t breed amongst themselves. I think Saoirse said they don’t eat either … they’ll just naturally die out … eventually.’


‘In around ten years or so, yes,’ the President agreed. ‘She was just explaining that to us too.’


Kat looked up into the President’s calm, confident face. Could she trust him? He seemed like a genuine guy. But then, of course he would; it was his job to appear that way. ‘So then …’ she began, ‘we don’t need to hang around here much longer, do we? Are you going to stay or come with us? I warn you though, there’s already one less bunk than we need aboard our ship. You might have to share with Jason.’


‘That’s a situation,’ Jason grinned, ‘that would look great on my résumé, Mister President, but no so good on yours.’


The President laughed. ‘That won’t be necessary,’ he said. ‘But we do need Brandon’s help with something. We understand he has a device that allows spacecraft to travel faster than the speed of light.’


The superluminal drive. ‘Maybe,’ Kat said cautiously. ‘Why? Do want to see how it works?’


‘No,’ the President said. ‘We want to borrow it. You see, we have a spaceship too, a very large one. I don’t want to come with you aboard your ship, Discord, I want you guys to join us aboard ours: the Majestic!’


 


———


 


Kat looked down at her letters.


S L E A I N O


Slowly, one letter at a time, she added five of them on to the end of the word that Jason had just played, to make a new eight-letter word.


‘ALIENATE,’ she announced. ‘That’s eight … nine for the double letter …and the triple word makes twenty-seven. That's twenty-five more than you just got for playing ATE.’


To his credit, Jason refrained from his usual reaction to Kat taking such a lead, which was either spinning the board across the room like a Frisbee, or lowering his head and trying to blow all the letters off. Instead, he just nodded and went back to pretending to study his rack. Kat knew it meant he wasn’t really engaged with the game.


They were in the living room of their apartment halfway up the Chrysler building. The comfortable space was wood-panelled, with Art Deco detailing. It looked like the set of a period drama from the nineteen-twenties or thirties: The Great Gatsby or King Kong. They had all been given clean clothes too: the shelter was stocked with thousands of pairs of Levi’s 501s in every size (but only one colour: indigo), white T-shirts and red sweaters adorned with the Chrysler logo from the fifties: two overlapping arrows, a graphic image that could almost be a spaceship.


Brandon was sitting on the brown leather sofa talking to Saoirse. Kat did what she guessed Jason was doing: she stared at her rack of letters while listening in on their conversation …


‘… take off your clothes you might be able to bond better with the bionoids,’ Brandon was saying. ‘It might be that you need a DNA connection as well as a brainwave link in order to control them. You say you’re wearing bionoid-proof rubber, but for all I know you might be a thanamorph in disguise!’


Saoirse giggled. ‘Do I look like a thanamorph? Maybe when we’re back home, and I know you a bit better, I’ll let you scan me …’


Kat coughed loudly and not very convincingly. Brandon had the sense to look just a little embarrassed and apologetic, and he shifted away slightly from Saoirse. The violet-eyed girl just grinned.


‘Have you decided yet?’ Kat asked Brandon. ‘Are we going to Corroza in our ship, or in the Presidents?’


‘I don’t know,’ Brandon said. He dug into his pocket and took out the gaming chip that held the superluminal drive, and then flipped it in the air like a coin. ‘I’d much rather fly out there in my own ship; travel alone—with you guys of course!—but as a free agent. I want to be able to help out at Corroza, but then keep on the move. I promised my father, remember, that I’d never commit the bionoids to any one faction or cause.’


Saoirse was nodding. ‘Corroza is arguably more dangerous than Earth. Humanity would be safer here anyway. Not to mention,’ she added, ‘that the President is a very clever man. He has a strong mind … it’s even possible he could steal the bionoids away from you, Bran.’


The door opened and Gem entered. She had been with Hewson taking a tour of the facility.


‘Did you see the ship?’ Jason asked. ‘The Majestic?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I saw the plans, and the boosters. It’s too big to see until they get it above ground: it’s massive. It must be at least the size of the Chrysler building itself. I think we should give them the superluminal drive and fly to Corroza in the Majestic. We’ll claim asylum there in return for helping oust the Arch Predicant.’


Gem moved behind Kat and started kneading her shoulder muscles. ‘What do you think, Kat? Better than flying into the unknown alone, hey?’


‘Maybe,’ Kat replied. I don’t care just so long as we get off this wretched planet, she thought. But right now she’d side with Gem in an instant: Brandon’s sister seemed to pay more attention to her feelings than her so-called boyfriend did these days.


She looked at the five new letters she had pulled from the cloth bag. Now she had:


R O G A S  S I


Oh god, she could almost spell Saoirse. Would the alien girl torment her everywhere she looked?!


Brandon was debating with himself. ‘It would be easier if I could make Earth safe for them before we leave. After sitting with that Captain for hours, I’ve figured out most of the thanamorph’s genome  … just not enough of it to be able to defeat them …’


‘Well, you can’t get to be the hero all the time,’ Jason said. ‘This isn’t a film where you’re the star. Time to give someone else a chance! MI Zero can protect what’s left of humanity. I say we go with the President in his big spaceship.’


Saoirse seemed to agree. ‘There’s no time to deal with the thanamorphs anyway, Brandon. You’d need to monitor another infection from scratch. Wait until we get back to Corroza. It’s not exactly ideal conditions here, working in the field, as it were.’


‘You’re right,’ Brandon said. ‘My parents were diligent scientists. They had fully-fitted out labs for these kind of experiments, and they always tested their work thoroughly …’


He tailed off, lost in memory.


Gem had been given a radio, and it suddenly have a loud bloop. ‘Walker receiving. Over,’ she said in an adult tone. Then: ‘Oh gosh! Okay, we’re on our way up!’


Kat, along with everyone in the room, turned to look at her. ‘We have to get back up to the control room,’ Gem said. ‘Something has been picked up on the scanners.’


‘Oh, give us a break,’ Jason moaned as they all headed to the elevators. ‘Can’t we at least have one night’s rest before things kick off again?’


In the huge map room, Kat and the others hurried over the surface of the map itself to the centre, where the President and General Stormkopf were standing over the digital representation of Manhattan. It was dark outside the room’s triangular windows, and the President was dressed in jeans and a sweater like the rest of them. The general, clearly permanently on duty, was still in uniform.


‘Something’s heading our way,’ Stormkopf told them. ‘It’s coming over the frozen sea and has almost reached Long Island.’


Kat ran over to the spot on the map. The surface was toughened glass like a phone, and the high-resolution display showed a detailed image of NYC and everything in a fifty kilometre radius. It was a daytime representation, so it wasn’t actually a real-time satellite image; they were getting their information via radar, she guessed. the thing approaching Long Island was just a pixelated blob, but it was a big blob, as big as some of the skyscrapers in its path.


‘We’re hoping you kids know what it is,’ Stormkopf said. ‘Are you expecting any of your alien buddies to fly down in another UFO?’


Kat was trying to work out was strange about the flickering shape: it was wobbling as it approached—a kind of rhythmic shuffle that seemed to suggest that whatever it was, it was … walking …


Saoirse turned to the general. ‘There are no more aliens coming; none that aren’t already here at least. There’s only one thing in play that it could be. You’d better pull out all the big guns, cos you’re about to be paid a visit from the Thanamorph Prime.’
 



 

 

 

 


22—PRIME


 

 

 

 

 

 


‘Oh cool!’ Jason said. ‘I want to see  this thing!’


‘Trust me, you don’t,’ Saoirse said. ‘She turned to Brandon. ‘We really need to decide if we’re leaving now or not!’


Kat noticed that Brandon seemed lost in thought. He didn’t respond, and Kat’s focus turned to Gem, who was talking to the President: ‘Can we get a closer look at it? We need to know if we can fight it!’


General Stormkopf was already on the case, snapping crisp orders into her radio: ‘Send a couple of birds out. Load them up with Hellfires.’ She looked across to a man sitting at a console on the perimeter of the map room. ‘Morse, let’s get a visual.’


Morse—Majestic Twelve’s IT specialist, Kat presumed—went to work on his keyboard, and almost instantly, a cinema-sized display lowered slowly from the cavernous vault of the ceiling. When it flickered into life, an image appeared showing a vault door rolling away to reveal the dust storm outside.


Jason was watching the map beneath his feet, where a couple of icons shaped like black crosses had appeared moving slowly outwards from the Chrysler Building. ‘What are these birds?’ Kat asked her brother.


‘Apache helicopters,’ Jason said. ‘We saw them down in the hanger, remember. Hellfires are missiles, as in Helicopter-launched, fire and forget. They’re tankbuster missiles, so I’ll be damned if they can’t crack open the skull of this Thanaprime dude, no matter how big it is.’


Kat tried to ignore Saoirse’s sceptical look, and turned her attention to the big screen, which showed the Apache’s point of view as it rose up through the snow and dust into the night sky over New York. Visibility was next to zero.


‘So, this Thanamorph Prime,’ Brandon asked Saoirse, finally finding his voice. ‘Is it different to other thanamorphs? Apart from being bigger, obviously.’


‘Its poison is more concentrated and faster-acting. The venom tends to dilute through the generations, but if you get bitten or clawed by the Prime, and you’re likely to have a thanamorph ripping its way out of your skin in less than half an hour.’


There was something big and bulky looming out of the storm, two dull red glowing spots emanating from what must have been the head of the Prime. ‘Get a spotlight on that thing!’ Stormkopf shouted impatiently.


‘What else?’ Brandon was asking Saoirse insistently.


‘It can do a lot of things that regular thanamorphs can’t do: it’s the blueprint, remember—the common ancestor that they’re all descended from—and the designers experimented with lots of abilities that it may not have been able to pass down the generations. For example, given its size, it either has the power to grow, or, more likely, to … fuse.’


The dark shape on the screen was suddenly lit up by a powerful searchlight. The Apache was close enough now so that one red eye almost filled the screen. Kat saw the pupil, a large dark disc, contract to an evil slit as the light hit it. But it was only when the eyelid slid down into view that she gasped: the flesh of the thanamorph prime was a living, twisting mass of individual smaller thanamorphs: sharks and squids, elephants and alligators; all wrapped up in each other and melted together as if they were lathered in sauce and cooking in a pot.


Two Hellfire missiles streaked towards the monster’s head. The Thanamorph Prime shut its eye and the screen turned red and yellow with flames.


‘Oh my god,’  the voice of the pilot came over the speaker system. ‘It didn’t make a scratch. Now it’s turned towards us … oh shi—argh!’


Now the screen was filled with the immense fist of the Thanamorph Prime. Talons as long as cars swatted the Apache out of the sky, and after a moment of chaotic disorientation, the screen went black.


Stormkopf swore, and looked to the President. ‘Are we staying and fighting, or leaving this planet?’ she asked her Commander in Chief.


The President turned to Brandon. ‘The superluminal drive?’ he urged gently.


‘Let him have it, Bran,’ Gem said. ‘This is our last chance to save humanity, to get out of here and start somewhere new.’


‘Humanity’s doomed,’ Saoirse countered, ‘whether they come with us or not. We should just get to Discord and leave right now!’


Brandon seemed frozen in place, wracked with indecision or some other dilemma. Kat looked at the map at her feet; the Prime was approaching the Bronx via the Long Island Sound. She ran to the north windows—if it wasn’t for the damn dust, she was sure she’d be able to see it.


Jason came to look too. ‘I’m with the general: fight or flight, not just stand around like a lemon! Can’t you hurry your boyfriend up a bit?’


I wish! she thought. Then she had a sudden thought. She ran back to the others. ‘Can’t we decide about the superluminal drive later? Let’s get to the Majestic and blast off from Earth for a start! We can just drop into orbit and then decide what to do next!’


The President gave her a nod as if to say good call. But he turned to the scientists among the Twelve for validation.


‘LOX and NTO supplies limit the number of manoeuvres we can make,’ a young woman in a white coat and black specs said. ‘And finite provisions mean that  without a destination the clock is ticking on our survival the minute we leave Earth.’


‘But we can do it?’ the President pressed. ‘Are we ready to go?’


The scientists nodded and murmured affirmatives. Even as they gave their accent, the room trembled as the ground shook outside. Kat heard some distant thunderous rumbles that could only be buildings toppling. It was coming! She ran to the elevator. Gem and Jason made to follow.


‘Where are you all going?’ the President asked.


‘We’ve got to get to the Majestic, right?’ Kat said. ‘Get everyone on board.’


Despite the situation, the President smiled his easy, charming smile. ‘Everyone is on board already.’


The cinema screen turned into a systems readout and countdown. ‘Initialising launch sequence,’ Morse announced from the control console.


Kat was confused? ‘Everyone is on board? Wait—you mean the top of the Chrysler Building is the Majestic?’


‘Not quite,’ the President said.


By Kat’s side, Gem gave a sudden abrupt laugh. ‘It’s not just the top that’s the spaceship … the entire Chrysler Building is one enormous rocket!’


‘T-Minus nine minutes and counting,’ Morse announced from the control console.


Stormkopf was yelling orders into her radio. The rest of the Twelve fell to whatever tasks and functions they specialised in, most of them tapping away on iPads or similar. While everyone else had jumped into either action or panic stations, only Brandon remained calm. He had drifted over to the north window and was looking out across the dark, dusty city. Kat went to his side. What was he thinking about?


‘Nine minutes, huh?’ she said to him. ‘I hope we can get clear in time!’


‘I can kill it, Kat.’


‘What?’


‘I can kill it,’ Brandon said. ‘The Thanamorph Prime … I think …’


‘How?’ Kat said. ‘Surely it’s bionoid-proof, like all the other ones.’


Brandon suddenly sprung into life. ‘I know a way!’ he said. ‘I just worked it out! I can kill it … but I’ve got to get close to it, and I’ve got to be quick! I’ll explain later!’ He ran to the elevator.


Kat caught up with him at the elevator doors. ‘I’ll come with you!’ she said, holding the doors open.


Brandon tried to push her away. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s far too dangerous. I’ll get Tank and Lucky to fly me in Discord—at least it’s their job to risk their lives.’ He flipped something towards her. ‘Here, keep this safe … just in case!’


Kat instinctively clapped her hands together to catch whatever it was he had thrown, and the elevator doors slid shut in her face. Well shoot! Not even a goodbye! She opened her palm and found that she was holding the casino chip containing the superluminal drive. Brandon could have flown away with it, but he wanted them to have the chance to escape if he didn’t return. What in the world was he planning?


‘T-Minus seven minutes,’ Morse announced. ‘Starting auxiliary power units.’ The ground tremors were getting louder and louder as the Prime approached.


‘Turn the floodlights on at street level and get me a visual from the other bird!’ Stormkopf snapped at Morse. ‘We don’t need to see and hear your damn countdown!’


Morse looked flustered, but managed to find the other Apache’s video feed. It was circling the Chrysler Building, keeping its distance from the approaching giant beast. When the floodlights went on and lit up the surrounding blocks, they could finally all see the Prime on the big screen.


It was standing just two blocks north of the Chrysler Building, framed by the canyon of Lexington Avenue, and taller than the buildings on either side of it. Kat had expected to see a Godzilla-type lizard or dinosaur creature, but the Thanamorph Prime was horribly humanoid and heavily muscled: a naked ape-like silver body-builder standing almost three hundred metres high. It didn’t roar, or throw its arms out in a frightening pose: it just stood there at the edge of the light, an impassive colossus contemplating a puzzle: how to reach and infect the last bastion of human life on the planet.


‘Wow!’ Jason breathed. ‘Look at the definition on that dude’s abs!’


Saoirse sidled up as they all stared at the screen in awe. ‘Kat … where’s Brandon?’ she whispered.


‘Dunno,’ Kat shrugged. He’s going out there, with that thing!


The Prime took a step forward and levelled its gaze upon the top of the Chrysler Building.


‘T-Minus five minutes. Main engine gimbal testing …’


‘Shutters,’ the President said, almost to himself. Then he spoke up: ‘Get the armoured shutters down on the windows. That thing can see us in here!’


‘We haven’t got to that stage of the launch procedure yet,’ Morse mumbled, busy at the console.


‘Get the shutters down!’ the President shouted at him. ‘Now!’


The shutters started to descend, but it was too late: the Prime raised its right arm and jabbed its clawed fingers directly at the windows. Two of the windows smashed inwards; two digits, each as long as a Cadillac, burst into the room. Everyone flung themselves to one side. A scientist—the girl with the glasses—wasn’t so quick, and a claw raked down her body, from her nape right down to her backside. She screamed as a fountain of blood sprayed up.


The giant fingers retreated, but not before pulling one last trick: several smaller thanamorphs fell away from the twisted, fused flesh of the Prime. When the claws vanished and the shutters finally came down, the top chamber of the Chrysler Building was  full of aliens. One of them—a thanamorph born from a giant dog or wolf—fell on another of the Twelve, a man in a pastor’s dog collar. It had sunk its venomous incisors into his leg before Lieutenant Hewson had a chance to get close enough to put a bullet through the alien’s head.


He fired another shot into the pastor’s brain too, to put him out of his misery. Then he turned and lobbed his gun to Jason, who caught it by the handle and shot down what looked like two thanachickens that were hopping over to where he and Gem were.


‘T-Minus three minutes. Transferring to internal power.’


Kat and Saoirse were crouched at the perimeter of the room. The alien girl had her laser pistol and was taking careful aim and picking off thanamorphs as they skittered around the surface of the digital map. ‘See! This is why we should have left the planet immediately,’ she said between shots. ‘We’re all going to get killed here. Where is Brandon?’


Kat looked up at the big screen, and Saoirse followed her gaze. From the point of view of the surviving Apache, which was hovering high and out of reach of the Thanamorph Prime, they could see Discord circling the monster’s head, while the Prime tried to swat the ship away as if it was a troublesome wasp.


‘Oh no!’ Saoirse groaned. ‘What does that idiot think he’s doing?’


Kat thought she knew, but she had no time to explain. There were still thanamorphs running riot in the Chrysler control room, and there were too few firearms between too many humans. General Stormkopf was toting a giant Magnum-style revolver, and blowing the heads off thanamorphs left, right and centre. But in her bloodlust, she had forgotten about her Supreme Commander: the President was alone and unarmed, facing-off against the largest thanamorph in the room, a massive brute spawned from a lion or a tiger. The creature towered over the President, rearing up on its hind legs, and the President was only staying alive by his quickness of foot: he was hopping back and forth, jab-stepping as if he was on a basketball court, trying to confuse his opponent.


Kat slipped her Bowie knife out of its sheath and threw it to the floor. It skimmed across the hard glass surface of the map, spinning as it went. The President ducked to grab it, then flexed his leg muscles and leaped up, momentarily looming higher than the thanamorph before him. As he came down, he slammed the blade of the knife straight through the top of the alien’s skull, bringing it crashing down to the ground.


‘Slam dunk!’ he exclaimed. ‘Can we fight off aliens in one-on-one combat? Yes we can!’


‘T-Minus two minutes.’


That was almost the last of the thanamorphs. Jason and Saoirse picked off the rest. Finally, the Majestic was secure and ready for take-off, but Brandon was still out there provoking the Prime. Kat and the rest of the survivors gathered beneath the big screen, and what they saw made them all shout, scream and moan in horror …


The Prime had caught Discord in its hand and was crushing it like it was a can of Coke. Whatever Brandon had planned, it was as good as over …


Unless … unless this was exactly what he had planned.


Just above the giant curved claw of the Prime’s thumb, the hatch at the side of Discord opened, and Brandon appeared in the opening. His face was pale and full of fear, but even so he had the presence of mind to look up and into the camera of the Apache and give a thumbs-up.


‘Bran!’ Kat shouted, even though she knew he couldn’t hear her. She sent word to him via her thoughts instead: Be careful!


‘T-Minus one minute.’


Brandon’s voice sounded loud and clear in  Kat’s head: Everything's going to work out fine. Then he stepped out of the hatch and fell upon the claw of the Thanamorph Prime.


The vicious spike pierced his belly and emerged from the back of his T-shirt.
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The world seemed to stop and freeze as Brandon hung in the air, impaled on the Thanamorph Prime’s talon. Kat held her breath. Everyone in the Chrysler control room was silent, staring up at the drama unfolding on the big screen. Even the colossal Prime itself seemed to pause, seemingly aware that it had caught a victim. It raised the hand that was wrapped around Discord, and tilted its head to get a better look.


And then Brandon slid back off the Prime’s claw.


In fact, he was pulled off. There was a cable tied around his waist that ran back up into Discord’s hatch. Tank had appeared at the opening and was hauling Brandon back inside. Once Brandon was clear, Discord’s thrusters fired and, with Lucky at the controls, the ship shot from the Prime’s grasp and fell out of view, heading for the tunnels that led back to the hangar.


Gem spoke first: ‘Oh my God! Brandon just killed himself!’


‘He’ll be fine,’ Kat said, calmly. ‘He can use the bionoids to heal himself.’


Jason’s face was a picture of puzzlement. ‘But then why …’


‘He just injected himself with a massive shot of the Prime’s venom,’ Saoirse said. ‘That’s just crazy!’


Jason’s expression hadn’t changed. ‘But … but … why?’


‘I know why,’ Kat said. ‘I’ll explain later, but come on! Let’s go and meet him in the hangar and make sure he’s okay!’


‘T-Minus ten seconds,’ Morse announced from behind the control console. ‘Nine.’


Kat, Gem, Saoirse and Jason all bundled into the elevator. As the doors closed, the last thing they saw on the big screen was the Prime looking directly up at the camera. The Apache helicopter kept circling and filming the monster. Then the Prime bent its enormous legs and sprang into the air. It wrapped its legs and left arm around the top half of the Chrysler Building, and swatted upwards with its right arm, knocking the Apache out of the sky. The screen went blank, and General Stormkopf turned the air blue with expletives.


‘Eight.’


Then the elevator was descending. All around, the building shook, both from the thrusters and the giant alien hanging on outside.


‘Seven.’


‘You know,’ Jason said, ‘we should have taken the stairs. They say you should never use a lift when a building is freaking taking off into space!’


‘Six.’


Saoirse gave a wry smile, but Kat noticed Gem’s face was pale and her expression bleak.


‘Five.’


‘Don’t worry, Gem,’ Kat assured her. ‘He’ll be okay. Bran will—’


‘Four.’


‘—heal the wound, I know,’ Gem said. ‘But the poison. The bionoids can’t stop the thanamorph poison. Monitoring that crazy Captain on the Proteus didn’t work out, remember. Brandon can’t stop the thanamorph DNA from taking over his body.’


‘Three.’


‘That’s it!’ Saoirse said suddenly. ‘That’s his plan. He’s going to monitor the effects of the Prime’s venom on his own body, in order to configure the bionoids. Then at the last possible moment, he’ll reverse the transformation!’


‘Two.’


‘Holy hell,’ Jason said. ‘If he misses that exact moment, he’s a goner. It’s a crazy plan.’


‘One!’ Morse’s excited voice was coming over the elevator speakers. ‘Rocket boosters ignited: hang on, folks!’


The elevator stopped dead as a safety override kicked in. The shaking got so extreme that everyone had to sit down on the floor before they fell onto it. Then the g-force kicked in and pulled them all further down, until they were sprawled on the floor unable to raise a head or a hand.


Kat found herself flat on her back with Saoirse lying on top of her at right angles. ‘I’m sorry!’ the alien girl shouted over the noise of the take-off. ‘Let me just … try and …’


‘You’re heavier than you look!’ Kat grunted. Saoirse eventually dragged herself clear. Kat managed to turn her head to see that her brother and Gem were on their sides locked in an embrace. ‘I can’t move, Gem!’ Jason was shouting. ‘I’m trying, but the gees … they’re too strong!’


‘How …’ Gem gasped, ‘did you … manage to get your hands trapped … inside my sweater?’


Then the shaking and the g-force let up, the safety mechanism disengaged, and the elevator resumed its descent. They barely had time to catch their breath before the ride ended and they arrived at the hangar.


The wide open space was empty of troops and of the two Apache helicopters they had seen on the way in. There was just a pair of tanks parked in one corner, and Discord lying on its belly, apparently having entered in such a hurry that it didn’t have time to lower its landing struts. A long scraped  scar on the hangar floor leading from the airlock confirmed this.


The hatch was open, and Lucky and Tank were helping Brandon down the ramp: He hung between their shoulders; his T-shirt had been ripped off, and the lower half of his pale, slim torso was stained red with blood. But he seemed conscious, and there was no more sign of the terrible wound the Prime’s claw must have caused.


Kat and the others ran to meet them. There was some kind of artificial gravity in place now, and the atmosphere felt strange, as if everything was slightly out of sync; they were moving a fraction slower, but could step a fraction further. At the spot where they all met, they laid Brandon down on the cold hangar floor. Tank and Lucky went back to their posts guarding Discord. Kat, Gem, Jason and Saoirse crowded round Brandon. His eyes flicked open and closed, but he managed to speak: ‘Are we … in space? Did we … get away?’


‘We’re in space!’ Kat confirmed. ‘But the big thanamorph decided to hitch a ride too … so we need you to stay alive and help us, Bran!’


As if to emphasise her point, the Majestic groaned and shuddered as the Thanamorph Prime hanging on outside shifted position.


Gem was examining her brother. ‘He needs our help first,’ she said. ‘We need to get him to a medical bay. The Majestic Twelve must have a doctor among them.’


‘No,’ Brandon said. ‘Just  let me lie here. I’m … my own personal hospital, remember. It won’t be long … ten minutes, maybe, and then I’ll have the bionoids ready to get the Prime off our backs … and maybe even make Earth safe again.’


Jason whistled. ‘You think you can kill every thanamorph on the planet?’


Brandon managed a slight nod. ‘The bionoids can spread out and affect millions of lifeforms. My father found that out the hard way when it was unleashed on the balaks on Corroza and went viral, but this time I’ll have full control. Killing the thanamorphs won’t be wrong or immoral … it will just be like eradicating pests. I can save Earth, then we can leave in Discord and save Corroza too.’


Despite the venom churning through his body, Brandon managed a triumphant grin.


‘And we’re ready to come with you,’ Kat said. ‘I kept the superluminal drive safe.’ She patted the small pouch that all Levi’s jeans have stitched inside the right pocket. Apparently it was originally designed to hold cowboys’ fob watches, but now it held—


Kat stopped dead, and a cold chill ran down her spine.


The casino chip was missing.


In what felt like slow motion, Kat raised herself from the hangar floor and turned around. At the foot of the ramp to Discord, Tank and Lucky lay dead on the ground, laser wounds in their foreheads.


Treachery! The superluminal drive was just as important to Brandon as the bionoids; only with both of them could he realise his dream to travel the universe as a force for good. And Kat had managed to lose it for him; she had to get it back! Instinctively, she ran to Discord’s ramp just as it started to retract.


‘Kat!’ Jason shouted after her.


‘Stay with Bran!’ she yelled back, and leaped for the ramp just at the moment that Discord started to rise up off the hangar floor. She clambered aboard the ship and rolled inside, coming to a halt in the middle of the tunnel-like midsection. She held her breath … had she been seen jumping aboard?


There was no response from anyone on board. The door to the cockpit was open though, and Kat could see the control panels were all lit up. Slowly, she advanced down the length of the ship. Behind her, the hatch she had entered by sealed shut with a clunk. Alone on the ship with the enemy! What kind of crazy situation had she gotten herself into now?


But she wasn’t alone: she felt Brandon trying to make mental contact with her via the bionoids: Kat! Get off the ship! Forget about the stupid chip!


I can get it back, she replied. Where will I find it?


There was a long pause. Kat had crept up to the cockpit door by the time the reply came through into her brain: On the left as you enter the cockpit. There’s a slot next to three square purple buttons. Press the middle button to eject the drive. But Kat … be careful! Oh no, wait—


His words were cut off. Kat hoped that Brandon was okay, and hadn’t succumbed to the Thanamorph Prime’s venom. That was out of her hands, though; right now, all she needed to concentrate on was getting the drive back.


As quietly as she could, Kat stepped into the cockpit. Saoirse was in the pilot’s chair. She had pointed the ship at the airlock, and was tapping away at the console in front of her, presumably trying to find a way to open the hangar doors remotely. Both Discord and the hangar shook and shuddered as the Prime wreaked havoc outside. The noise hid Kat’s footsteps as she stepped up to the control panel on the wall and put her finger to the purple button. The superluminal drive—a small chip no bigger than an SD card—popped out into her palm.


‘Put it back,’ a harsh voice commanded. Kat turned and saw Saoirse standing and pointing a laser pistol straight at her.


Kat’s brain ached with the stress of trying to figure out what to do next. Could she talk her way out if this?


‘Why are you doing this, Saoirse?’ she said.


‘I’m leaving while I still can,’ the alien girl replied. ‘The Thanamorph Prime is going to rip the Majestic apart, and Brandon is as good as dead now too.’


‘You could have waited five more minutes!’ Kat almost shouted. ‘Five minutes and Bran might be able to kill the Prime, and then we could all leave together. Isn’t that what you came for? Bran and the bionoids? You’re crazy to give up now at the last minute!’


‘I have everything I came for,’ Saoirse said, mysteriously. ‘Now put the drive back and get out, before I put a laser through your skull too!’


Kat backed away from the muzzle of the laser pistol, inching her way back down Discord’s midsection. ‘But you fought so hard to keep us and Brandon alive,’ she said. ‘Why throw all that away now?’


‘I fought to keep Brandon alive,’ Saoirse replied, advancing on Kat, ‘not you. And now he’s doing his darn hardest to kill himself too. My mission parameters have changed!’


Of course, Saoirse never cared one jot for humanity. Kat remembered the way she had cruelly used the crew of the Proteus as a distraction to help them escape the thanamorphs as the ship went down; how she had been insistent on leaving New York the minute they had arrived.


‘Did you even care about Bran?’ Kat asked. ‘Or did you just want to take the bionoids back with you to Corroza?’


Saoirse didn’t reply. She just closed in on Kat, bearing down on her with a hard stare. But as Kat got nearer to the hatch, she sensed from the change in light that it was now open again behind her. And then she noticed that she wasn’t alone; in the shadows of the kitchenette off to the right, she saw Gem waiting for the chance to make a move. Two against one!


‘Give me back the drive, Kat,’ Saoirse seethed, ‘or I will kill you. I swear to Zaal.’


Zaal? The bloodthirsty god that was the focus of the Arch Predicant’s violent theocracy back on Corroza. ‘Oh no,’ Kat gasped. ‘Who sent you, Saoirse?’


Saoirse raised her pistol and fired.


But not before Gem had chance to act. Saoirse was still too far away down the length of the ship though, so instead Gem flung herself at Kat, grabbing her in a tight embrace.


The laser bolt that had been aimed between Kat’s eyes hit Gem between the shoulder blades. She let out a cry, and then they were both falling, tumbling out of the hatch and dropping to the hangar floor.


They hit the ground hard. Kat looked up and saw Discord hovering above them; Saoirse was in the open hatch, taking aim with her pistol. Kat was too stunned to do anything but wait for the next shot.


Then there was an almighty noise, as something explosive slammed into the side of Discord and sent the ship spinning through the air until it smashed against the far wall of the hangar. Kat looked around and saw Lieutenant Hewson climbing out of the turret hatch of one of the tanks. Its long main gun was smoking.


Kat turned back to Gem. Brandon’s sister was still alive, if only barely. ‘You took a bullet because of me once,’ she gasped. ‘Now we’re even. Now get me to my brother, quick! That’s an order, agent Brown!’


With tears in her eyes, Kat dragged Gem across the hangar floor. From where Brandon was lying, Jason ran over and helped pull Gem the rest of the way. They laid the siblings side-by-side and hovered over them, unable to do anything more except watch and hope.


Brandon was pale and glossy with sweat, but still conscious. He grasped for his sister and felt for her wound, his hands coming back slick with blood.


‘Heal me, Bran,’ she sighed.


Brandon opened his mouth, but couldn’t seem to speak. Eventually, he found the words: ‘I can’t! I’m sorry.’


Gem’s eyes went wide with fear. ‘What?’ she gasped.


‘She stole the bionoids, too. Saoirse stole the bionoids. All that time I was trying to teach her how to control them and she said she couldn’t do it … but she was lying. She stole them from me the moment I configured them to work with thanamorph DNA. I can’t save you, Gem … I can’t save myself or the Earth either!’


‘No!’ Jason shouted, angrily. ‘Hewson just blew Saoirse to pieces. You can get the bionoids back now!’


Brandon shook his head. ‘I can sense them, but I can’t take them back … she must be still alive somehow … and her mind is too strong …’


Kat had no more words. She stood and scanned the empty hangar, looking for a sign of the girl who had betrayed them all.


And while she stood there, in a state of stunned shock, Gemima Walker died in her brother’s arms.




 

 

 

 


24—EXODUS


 

 

 

 

 

 


Kat didn’t know what to do. Jason was also standing in a state of shock, his mouth hanging open. Lieutenant Hewson jogged over from the tank and fell to his knees beside Brandon and Gem. Brandon was wrapped in a tight embrace with the body of his sister; there was nothing appropriate that any of them watching could say or do.


Then without warning the floor rocked and the air was filled with the sound of screeching metal. The Majestic sounded like it was being ripped apart. There was a giant thanamorph clinging on outside: the ship was being ripped apart!


A frantic voice came over the speaker system: ‘Floors eighty-five through to ninety-six have been compromised. Estimated loss of life: sixty-five. Emergency bulkheads have sealed off the breach. Structural Integrity at ninety-four per-cent … ninety-three per-cent … ninety-two per—’


‘Shut up, Morse,’ General Stormkopf was heard barking. ‘Attention all troops. Find which one of those kids has the hyperspace thing we need and bring it up here now! We’ll shake that creature loose!’


Kat caught a flash of movement across the hanger. Saoirse was climbing a gantry to get to the higher levels. What would her next move be now that she had the bionoids, but no ship or superluminal drive to help her escape? If she wanted to, Kat guessed that Saoirse could use the bionoids to kill the Thanamorph Prime, now that Brandon had configured them, but then considering her situation … she would probably want to keep that threat hanging over the ship for now, and use it as leverage!


But Kat figured that Saoirse would still have to be cautious. Even though she had the bionoids, she could still only concentrate her attacks on one person at a time; setting them loose to attack as a swarm would leave them exposed for Brandon to take back. So … she’d have to choose her targets carefully … but she could control the whole ship if she were able to threaten the life of the most important person on board …


The President!


‘I’m going after her!’ Kat announced, suddenly spurred into action. ‘Jason, come on! Hewson—you stick with Bran. Hide somewhere and keep him safe until we get him back the bionoids.’


Hewson could only nod. ‘Yeah,’ he said vaguely.


Kat couldn’t bear to stay and watch as Hewson gently tried to pry Brandon apart from his sister. With Jason at her heels, she set off across the hangar floor to the elevators. On the way, she stooped to pick up something that had flown from Saoirse’s grasp when Hewson had fired the tank at Discord: her laser pistol.


Kat stared dully at it as she stood side-by-side with her twin in the elevator. Did she have it in her to shoot Saoirse dead with her own gun, if indeed she ever got the chance? Once again, she noticed the letters scratched on the barrel: Saoirse Gassun. A fake name for a fake girl.


‘What’s going on, Kat?’ Jason asked. ‘Why did Saoirse shoot Gem?’


‘Saoirse wasn’t our friend. She was sent by the Arch Predicant to steal the bionoids from Brandon. She earned Brandon’s trust, and he taught her how to control them. And she almost escaped with Discord, the superluminal drive and the bionoids. If me and Gem hadn’t ...’


Kat choked up. Jason swore in frustration. ‘Better give me the laser pistol,’ he said. ‘No offence, Sis, but I don’t think you’ve got it in you to kill someone. Not even Saoirse.’


I’ve killed zombie cats! I’ve shot infected humans! But Kat knew in her heart that this was different. She handed over the laser pistol without a word. Jason was the soldier, not her.


Her brother took the weapon and inspected it as the elevator rose. ‘Enough charge for three shots,’ he noted, ‘or one super-charged blast if you hold down the trigger long enough. Should we be discussing some sort of plan?’


‘I already have a plan,’ Kat said. ‘The first part involves beating Saoirse to the control room. I can’t tell you the rest.’


‘Okaaaaay …’


Kat turned to her brother. ‘Listen, Jase. Saoirse has the bionoids now. We know what she can do with them—everything Brandon could do, and that includes reading brainwaves. So the less people who know about the plan, the better.’


‘Are you saying I don’t have a strong mind?’ Jason said. ‘Whatever. I’ll settle for brawn instead.’


The elevator came to a halt and the doors opened. When they stepped back out into the control room, they were stunned by what they saw. The shutters had been raised again on the hundreds of triangular windows that made up the crown of the Chrysler Building. But instead of the weak sunlight of NYC, now they could see space and stars … and filling the view on one side of the great chamber: Earth.


Not the blue and green Earth that Kat had seen in movies and images, but a frozen white Earth, where the sea was indistinguishable from the land, and where the whole surface was smothered in a swirling storm of dust. Grey rings of debris, like those of Saturn, made Earth look more alien-like than it ever did from the surface. 


But even that wasn’t the most incredible sight visible through the windows: on the other side of the chamber, the President, Stormkopf and the surviving members of the Majestic Twelve were all staring out at the face of the Thanamorph Prime. Its flat, ape-like features were only metres from the glass; Kat could see all the individual thanamorphs that had fused to make the giant Prime.


‘Bloody hell!’ Jason gaped. ‘Close the shutters again—’


But then he stopped. Kat had noticed it too: the face of the Prime was frozen in position. It stared unblinking into the control room, its massive red eyes fixed on nothing, its wide mouth paused mid-snarl. Kat and Jason went to stand with the other spectators, and stood transfixed for a moment, in awe of a monster seemingly stopped dead in its tracks at the last moment.


‘The bionoids,’ Kat said. ‘Its whole body must be held in place by the bionoids.’


The President let out a long breath of relief. ‘Brandon did it then, huh? That son of a gun managed to upgrade his powers and save us all just in the nick of time. I think that deserves a medal!’


‘Um,’ Kat said, ‘that’s not exactly what happened …’ She took the President’s hand and pulled him down to her level. He listened while she whispered her plan in his ear.


When she had finished, he gave her a silent nod, then turned with the rest of the group to face the latest newcomer to the control room: Saoirse had emerged from the top of the stairs. She walked slowly towards them across the cracked black screen of the floor map, arms held up as if to show that she wasn’t armed. Nevertheless, Jason raised the laser pistol and aimed it at her.


‘You are so dead,’ he growled.


‘Careful, Jason,’ she said, with mocking familiarity. ‘Shoot me, and nothing will stop the Thanamorph Prime hitching a ride outside from crushing this ship into a million pieces.’


‘Yeah, nice try,’ Jason said, ‘but shooting you will allow Brandon to take back the bionoids, and then he can deal with the Prime.’


‘Brandon?’ Saoirse scoffed. ‘If he’s not dead by now, he will be soon.’


‘All the more reason,’ Jason said, ‘to shoot you now—’


The President suddenly fell to the floor, gasping in pain. His whole body went rigid, as if he were being electrocuted.


Saoirse gritted her teeth. ‘It’s quite tough,’ she said, ‘to divide my attention between holding the Prime outside and the President in here … one false move and I could accidentally release the Prime … or kill the President …’


As if to underline her point, the Prime started moving very, very slowly, as if struggling to break free of its bonds. The thanamorphs that stood in for muscles in its broad face twitched and spasmed. Its red eyes were furious.


Jason didn’t lower his pistol. ‘Still gonna shoot you,’ he said. ‘Just cos he’s the President, doesn’t mean he’s not expendable.’


Kat nudged her brother in the ribs. He looked over to where General Stormkopf was aiming her massive Magnum right at his head. ‘Don’t even think about risking the President’s life,’ she warned him.


Jason swore and lowered his weapon.


‘A wise decision,’ Saoirse said. ‘Alright, now here’s what’s going to happen. Kat is going to give the superluminal drive to the crew of the Majestic, and they’re going to fly us to Corroza. I’ll be keeping the President hostage until we get there, after which I might let you all go.’


The President was crawling across the glass floor towards Saoirse. He collapsed at her feet and curled up into a ball. It was a sorry sight. Kat pulled the superluminal drive out of her pocket as if to hand it over … but she had no intention of doing so. If things went to plan, then the small chip was never leaving her sight again …


‘Did the Arch Predicant put you up to this?’ Kat asked Saoirse, in an effort to distract her. ‘Is he paying you? Did he promise you money or power or what? Wait … are you in love with him?’


Saoirse laughed. ‘No, none of that,’ she said. ‘I was one of his top assassins once, but he told me to expect no reward other than the satisfaction of serving Zaal. Well, screw that! I came here on my own accord, on a rogue mission, having gone AWOL from the army back home. But when I return to Corroza, then no one will be able to stand against me. It might be time for a new Arch Predicant soon!’


Rogue! Why did that mean something to Kat? A sudden thought flickered into life at the back of her mind.


General Stormkopf still hadn’t relaxed the grip on her own weapon. ‘Why don’t you let the President go?’ she urged. ‘He can negotiate with you … work something out …’


‘No …’ the President muttered from between clenched teeth. Then suddenly without warning he leaped to his feet, taking Saoirse by surprise. ‘We do not negotiate with terrorists!’ He punched Saoirse hard under the chin, sending her flying backwards across the control room.


Jason wasn’t slow on the draw: as soon as he had a clear shot he fired one, two, three laser blasts at Saoirse. They all hit her square in the chest, and she was lifted off the floor, falling back on to it hard and cracking the glass of the map screen.


The President was rubbing his bleeding knuckles. ‘She had a jaw like a brick wall,’ he complained. He turned to Kat. ‘But you were right on both counts,’ he said. ‘She did try you use the bionoids on me, and I was mentally strong enough to resist them. And I was a good enough actor to fool her. But it’s you Kat, who deserves the medal for that plan! How do you like the sound of the Presidential Medal of Freedom? It’s our highest award.’


‘Can I get one too?’ Jason asked. ‘I was the one who shot her down, after all!’ He was marching past to check on Saoirse’s body.


Kat caught him by the arm. ‘No!’ she said. There was something wrong … there was no blood on Saoirse’s torso.


General Stormkopf had reached the body and leaned over to look. With frightening speed, Saoirse suddenly pivoted upward at the waist and grabbed Stormkopf around the neck. The general let out a gasping choke and dropped her revolver.


Kat knew in that instant what was going on. While everyone else was standing around in shock, she jumped forward and grabbed the general’s handgun from off the floor. Saoirse looked like she was going to rip Stormkopf’s head off, but Kat pointed the heavy revolver at the alien girl’s head and issued a harsh warning:


‘Let go of her!’ she shouted.


And then—as an afterthought—added, ‘Bitch!’


Saoirse’s head rotated to look at Kat. Her violet eyes were now flashing all sorts of colours—red, blue, green—and as she spoke, sparks flashed between her teeth. ‘You’re not a killer, Kat,’ she taunted in a harsh, scraping voice. ‘Not like me. You haven’t got it in you to—’


Kat didn’t bother wasting words with a retort. She pulled the trigger and shot Saoirse in the face.


The large-bore Magnum cartridge blew Saoirse’s skull apart in a shower of sparks. It fell in two halves to the floor: two halves of metal, stuffed with wires and circuitry. Her body fell limp, and General Stormkopf fell away too, crashing lifeless to the floor.


Saoirse’s destruction was accompanied by a sudden rushing of air as the bionoids coalesced in the air just above her body. Then a familiar metal cylinder appeared, fell to the floor and rolled into Kat’s hands. She picked it up and heard a welcome voice in her head:


You did it, Kat, Brandon said.


You can thank me later, she replied. I dealt with Saoirse; you can deal with the Prime!


The bionoids dissipated once more into thin air as Brandon took control. Everyone’s attention was then caught by a tremendous banging and shaking as the Thanamorph Prime went into a fit of agony outside the ship. Its mouth was making shapes, but the sound of its fury didn’t carry inside from outer space. The red glow of its eyes was gradually fading away, and then the Prime fell still, relaxed its grip on the Majestic and fell away dead, floating off into space. As it did so, it broke apart, splitting-up into the  thousands and thousands of smaller thanamorphs that had fused to create it.


Soon, there was no evidence left that it had ever existed.


 


———


 


Kat and Jason sat together with their backs to the wall, watching people coming and going around the control room. A janitor was sweeping bits and pieces of Saoirse into a bucket. Some of the medical staff were pulling a sheet over General Stormkopf’s body.


‘That could have been me who Saoirse strangled to death,’ Jason said. ‘But you stopped me just in time, Sis. When did you figure out that Saoirse was a robot?’


‘Pretty much at the last moment,’ Kat admitted. ‘That’s when all the little clues finally slotted into place.’


‘There were clues?’ Jason said.


‘When Saoirse fell on top of me in the lift—when she stole the superluminal drive, I guess—I thought she was a little heavy for such a slim girl.’


Jason shrugged, unimpressed.


‘Remember in the gym on board the Proteus?’ Kat went on. ‘She was pedalling away on those bikes for hours without even getting out of breath. And when we were dragging the Captain inside after he got bit, none of us could shift that fat lump until Saoirse grabbed hold.’


‘Hmmm … perhaps,’ Jason conceded. ‘Anything else?’


‘Yep. Her  supposed bionoid-proof suit. The real reason that Brandon couldn’t sense her was that she wasn’t alive at all. Also, when I asked her how she had learned English so fast, she spun me some tale about stopping time in her spaceship. Reverse time dilation or something. Well, I thought about that afterwards a bit, and concluded it was claptrap! You can go forward in time by travelling faster than light, Brandon told me once, but you can’t go back.’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Jason said. ‘But you couldn’t have been one hundred per-cent sure when you blew her head off. I didn’t think you had it in you, Kat.’


She smiled. ‘Me neither. I guess I have it in me now!’


They sat in silence for a while. Kat watched the elevator doors; she was expecting Brandon to come back up at any minute. ‘There was one other clue,’ she said. ‘You’ll think it’s stupid though.’


‘Go on,’ Jason said.


‘Well, remember when we were playing Scrabble and Saoirse told us that the convention on Corroza is to give all machines anagrammatic names? Well, when I remembered Saoirse’s full name was scratched into her gun, it must have triggered the puzzle-solving part of in my brain. Her name, Saoirse Gassun, is an anagram of what she really is!’


Jason thought for a while. ‘Arousing asses?’ he said eventually.


Kat laughed. ‘No, you idiot: ROGUE ASSASSIN!’


 


———


 


Ten minutes later, they left Earth’s orbit and blasted into space. Brandon had sent word—or rather, he had sent thought—to Kat that Discord was beyond repair, and that she should give up the superluminal drive to the crew of the Majestic. At the control console, Morse—having been assured the superluminal drive was plug-and-play—was preparing for the jump across the galaxy.


Kat was going through the various menus with him and the President, when the elevator doors opened and Lieutenant Hewson stepped back into the control room. A forlorn figure was trailing slowly in his wake.


Brandon had showered and changed since his ordeal with the thanamorph venom. He wore a black hoodie, and had dark rings under his eyes. His face was pale with grief, but he was alive, and that was all Kat cared about.


She ran up to him and they embraced wordlessly. Jason followed on behind, and gave Brandon a inappropriate clap on the shoulder. ‘All that time worrying that you weren’t going to be the hero and save the day,’ Jason joked, ‘but you pulled it back in the last minutes of the match. You got to be the hero after all!’


Brandon shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Kat was the hero. She saved us all.’


‘T-Minus ten seconds until superspace!’


‘Superspace? Is that even a word?’


‘It is now, Mister President. Eight!’


Kat, Brandon and Jason moved to the window for what might be their last glimpse of Earth. It was now only a white dot behind them. ‘You’re all heroes,’ Hewson said, standing over them like a proud parent.


‘Seven!’


‘You’re going home, Bran,’ Kat said to Brandon.


‘Six!’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And I’m glad you three are coming with me. I wish Gem could have come too.’


‘Five!’


‘She is,’ Kat said. ‘We’ll bury her on Corroza.’


‘Four!’


Brandon smiled slightly, and held Kat tighter. Then, without warning, he kissed her hard on the mouth.


‘Three!’


‘So, um, do you have a plan for when we get to Corroza?’ Jason asked, trying to ignore the kiss.


‘Two!’


‘Yeah, I have a plan,’ Brandon said, pulling himself together. ‘When we get home, we’re going to kick some—’


‘One!’
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‘An action-packed adventure that left me with a smile on my face.’
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‘Fun characters and clever plot twists make this an excellent read.’


 


[image: *][image: *][image: *][image: *][image: *]

‘Rob May will keep you on the edge of your seat, wanting more.’
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‘A protagonist that I could identify with and root for.’
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‘The rich and consistently solid writing kept me turning the pages. It's hard not to be swept along.’
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‘Rob May obviously believes in the old adage of always leaving your audience wanting more.’
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‘A real page turner.’
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‘Rob May manages to create a dynamic world that  evades the clichés of the genre.’
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‘A fun and awesome read.’
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‘Carefully plotted and meticulously timed; there is never a dull moment!’


 


Available now!


 


www.robertwilliammay.com




 

 


Also by Rob May


 


LJ


 


An exciting new serialised modern thriller. Lucy Jane Hardwick is yanked out of her slow student life by a mysterious man, and thrown into a world of spies, guns, fast cars and international terrorism.


 


‘The detail, pacing and suspense are astounding.’


 


‘Reminds me of Dan Brown’s stuff.’


 


‘Suspense, mystery, guns and maybe some 007? Great so far.’


 


‘The build-up of mystery is fantastic; this is movie material.’


 


‘The descriptions remind me of Michael Crichton.’


 


‘Great. Love these short exciting chapters. They are like madder, shorter episodes of 24.’


 


‘I love this story.’


 


‘Dear Mr. May. Your book is full of awesomeness.’


 


Available now!


 


www.robertwilliammay.com
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