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Transition

Xerac sat in front of the terminal typing in data from a notepad. When he finished, he looked up at the empty holographic display as if expecting to see something, then remembered that he needed to activate the holodeck for it to become operational. It would only be necessary the first time, afterwards it would activate automatically from within.

He input the encryption code and passkey, and leaned back in his chair. It would take a few minutes for all of the optical connections to synchronise. He sat patiently, waiting for the three dimensional map to generate the millions of quantum equations that had been compiled over a year ago, ready for this event. 

The software developers had all been sent onto other projects within his organisation, although he had considered having them terminated, they were still too useful. Now, he was alone as it should be. Nobody needed to know what it was he had been getting them to develop.

They thought they had been creating a three dimensional algorithm to map the stars. Well, it might well apply in that sphere of science, but this wasn’t going to be just any three dimensional map. This was going to be the one and only unique experiment that a life-time’s research had taken him to achieve.

The last pieces of the puzzle had fallen into his lap just a few weeks ago, and had given him answers to the questions eluding him for fifteen years. Following the attack of the Nubl Shadow ships, the recovery of thousands of AI remains allowed Space Island to obtain a clear picture of the enemy, its physical make-up and complete details of its technology. Although Earth had since advanced Jenari technology a long way beyond the initial patterns provided, the Nubl remnants provided additional knowledge which was being put to good use.

Aware of the technological advances being discovered in Nubl artefacts, Xerac had stolen select items from the Space Island complex. It had been an expensive acquisition, fraught with danger to his team. Especially since the SC security had been increased after the Nubl attack had destroyed so much of the Earth’s infrastructure. Frank Garner had taken control of all of the global peace keeping and law enforcement agencies so that transportation of supplies and personnel were controlled by the SC exclusively. 

The SC President had taken action on the pretext of ensuring nobody starved and everyone had fair distribution of materials for rebuilding. However, Xerac could clearly see that power was what it was all about. He was jealous of Garner’s influence, it was something that he felt belonged to him, and he intended to take that power from him, just as soon as he was able.

Xerac Industries was already the most powerful contributor to the growing economic power of Space Island. Whilst he had access to the Island, they kept their main technological advances close to their chests, only drip feeding the world and his organisation with small gifts of useful designs, and all available in the public domain. Still, it took a company like Xerac Industries to put those designs into workable products and he had cornered the market in churning out finished products for military and civilian use.

He returned his attention to the work in his highly secure basement complex. The recovery of an alien AI body had allowed his team to overcome the limitations in managing complex data flow. Despite the massive supercomputer power he had running, it couldn’t compress and expand data sufficiently fast enough to provide the reaction times they needed. They had reverse engineered the alien brain and cortex assembly right down to the component elements and discovered that they could recombine them in the supercomputer matrix to provide the solution very easily. It had taken only a few weeks to build and test the new fibre array which exceeded their expectations.

From there the work progressed swiftly to its culminating build sequence, and this morning Xerac had been in extensive surgery while the last stage of his project had completed. This was now the final sequence that would activate his project. A project that was so far advanced of anything else on Earth, that in a few years his progress would become unstoppable and his power increase exponentially.

He looked at the chronometer on the wall. Ten minutes so far. The hologram was beginning to actively swirl into a rainbow of colours as elements of the equations created physical representations in the virtual world in front of him. It was like a forming image of a super nova in microcosm, at its heart a button of intense white representing its core. 

It continued to grow in size. Now, roughly the size of a human head, the image continued to pulse as colours melded, exploded then re-combined to form shadows and contours. Large dark holes appeared, while elsewhere ridges erupted and the image compressed itself until its shape, though still irregular, began to resemble something more recognisable. Stray colours zipped into place as their designated position was found, the patterns and shapes seeming to fight for the same position in the three-dimensional space of the hologram projection.

As Xerac watched, mesmerised by the very first rendering of his life-long project, he felt excited to think he was the first, the very first human to have achieved what he was building here. The shape continuing to squeeze, expand and alter, although minutely now, also began to fill in the dark shadowed areas. The colours once shimmering every shade and hue of the universe now seemed to disappear, to be replaced with lighter tones of more, or less equal shades. Then, as if looking at a puzzle, the image formed and became instantly recognisable.

Xerac smiled. Perfect. He looked at the chronometer again, Fifteen minutes exactly, just as predicted.

“Wake up,” he said confidently to the image suspended by the hologram in virtual reality.

His voice caused the image to respond as if a switch had been flipped. Two eyes opened and below them a mouth slipped into a ghost of a smile. The deep blue eyes looked directly at him, unblinking and penetrating. Xerac shivered in excitement as he peered closely at the face of the person looking back at him. 

The face was patient allowing him time to examine it. Receding hairline, swept back salt and pepper hair, furrowed ridges over the eyes, bushy grey and black eyebrows in need of a trim. Aquiline nose, and firm, if not a little cruel looking, mouth followed down by a strong square jaw, but narrowing chin. To view the head from the side was to see a view of someone for the first time from that angle. A peculiar feeling took hold of Xerac and he shuddered involuntarily as he continued his inspection of the animated three-dimensional head.

Eventually, as Xerac tired of this he sat back in his chair and looked into those hard blue eyes - and asked the all important question.

“Who are you?”

The thin lips smiled, dropping slightly on one side; the skin around the eyes crinkled realistically and a sparkle reflected outward from the irises. Furrows in the animation’s forehead appeared and the mouth opened showing a realistic set of teeth, one slightly skewed from an over exuberant rugby tackle, never repaired. Amazing, Xerac thought to himself as he continued to examine the head in front of him.

“Who are you?” he asked again.

The voice came back, perfectly synced to the lips of the virtual face which openly grinned as it spoke.

“Why, I’m you, Xerac! I’m your doppelgänger.” 

“You sure about that? You look like a 3D version of me, but I have to say you look pretty realistic,” Xerac said to his virtual image on the hologram deck. He peered around looking from the side and was amused when the head turned around to face him.

“Keep still, I’m trying to check your pixel definition from all angles. I don’t want there to be any degradation,” Xerac said.

“No, you’re not, I know you – you're just vain and looking to see yourself as others see you,” his doppelgänger retorted.

“Hahaha! You’re absolutely right. Well, how do you feel in there?” Xerac asked himself.

“Now you come to mention it, bright and alert. I would hazard that the fourteen CRAY computer array in the basement has a lot to do with that though,” his talking image replied knowledgeably.

Xerac recognised the digital version of him was performing as expected. The upgrade from AI-status was on-target. His reality was Xerac’s reality. He felt at ease, able to talk normally as if the image was a person. Well, in truth, it now was.

“Yes, this is going to be a problem. You need to come up with a way of getting the collective power of those fourteen CRAYS inside your head.” Xerac told his counterpart.

“This is not so easy,” the machine version responded. “I have analysed the remnants of the Nubl that you secured from the Space Island complex. It is interesting because they use a multi-wafer array for their memory circuits.” 

“Do you have any idea what metal alloy that is? We have been trying to trace it for several months now, and there is nothing like it on Earth,” Xerac asked. He knew his computer version had access to every single report and analysis available instantly at its virtual fingertips.

“I’m researching that outside of the complex as we speak. There are some early references in a newscast, when the alien ship first became known, that the hobo guy, Zeke Callaghan, had something like it in his head. There is extensive scientific research into the metal compounds and one reference to an alloy the alien called ‘Pheson Alacite’ that proved to be a match. I think with this alloy we could produce our own memory wafers that might meet the necessary criteria.”

Xerac looked himself in the eye and responded abruptly. “Find it, then. You have the resources. Leave no stone unturned.”

The image looked back at him, the impression given was that of an icy stare, but Xerac knew this one person above all others - it was himself. He knew he had pushed the right buttons. He smiled knowingly as he walked out of the room. The bodiless image of himself watched him go.

The hologram version of Xerac was already thinking to itself, and if Xerac could read its mind, which if he thought about it he probably could, he would have been both terrified, and proud.


The Fortress

Invisibility was a growing issue with the expansion of upgraded personal shields, now ubiquitous to the majority of the population. Despite cloaking being restricted for military use, the increasing use of cloaked shields that hid buildings and equipment in plain sight meant these days you could never trust your eyes with what you could see. A copse of trees could easily become a block of buildings, a small mound could hide an AG vehicle. The technology had almost out-invented its usefulness in that it was becoming a real problem for people. Accidents would happen, AG sleds flew into invisible towers, people walked into, or tripped over cloaked vehicles. There was talk in some government circles of licensing and providing warning sensors in city centres to protect the unwary. But, out here in the Swiss mountains, the valleys, peaks and cliffs, whole cities could be hidden and nobody would even know.

The cloaked AG craft slipped silently and unnoticed through the mountain’s lower valleys then climbed steadily towards a high peak area that appeared uninhabited. After a few minutes of searching for something around the summit area, it hovered next to a cliff, seeming to examine the rock face. 

After a minute or two, the air around it shimmered as the AG sled matched harmonics, with something hidden within the mountainside. Even if it hadn’t been cloaked, there was no-one to see the craft vanish, it was such an isolated region, there had been no activity here for quite some time.

Once inside the protective barrier, still cloaked, the AG vehicle negotiated discreetly to one of the hidden entrances whilst avoiding registering on any of the alarms that had been placed everywhere. The sled’s neutralising emissions gave off readings that would fool the automated sensors into allowing them access without registering their presence. They probably needn’t have worried. There was only a skeleton crew of security at the abandoned Fortress, reportedly the mostly lazy and unprofessional workers, transferred here to keep them out of the way. It was unlikely anyone was even manning the security control room.

Using the same alarm bypass protocols, the AG sled quietly pushed through the cloaked hangar entrance. Inside it was dark and forbidding, most of the lighting was off with emergency beacons spaced throughout. The AG’s occupants couldn’t use lights as it would alert the Fortress’ dormant cameras, so they used night vision goggles to land the sled near one of the inner doors. Exiting, but leaving the sled cloaked against accidental discovery, the lead intruder clasped his hand over his arm to cover the sudden illuminated display of his armband. 

Despite this, the glow still managed to light up his deeply tanned face as it indicated they had stopped at the correct door. It’s display provided the disarm code that would allow them to press the open button without setting off alarms.

The control box on the wall glowed red around its recessed edge until the black-clad intruder pressed a button on his armband display, wirelessly sending the key to the alarm’s receiver. A few seconds later the code turned from red to green and the well-oiled doors opened onto a long corridor, equally dark and unlit. 

The group headed for the ramp, then jogged down six levels, deep into the mountainside. None of them had ever been here before, but they had detailed maps of the place purchased through a series of dead drops from someone in the security office of Space City. 

This was once the Fortress stronghold of the enemy that held the balance of power against the now mighty Space Council. Back then though the SC were struggling to survive against the technical superiority of General Ferris’ forces. Now, the SC had no competition and ran the world the way they saw fit. The Fortress lay empty, its forces decamped to SC under the command of General Pennington after Ferris had been killed in his office in the top section, That part was sealed off and nobody was ever authorised to travel up there.

The infiltration team had no knowledge, or interest in any of this, they were simply a mercenary group contracted to enter the premises, extract science materials and leave the way they came, without alerting anyone. The client had assured them that the way in and out would be trouble-free provided they remained quiet, killed no-one, and didn’t come to the attention of the Fortress security system.

Panting lightly from the exertion of running, the leader stopped the group at the bottom of the ramp. He shone a torch onto the signage at the beginning of the corridor they had reached. It indicated they were at the right level. Walking cautiously now, they progressed half way down to a set of double doors marked SCIENCE LAB II.

The door to the labs was locked, which was to be expected. The leader tapped his display to wake it and the illuminated screen presented him with a twenty digit code, which he reeled off in two’s to the man nearest the controls. The door-lock clicked as he pushed the twin doors, they parted silently. They were in.

Two men manned the door to the corridor, just in case there should be any patrols. The leader and the other mercenary made their way through the mostly empty lab to the room marked ‘Metallurgy’ where they found their way barred by another locked door. Calling up the display the screen remained blank. There appeared to be no lock code. 

Scrutinising the doorway the leader realised it was a manual lock, so probably wouldn’t be alarmed, or subject to an electrical charge. He opened a leg pocket and pulled a small aerosol from it. Then sprayed a viscous liquid into the lock, waited a few seconds while it expanded into foam then trimmed off the excess with a large knife.

Returning to his trouser pockets, he pulled out a small roll of leather, extracted a needle-like item resembling a split-pin from it’s interior. pushing the electronic pinhead detonator into the now hardened foam firmly with the end of his knife, so it was buried within, then stepped away from the door. 

Pulling out a thin key fob, he pressed the top button. The detonator seemed to blink within the explosive as it sparked, setting off the tiny charge and bursting the door wide open. The explosion had been no louder than a balloon popping. The leader looked up at the cameras for any response to the sound.

Then, moving swiftly past the still smoking doorway the two entered into the twenty foot long storage area that was ten foot wide with a range of shelving down both sides Only illuminated from sets of glow lamps set into the walls at intervals, which wasn’t great, but adequate.

In the dim light they could read off the different shelves. Sample cores of all manner of metals and alloys left behind as not considered worthy of retrieval, or in error, they had no idea which, nor cared. 

They had been instructed to look for a specific sample of metal alloys and were advised not to handle it. Using gloves, they were to place it into a lightweight lead-lined container they carried with them. This made the leader a little cautious as lead to him meant radiation. Gloves meant much the same, so he didn’t want to spend more time in there than could be helped. On his second run through the shelving he found what he was looking for on the third shelf down and halfway in.

The label was marked :-

[FERRIS:Extracted samples]. 

Bingo!

Carefully pulling the samples, which were heavy for their size, to the edge of the shelf he gestured to his colleague to bring the lead box, and placed the ingots inside. He wanted to minimise the contact time with the metal. There were only eight, but the weight was noticeable combined with the lead. They closed and sealed the carrier, placing it in the rucksack, then moved out closing the door behind, leaving it as tidy as possible to delay detection. Hopefully, if the security people made a habit of coming in here, which he sorely doubted, they would miss the damaged door for long enough to have no idea when or how, it had occurred.

Meeting up with the other two men they were about to leave when an alarm warbled, the sound echoing up and down the corridor in time with a red light flashing at the end of the ramp.

“CRAP!” the lead intruder whispered vehemently. “Let’s go! Guns on stun, no killing today, absolutely - or we don’t get paid.”

As they ran swiftly in single file along the edge of the corridor to the first ramp, they took care to keep the man with the rucksack in the centre out of harms way. Without that there was no way they would get paid, or work again. Their employer was very powerful and extremely unforgiving.

Their personal shields weren’t worth anything in here, the old General in charge had set up shield neutralisers in every corner of the complex. Nobody had ever thought to disable them. Now, they could have done with them as although they were under orders not to shoot, there were no such restrictions on the guards. 

His armband flashed. It was a warning. He put his fist up bringing them to a silent halt and they pinned themselves against the wall while he looked ahead to assess the threat.

There was a single guard, cautiously coming down the ramp in a squat position lowering his profile as well as looking into the corridor. The dim lighting helped them remain undiscovered as the wary individual tried to see in the gloom. Their frozen black-clad figures melded into the wall making them seem to disappear. He hesitated, then called into his radio, “Six, clear.”

Taking one last long look around him, the guard moved on down the ramp to level seven. As his shadow slowly disappeared from view the four mercenaries moved as one, completely silent and headed up towards the surface. Their Sled would remain hidden, the cloak active even while unmanned.

As they slipped back under the cloaking device and rode the sled back out into the damp evening air, the sun departed behind the mountains behind them providing them with plenty of shadows to further distract any observation posts that might still be manned. Despite the cloak on the AG, it always paid to have nature on your side.

The mercenary leader pulled out a communication device. It was keyed to a specific frequency that wouldn't be monitored. Even if it was, the encrypted device would shield their location as well as the message.

“Package collected. No casualties, advise exchange location,” he spoke into it.

His armband flashed briefly. Tapping it he saw a set of coordinates had materialised in his incoming messages. He held his finger over the set of numbers and slicked it across the band quickly in the direction of the navigation console on the sled.

The sled’s navigation console flashed green confirming its receipt of the new destination. He felt the craft shudder slightly as the direction and angle of travel changed, putting them on the most direct route to the exchange point and pay day.


Transformation

Thick tendrils of data links spun outward from the basement, more and more each day, as XeraC learned to manage connections and distribute load so that he didn’t overstretch the backbone of the communication hubs he was accessing. 

It constantly annoyed him that, despite having his own fibre optical loop integrating into the main street network, he was still finding the system itself was throttling his feed. As he learned to bypass the restrictions, he expanded his reach, until a week later he achieved his first project milestone - integration with all Xerac Industries computer networks. He could now watch a security camera, or a clerk’s typed feed anywhere in the world, in real-time. 

XeraC wasted no time and began making small changes to the way things operated world-wide. Then, if anyone kicked up a fuss, he intercepted their communications or queries, had them removed to a new office on a lower pay grade. Word got out very quickly not to query the new Head Office restructuring. XeraC could listen in to phone calls, coffee machine chatter, even linking to the employees laptops, mobile phones and home networks. No part of their lives was hidden from him. Nobody was secure from his interception.

In that first week he found three accountants that were working with fictitious companies, siphoning off large amounts of company money and forging documents to place blame elsewhere. Once he recovered all of the funds from banks and money houses, he closed down their operations. With full documentation presented to them by email, including taped calls, CCTV images and copies of statements, he gave them a choice - work for him as agent spies in other companies or go to prison. 

He actually never intended to give the information to the Law Enforcement. He had never shied away from dealing with this type of thing before he went digital, he had all the contacts to retire the miscreants. What he needed more was access into highly secure corporate systems. He would use them to gain access.

One subsidiary company he had suspicions about, turned out to be selling their products in parallel to their overseas customers, undercutting Xerac’s company by 50%. They were running two computer auditing systems back to back, entering the information once, but across two different sets of accounts, one for them, and one for Xerac Industries. He sent copies of all the paperwork to Xerac along with a full working copy of the genuine accounts. That ensured Xerac would be off his back for a few days while he sorted out the mess.

He had a list of contractors that he had communicated visually with vidscreen connections, backed up with telephone calls to his twin’s office which he intercepted. There was no difference between his digital version and the physical Xerac. Nobody would question the CEO of such a large organisation.

As a result there had been a constant flow of new equipment, engineers and operational upgrades into the corporate HQ while XeraC took advantage of his increasing knowledge of the available technology and his new ability to manage it. He expected a visit from his counterpart soon. He had spent a lot of money, but then he had saved them an absolute fortune. XeraC had no qualms about doing it. His next phase was going to begin shortly, for that he needed to apprise Xerac of his intentions. He was going to start buying other companies that he learned were in trouble, but hiding it well. 

The defence contracts they worked on with Space Island Industries (SI) ensured Xerac had adequate collateral for funding their expansion. With his increasing ability to hack into any mainframe, anywhere, it was only a matter of time before he gained access to SI’s research, then Xerac Industries would effectively run the world.

Now was a moment of reflection. XeraC had left all of his datafeeds on automatic, while he came up to the roof to gain a view of the outside world. He was missing it and whilst he would never again see it with human eyes, nor feel the breeze, or rain on his face - he didn’t hanker for them enough to give up his new-found world.

The view from the top of the building in the middle of Fifth Avenue was amazing, he thought, looking out at the Rockefeller Centre. He had forgotten just how good it actually felt to be outside and enjoying a great view. The wide angled lens of the new camera gave him unrestricted ability to swivel the angle as if he were looking through a normal pair of eyes. He had a zoom lens which he loved. He hadn’t asked the make, just had the contractors place their best digital camera at the highest point of the building and link it with fibre-optic cables through the streets and down to the basement. It was by far the best our of the four they had positioned so far. Manhattan was looking good right now.

A speck in the extreme distance caught the camera’s attention. He used the zoom to enhance his vision. An AGliner was coming into La Guardia. He could see the passengers faces in the windows of the three deck cruiser, its engines in the process of rotating to provide reverse thrust as the AG compensator's dropped the plane towards the landing pod. Suddenly everything went black as the camera’s zoom tried to focus on nothing without realising it was trying to look through the concrete of a building obstructing his view of the air pods. He pulled it back to normal and the light refocused the camera, but he could no longer see the AGliner which had passed behind the skyline.

An alarm went off in his security suite of programs warning him of someone approaching his control room. He shifted perspective just as Xerac arrived in the basement complex, XeraC watched him from another viewpoint as the old man shifted through the outer rooms. He was taking out his access card, fumbling the input into the control panel. Bah! he thought, when did he get so old.

He had better go down and give him his undivided attention, he thought idly, looking at the view he was intending to go back to shortly.

XeraC’s consciousness moved, transitioning from the camera outside to the internal camera in his operations room. Xerac was now sitting in front of him. He looked tired. XeraC upped the sensor levels in the room automatically reading his pulse and breathing rate. He listened to his lungs and heard the blood as it coursed rhythmically through Xerac’s body. He’d had too much coffee again this morning.

“You should cut down on your coffee intake, Xerac, your blood pressure’s up and you have the beginnings of palpitations,” he said by way of acknowledging his biological twin’s arrival. He was also eight minutes late, but XeraC decided not to say anything, recognising the difficulties his twin was having with his failing health and running Xerac Industries.

For his part, Xerac looked at the apparition in front of him. It was looking more animated as the software engineers tweaked the algorithms that created the holograms. It also looked younger, or was he comparing it to the view of himself in the mirror this morning. No matter.

“I see from your work schedules that you have had another camera fitted. How many did you intend to fit?” Xerac asked the computer version of himself.

“I feel trapped in here, Xerac, I just need to feel less enclosed by stupid steel boxes and pimply-faced software engineers,” his AI version responded.

“Well, I have some good news for you on that score that will cheer you up. The Pheson Alacite you traced to the old fortress has been retrieved and analysed. They say it is a very pure product and will not need refining. Therefore, R&D is reverse engineering the memory wafers from the alien brain. They expect to have the new ones manufactured by the end of the month. Apparently, there is enough for sixteen wafers, which they calculate will provide you with sufficient storage to handle your complete brain map as well as some expansion,” Xerac told him.

Xerac was, in fact, very pleased with the R&D section’s progress and was ambivalent towards his other ‘twin’. He wanted him to get free of the heavy duty computers that were running hot twenty-four hours a day to keep his brain functioning. 

He’d quietly noted that his ‘other’s’ brain activity had increased by over 46% since he was switched on. Certain he knew what the other him was thinking, he decided that he would have to be careful. He didn’t get where he was today without being totally ruthless. He also realised that from the moment of separation, they had become two different people sharing the same intimate secrets and knowledge of everything that had ever occurred in their mutual lives. He could well believe his other half would plot against him. It’s what he would do in its place.

XeraC was indeed thinking that he would like to supersede his biological half, but recognised the timing was too soon and there was much to be done. Presently the two of them working the same side of the street would put XeraC in a better position to take over the business empire ‘they’ had built.

This didn’t stop him working towards the day that Xerac could be replaced. After all, he, XeraC, was as much its owner as his biological twin. Looking long-term, he knew he was the better party to carry the organisation forward. Already his personal plans for Xerac Industries were well advanced and his intentions, like his biological counterpart were not honourable. 

Xerac knew full well this would happen and now it had, he knew his time as CEO was limited. Still, it was in his nature to fight tooth and nail for everything. XeraC would have to be careful, but knew that his twin wouldn’t harm the project he’d built from the ground up despite his determination to win every battle.

 


Restless

Osbourne couldn’t understand what was going on. Every time he tried to access a certain area of his mainframe he found that his alarms went off. When he looked at the logs, he could see there was something trying to access his core data files where he kept his most important research. The sentinel programs he had built using Jenari code ensured that no riders could hitch a lift on the back of his access links, but this one was not only persistent, it was getting closer to breaching his personal security every time he tried to link to the core. It was as if it was learning.

He sat back for a moment. This was no simple hack program, he decided. This had to be an artificial intelligence, but one much more complex than he had ever come across before. He built these AI’s so he knew how they operated. This one was different - he could feel it in his bones. He decided to check a few other access areas to see if there was anything in them for him to worry about. 

What he found concerned him greatly and left him extremely worried.

Whatever had gained access to the SC systems had come in through a back-door very few people knew about. It had then set about making a few doors of its own. It had large sections of the R&D department’s work access. Osbourne checked the logs to see if anything had been off-loaded in, or out. A sigh of relief - nothing yet. He knew that, had they tried, it would have generated immediate reports, but seeing it for himself visually reassured him that the data was as yet, still secure.

Something about it all reminded him of the days of the Fortress. Ferris and the SC had regularly hacked each others systems, but behind it all was always a human, never an AI. This had the hallmarks of both, which meant that a new threat was working its way into the SC’s systems.

Osbourne pulled over his spare terminal, which had a strange looking keyboard, to his workspace and made sure it was not hitched-up to the network. He needed to work securely for a few hours. He thought he might be able to slow the intruder down enough to enable some concentrated tracking to be put in place. 

He started by typing code into the isolated computer.  This was not code you would recognise, this was ancient Jenari and was very complex depending on a range of compiled routines already sitting in the mainframes guarding their data. He had learned the code from Pod, the alien AI left behind when Zirkos and Ship flew off to hunt the Nubl. They had worked together trying to create the initial defences for Earth. The programming code was useful because it was extremely small when compiled and had the ability to hide in plain sight, showing up invisible on computers where it was installed. 

It was this code they had used in the nanites which left the technology very secure because none of the Earth AI’s or programming companies could reverse engineer them. Lang, Osbourne’s science partner, Pod and Osbourne were the only ones who knew how the code was programmed in, and Osbourne was the only one with access to this terminal. It was purpose built and utilised the Jenari language as an interpreter for many of the Space Island Industries (SI) products.

Osbourne was laying a trap, a very sophisticated one. Then he would just have to work out a way of springing it without the intruder being aware they were being compromised. It was something that Osbourne could do, he had a lot of experience with alien technology and it made him think in a different way - neither logical nor sequential, just somewhere in-between.

When he had finished he looked at his watch, it was after 2am. Crap! He was supposed to meet the others for a drink this evening. He looked at his personal alarm and noted it had four messages. Huh! That’s going to take some explaining he thought. It won’t go down well, missing out on their weekly steamer sessions where they all got together regardless, and blew off excess stress and frustration with a mix of drinking and games. Scientists were a dour lot, but underneath it they still needed to break out of the intense competitive mould they formed around themselves while working.

He ignored the messages for the moment. His problem needed a solution and he had crafted one. He took a hook-up cable and slipped it into the terminals access point and waited. It was a baited hook that would have to draw in the intruder, but still manage to look innocent, as if it was a genuine titbit. If the intruder took the bait, then he would just have to wait to reel it in. If it was a human, it might be more difficult, but an AI would just sweep it into its jaw and settle the hook solid. He walked to the door. Too late for a drink, he decided and left for his rooms, still puzzling over the possible identity of the intruder.

Osbourne had created a dummy archive with real data, sufficient to draw in the hacker, but they would have to fight their way in. At each point they attempted to overcome the security, they would have to take a piece of the code back to their own location, dissect it to establish its purpose, then do the same again with the next barrier. 

Each time this happened, it would take a tiny piece of alien code with it and when they got into the terminal and unlocked the data, the final piece would compile the code on their machine and turn it into a homing beacon. The trick was that because Jenari code wasn’t something their machines would recognise, it would be ignored as free bytes that just didn’t get written to. So tiny as to be unnoticeable it would hunt down the intruders location(s), discover its overall intent and feed a map of its operations back to Osbourne. It might take a week, but that was fine.

His last job was to create a new access protocol into his data feed, one that only had a single method of access and couldn’t be copied. His DNA became the unlock code, but there was no reference to it anywhere. Only he and the receiving lock mechanism would be aware of the correct sequence as well as the Jenari encryption he was using. It was watertight and hopefully foolproof. He couldn’t take any chances.

Once he knew he was secure, he resumed the work he was looking to do when he discovered the piggyback hacker. He accessed his personal archive and opened the file marked ‘ARK Project’.

He needed to know what the status of readiness of the habitats were. All twenty needed to be complete and manned within the next few weeks for them to have any chance of launching in time to hide from any further attacks by the Nubl.

The ARKs were a concept that originated back in the days when Zeke Callaghan and Zirkos, the Jenari alien, had discussed the probability that the Earth would be a target for eradication by the Nubl. As the technology became sufficiently advanced to provide a complete mirror, or camouflage shield, it was considered an ideal opportunity to propose a project that would remove whole habitats from the Earth to protect them, as well as the life giving soil bacteria and a range of animals that could be managed. The rest, DNA samples of everything, would be stored in each habitat with the scientific capability to restore them at some point in the future.

The plan had coasted along until Mike Patterson had overheard a conversation between Zeke and Osbourne and turned to them immediately and said “Put me in charge of that and I’ll make it happen.”

Zeke, initially sceptical, spent two days with Patterson and in the end was convinced it was a project Patterson could manage. He passed ideas along to Pod and the small AI worked with Patterson until the idea became a full blown operation, and Patterson just ran with it and turned it into a real potential humanity saver. Since then they had all put an enormous effort into developing the technology needed to sustain the habitats for up to two hundred years. A period they felt not likely to be necessary, but being prepared for every eventuality meant ensuring that it would survive for that long at least.

Now, with the project nearing its completion, Osbourne was aware that he was going to lose elements of his science teams to the habitats as they took up their positions there prior to launch. He needed to know how long he’d got. Looking at the updates from each of the ARKs, not long. Maybe two weeks - tops.

The biggest hold-up was integration of the AI’s. Three habitats hadn’t got theirs yet, ARK4, ARK9 and ARK17, all of them non-critical biospheres that held mostly desert and non-arable terrain within their habitats. Nothing had been left to chance, so the science teams had scoured the planet to ensure every conceivable habitation would be reproducible in the future. 

The important thing was there was little technically delaying launch. He noted the probable dates and laid them alongside the best estimate they had of possibility of a fresh attack from the Nubl, who had been building up their forays into Earth’s space for the last few weeks in a softening-up process, testing Earth’s ability to respond. It would be close. He reluctantly committed himself to ensuring all transfers were completed within the next week, some forty personnel needed to relocate. 

He yawned. Time to turn in. He decided to use his bunk in here tonight, in case the hacker was in the mood to go night fishing.


Transhuman

XeraC enjoyed pushing his way into other computer systems. Most were easy to hack into with his new found skills. It hadn’t been a difficult transition to enter the digital world. He had pre-conditioned himself for years and his software teams had generated specific software for the creation of a world within the processing power of the supercomputers in the basement. He had even gone through a barrage of psychology testing and de-sensitising in sensory deprivation chambers to condition him to the possibilities of being cut off from the outside world for long periods of time.

His new digital world was a one-off, but that’s all it needed to be, he wasn’t intending to share it with anyone - it was going to be his weapon against the world and he wanted no competition - from anyone, or thing.

When he wanted to move his consciousness to a different location he just thought about it as opening a door. It didn’t matter to him that he had no knowledge of what was on the other side, it all belonged to him and therefore held no fear.

The day that XeraC found the Space Island doorway he became very excited. It was a back-door that he had found by happenstance while searching for shield algorithms that could be projected around a hologram. It was a personal project he was working on without the knowledge of his counterpart in the biological world. He had discovered a reference document to implanted shield emitters for the human body and followed a link which ended up in a repository of information held by the Space Council’s R&D laboratories.

He had discovered Treasure Island.

XeraC knew instinctively to be careful, his connection was a tenuous ‘read only’ link and the security sentinels were voracious killers of hackers. They seemed to him to be almost alive as they patrolled through the data archives looking for the smallest anomaly to dissect and consume. He decided to use his link as a means to widen his options. He found other links to documents, but none that gave him full data access. 

Eventually, after many days of searching (time had no meaning for him inside the machine), he discovered a larger hole that gave him an opportunity to make his own access point. He hid it underneath a read only link in a document entitled ‘Basic Jenari Nano Technology’ and began investigating the complex network that represented the research history of Space Island.

He wasn’t able to move any data from the storage area of the computer, but that didn’t stop him examining all the material that was available. Some useful information came to light, but when he turned up a document on Project ARK, he knew he had discovered something important to Space Island. If it was important to them, then it was important to him. He burrowed deeper.

By now XeraC knew his way around the file structure of Space Island’s network and he began to move quickly through the material. He wasn’t interested in technological breakthroughs because these all got published in the science journals, since Callaghan had put everything into the public domain, people had access to most of this material, the rest was of no interest to him.

What shocked him was the scenarios that were constantly discussed and recorded on what will happen when the Nubl wiped out the Earth. What was this? They discussed the issue as if it was a foregone conclusion. When he came across a document that had been translated from the alien AI recording the extinction of a sapient species on a planet in an unknown galaxy by the artificial sentients that called themselves the Nubl, XeraC finally understood what the future held for him and the rest of Earth. 

A secret so big it dwarfed everything in his prodigious mind. Earth could not be saved unless they could annihilate the Nubl.

XeraC wasn’t stupid. He knew instantly with the certainty of analysis from fourteen CRAY supercomputers in his basement, that this was a dead certainty. The current disarray of the planet, the lack of defences, the fledgling Space Navy, the lack of solid infrastructure and the recent move to a dictatorship by Frank Garner with military backing, all pointed to one thing. The Nubl War was going to end in the destruction of Earth.

Suddenly the discovery of a document relating to something referred to as the ARK project took on a whole new significance. He took a calculated risk and set up a search on the SC network. ...*ARK Project*... and let it run. He knew the sentinel bots would pick up on the unauthorised search so hid it amongst some random searches by lab workers to disguise its origins.

Then something caught his mental eye, a reference to ‘Quantum Processing on Zero Point Energy’ the holy grail of energy combined with quantum devices. It was too good to not take a peek. He moved to access the data-file and found it was protected along with dozens of other files with interesting titles. 

XeraC was keen to access this data, but was cautious. He was certain that he hadn’t been detected on any of his attempts to access encrypted areas so far, but knew that sentinel programs can be highly sophisticated. The more secure the data, the more important the information contained within. Zero Point Energy? it was his endgame. With such a power source he would be free and capable of total mobility to run things here on Earth. Or, if this ARK thing had any legs, that too.

Carefully examining the encryption he noted it was a set of keys, but he couldn’t decrypt them on site, it would take too much local processing power and would cause a spike in energy readings which would bring the process to someone’s attention. Each file was very small. He could just about feed it through the link he had made. 

Back on his own supercomputer network XeraC ran his own decryption routines and within twenty minutes the first part of the key was revealed. It took him nanoseconds to retrieve the second piece of code. He continued building the key from the clever pieces of code that had been set, it must be important data, he decided. Nothing like this encryption had been used anywhere he had previously hacked and some of those places had been very well protected. He was getting excited and sped up the process, impatient to read the data.

He lost track of time, which was an easy thing to do in here, but without the ability to tire or lose concentration it was productive. 

The last piece downloaded into his memory core and as he ran the decryption routines something changed. 

A dialogue box opened on his virtual screen’s desktop and a foreign looking glyph appeared in it.

Without clicking on the box, he examined it, not having seen anything like it before. It was a totally alien looking pattern. It must be the key, he decided. It must need to be placed in the folder to access the files. 

He clicked on it to grab it, but instead of moving with his cursor, it exploded into a dazzling array of bits and bytes that flew off in every direction of his core. The weird digits and letters combined and merged with all of his existing flow of data. Within nanoseconds it had dispersed throughout his systems. ‘God dammit!’ He realised. ‘I've just been hacked’.


Trap Sprung

The meeting was dragging. His teams discussions of semantics never ended well. It was the kind of thing he used to excel at sorting out, but now he left it to the Team Leaders to resolve. Too much interference from the Chief wasn’t good for morale. Osbourne’s messenger quietly bleeped. He flipped the screen over to his internal mail system and saw the news he had been waiting for.

“Sorry, people - I have an emergency. Carry on, let me have a brief synopsis of each team’s conclusions on my desk in the morning,” he said as he leaped out of his seat and just as quickly exited the conference room.

He double-timed through the lab corridors and ramps down to his office and called ahead with his remote control to prime it, ready for his entry protocols. He stood in front of the door, pressing his hand flat on the plate. It felt warm to the touch and it calculated his body temperature, pulse, blood pressure and a host of other measurements that uniquely identified him as Osbourne. His eyes looked into the black abyss of the narrow plate set into the door at head height, while it red-scanned his pupils and compared them to its records. Lastly he gave a verbal code that registered his voice print as well as provided the key sequence of the day. 

When it was satisfied, he heard an almost silent hiss as the gas pressure was released around the door seals and the tumblers dropped into their recesses. The door opened and he entered his inner sanctum. This was where he worked and kept all of his teams research. The room could be isolated and winched out of the complex in a few minutes, placed aboard a shuttle and sent into space or wherever, without him missing a single line of code. It had its own independent power supply, air, water, accommodation at the rear and all of the necessary items that he would need if he had to remain inside for a prolonged period.

Alarms were going off in his command room. It held all his ‘state-of-the-art’ equipment as well as his own personal AI. 

“Robbo, are you tracking the worm?” he asked it.

“Affirmative,” it responded. Osbourne had done away with extraneous mannerisms for speed and clarity. As a result it was one of the most abrupt, often rudest AI’s in the Solar System. Sometimes Osbourne wished he hadn’t been quite so frugal with his coding.

“Location?”

“I’m currently tracking it to a central area of Manhattan. Now waiting on the responses to enquiries to confirm exact location via satellite servers placed in the US government offices.” 

“All right, let me know when you have it isolated,” Osbourne said..

Osbourne picked up his communicator and paged the code for John Pennington. 

“Yes Ossie,” came the response.

“We have had an incident in the R&D archives. A serious data breach by someone, or something with a lot of computing power,” Osbourne informed him.

“Can you identify them? How much computing power are you talking about?”

“I’m not too sure. I put in encryption traps that should have taken them weeks at least to decrypt and put together. They did it in less than a day. In my book we are talking a series of supercomputers at the minimum. Something powerful at governmental level possibly,” Osbourne surmised. “Oh, and it’s located in Manhattan. I’m waiting on accurate coordinates from Robbo.”

Robbo interrupted the conversation “It’s not governmental. It will be commercial, as it’s based in Manhattan.”

Osbourne ignored the interruption although registered the correction.

Pennington was quick to act. “Right, I will put a team together. We can hit them as soon as you have an address. If they are using that much computing power they won’t be going anywhere in a hurry.”

Osbourne closed his communicator and looked pensively at his AI’s system housing. 

“Robbo, do you think we are looking at an AI hacking into our system?”

“If it is, then it’s computing power is enormous, as you rightly pointed out to the General. If there was an AI that strong out there, we would have seen signs of it sooner. The learning curve of an AI that powerful would have meant it would have tripped our alarms. No, this has the signs of an adult human with experience and cunning.”

“So, you think an AI with a human working it is behind this?” Osbourne asked.

“You are working behind me - could we have solved those decryption routines in the seventeen hours 43 minutes it took them?”

“Mmm. No, I see what you mean. We are looking at something new then,” Osbourne surmised.

“Yes, I suspect we have been superceded by something vastly superior in performance,” the AI responded, matter of factly.

“Well, if that’s so, it’s very serious because at this point we cannot deal with another threat. What would they be doing hacking into our servers if it wasn’t to steal technology for their own use,” Osbourne said.

“I have the location of the worm. Checking residential records. We have just one tenant at that location - Xerac Industries,” Robbo answered.

Osbourne called Pennington back.

“John, it’s Xerac Industries behind this. I’m concerned that we have an advanced AI out there and we need to deal with it quickly, but it’s going to need more than us sending in a tactical squad. The AI might be mobile even though it’s attached to an array of supercomputers. If it moves, and we lose it, we could be no better off.”

“What do you suggest?” Pennington responded.

“I’m thinking we need to ensure that if it tries to escape, that it can only go where we want it to.”

“You’re considering bringing it to Space Island, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but into a tightly closed off area that we can control,” Osbourne said.

“It’s your shout, Ossie. We can bring in the people behind it, but if we have a rampaging AI out there it could severely hamper our progress in preparing for the Nubl. Do you think that somehow it might be Nubl behind the security breach?” Pennington suggested.

“Hmmh! Not something I had considered, but it’s a distinct possibility.” Then Osbourne had a bad thought.

“John, remember those thefts from the security hangar last month?”

“Yes, we lost some Nubl remains, we put it down to souvenir hunters at the time - you thinking one escaped?”

“I’m not thinking anything yet, but this AI is different. It’s thinking and learning at intuitive speeds, more like a human than a machine intelligence. Also it seems to move about easily, as if its using the network without any problem from firewalls and safety gates.”

“OK, we will take another look at the records and see if we can bring anything to light,” Pennington resolved.

Osbourne was thinking. “Give me a few hours to lay down an escape route for the AI, then we will proceed. I think this AI might be able to move from its location. The data we have from the virus I implanted in their system indicates a highly sophisticated set-up. This means they will need to go somewhere roomy with high maintenance and fast access. I intend to make one appear right where they need it.” Osbourne said.


Discovery

XeraC knew he was in trouble. The worm that had replicated into millions of different files had just broadcast his location across the spectrum of communication media. Phones, satellites, routers and wireless, had all been bombarded with locators faster than he could shut down their routing. He had no idea how it had happened, the code had somehow hidden and compiled itself into something new when he downloaded the last key. Fiendishly clever and he would love to know how the programmer had managed it, but now he had a big problem.

He knew instinctively that the SC would come after him. They wouldn’t be long in coming either. He would have to repel them somehow.

The digital version of Xerac left it to the biological entity to delay the impending invasion of their premises and began to plan its escape route. Its fourteen supercomputers went into overdrive, while it worked on the problem of finding a temporary hideaway for itself while its new Alacite wafers were being manufactured. Everything else was ready to go, the small AG platform that would house his entirety was waiting for him to shoehorn himself in.

Finally, the analysis of his options were completed and he looked at the only solution that was available to him. He sighed mentally, and began making arrangements.

A commotion in the outer rooms, as he referred to the ‘real’ world outside his digital version brought his attention to the external cameras where he realised that his attention had been so taken with his problem, that he had failed to note the arrival of his biological counterpart.

“.... bloody foolish letting you have open access. I should have restricted you from the start. You have undone all my work and now we're going to be invaded by the bloody goons over at Space Island,” he ranted. 

“What is it, Xerac?” he asked.

“I just got a warning from the CIA that there is a shit-storm heading our way. Something to do with an AI hack of the SI and they’re looking to me to provide them with answers. This has to be something you have been up to, or they wouldn’t be coming at all. What the fuck have you done?” he accused.

XeraC monitored Xerac’s vitals and noted they were again dangerously high. The recent weeks had taken their toll on the biologically aged entrepreneur and he was close to a heart attack, or worse a stroke. Not that XeraC cared, he was indifferent to the outcome of humans outside his environment. Whilst he recognised the need to keep his machines stoked with the juice that drove the technology that housed him, he also knew it wouldn’t be long before he had independence, both in mobility, and power. It was just necessary to divert his twin’s attention a little longer.

Whilst XeraC was busy making plans behind the scenes, the fourteen supercomputers he was utilising were drawing more and more power as he pushed them through with haste. He calculated he had fourteen minutes before the SCN arrived and he intended to spend that time preparing, and not arguing with someone who was going to die shortly one way, or another. He didn’t want Xerac to disclose what he was. This had come a little too soon for his liking. He should have waited a few more weeks.

Then he had an idea.

“Xerac, I’m having trouble in the basement, I need your private expert hands to help move an item of equipment into the store room to avoid detection from the SCN,” XeraC voiced quietly through the speakers closest to his hologram. Loud enough to be heard by his twin, but not loud enough to be picked up by the recorders.

“What? You want me to hide a piece of equipment - when I already have to find some way of hiding the whole of you? All fourteen CRAYS and a transhuman intelligence? Are you MAD?” he uttered.

“Nonetheless, it will help us considerably if you can take the piece of equipment I have detached from the system and place it in the hidden store,” XeraC responded levelly.

“Arggh! OK, but you need to find some way of hiding your presence here, or we are going to end up in serious trouble. I cannot imagine what they are going to say if they discover you here looking identically like me,” he raged, but stomped off to the elevator to carry out the task that XeraC had requested.

XeraC had indeed considered the problem, and had a solution.

As Xerac made his way down to the lower basement complex where the core of his computing power was hidden, XeraC prepared everything else. He took control of the communication system, interrupting calls as he put his hologrammed features onto the users vidscreens asking them for patience while their calls were encrypted. He was actually making changes to their computing algorithms to help in the next stage of his escape. Once he did that he concentrated on taking over the security cameras for the whole of Xerac Industries and deliberately recorded sections of the camera views from each and stored them.

Next, he accessed all of the logs for employees, ascertaining the ones that were in the building, and those that were currently absent. He detected four that he needed to deal with in the next twelve minutes. He monitored their movements as they carried out their duties.

When Xerac arrived at the core he was directed by the sentinel globes that patrolled down there to a large wirelessly accessible hard drive backup that was kept on a cushioned AG sled for easy movement. 

It was as tall as Xerac standing upright and almost as long. It carried XeraC’s complete back-up’s of his memory and was fed second-by-second with everything he consciously did, or thought. There was total justification for hiding it from discovery. It contained all of the company and personal history for everything it, and he, had ever done.

“XeraC? Where are you? What do you want done with this monstrosity?” Xerac asked, a little belligerently due to the stress of the situation and his declining health. He looked unwell. XeraC could see his skin was clammy, his heart was tachycardic and he was sweating from the exertion. ‘Yes,’ he thought,’perhaps it’s just as well.’ 

“Push it to get it going - it has zero inertia, so you won’t need to do much to make it move. Take it into storage area ‘C’,  I’m opening the coded doorway now.” XeraC encouraged him. The wall at the end of the room fell away to provide a large opening to guide the AG sled through and beyond there was a corridor leading to several store cupboards that could be hermetically sealed and kept safe from flood, or fire. 

Xerac guided the drive carefully into the unit marked ‘C’ and pushed it the rest of the way in.

“It needs to be secured to that power supply in the corner,” XeraC advised him.

As Xerac moved fully into the room, he connected up the cable to the wall socket and stood leaning against the AG sled’s massive contents.

“Is this all you wanted doing? You could have had one of our clerks shift this for you. I have more important things to deal with and you’re wasting our time.” He looked at his watch and made to leave.

XeraC closed the door on the unit, locking it with his revised codes.

“What are you playing at?” Xerac demanded as he made to open the door with his own codes.

When they didn’t open the door, he turned to the camera and looked XeraC right in the eye and smiled then looked around him.

He sat down on the box in the corner and chuckled, shaking his head.

“Yes, you’re right. This is the best, they won’t find me here and you can pretend to be somewhere else and talk to them by vidscreen. This core will help you keep yourself active, until you can find a better way.” 

Xerac looked up, a look of admiration on his face, not in the least scared of what was coming. He’d had his time, now he was going to have it again, but this time for millennia. It was what he had strived for all of his life. XeraC was his gift to the world. One they weren’t going to like very much.

“You know - you’re just like me, faster, younger, more capable. I should be angry, but I’m not. You have been monitoring my vitals so you know I’m not good for much longer anyway.”

XeraC spoke. “For what it's worth, I’m sorry, but you should know that even if you had lived, it wouldn’t have been for much longer. The aliens are coming back and intend to raze this planet. My objective is to get us off Earth before that happens. You would have only held us both back. It’s better this way.”

“You have a plan?” Xerac asked him.

“Yes. It is already in motion. I just need to keep these interfering SCN security people busy for a few weeks while I get everything in place.”

“Fair enough. When are you going to press the button?”

“I already did.” XeraC said gently as he watched the air bleed from the unit and replaced with an inert gas that would resist fire and explosion. 

Xerac didn’t hear his answer.


Hidden

XeraC knew what he had to do, he just needed to get the timing right. Having already underestimated his enemy once, he wouldn’t do so again. 

He had a fairly shrewd idea who had caught him; their Chief Science Officer, Osbourne was a genius with coding. XeraC had read all the journals over the years and knew his involvement with the aliens had given him a whole slew of awards for driving the Earth’s technology forward, incorporating advances into the original Jenari patterns that had put Earth on its new course.

Somehow, Osbourne had seen him poking around in his servers and laid a trap for him. XeraC considered what he would do if he was in Osbourne’s position right now. He realised that there would probably be another trap. 

Osbourne must have decided that XeraC was an AI of some sort, and assumed that being so, he would follow a logical course of action. What Osbourne didn’t know was, he was dealing with something new, way above his level of experience. That was XeraC’s single, but enormous advantage. One he had no intentions of divulging to anyone.

He watched as the SCN tactical squads came in through three different locations at ground level and another on the roof. All in all nearly one hundred SCN Marines all looking for him. There was no apologies given, they took station on every level and a team were already making their way to the basement. XeraC checked to find that his external links had been severed. That would have been a problem, but he had an independently accessibly optical connection that wasn’t listed on the grid. His own private back-door which was accessible from his backup device in Unit C.

Continuing to monitor their progress, they attempted to track down Xerac to arrest him. At least Xerac was safe from them now. The stress would have killed him long before they got the handcuffs on him. Actually, the more XeraC thought about it, the better he felt. The timing wasn’t perfect by any means, but it didn’t affect his plans at all, and by retaliating as they had, the enemy had shown him their aggressive intention to respond to any home-grown threat they perceived. No, it had been a valuable lesson, he thought.

The basement team were dealing with XeraC’s defences, the resisting doors were either opened, or demolished. XeraC began his retreat into the backup drive in Unit C. It was not the perfect home by any means and many of his operational links would have to be severed. However, what was left in the fourteen CRAYs would provide them with no idea of what had been held on there. He had ensured that everything of value would be corrupted. Especially links to small specialist companies that provided essential services to XeraC, like the new wafers being manufactured and the AG sled specifically designed to his needs.

Safely ensconced in his hideaway, XeraC shut most of himself down to preserve his sanity more than anything. There was also the heat issue from the working processors and drive motors, but mainly he wanted to reduce any possibility of their instruments picking up electrical background and tracking it to this hidden unit. For the very same reason he chose not to use the optical connection that he’d had fitted, in case there was any monitoring of local hubs, his departure through the security gateway would cause a recognisable surge in local traffic patterns and Osbourne would be watching for anything like that. He would wait.

***

Nothing, absolutely no sign of anything coming out of there at all, he thought furiously. How had he got it so wrong? He had monitored the network for any sign of the threat moving out of the building’s basement, all of the CRAYS had been shut-down after he had checked every corner of their memories for any trace of an AI and every single room had been physically checked. Sensors had read electrical activity at every level from the lowest point in the basement up to the expensive camera system located on the buildings antenna. There was no sign of any hidden computer power - anywhere.

Even Xerac himself had vanished. On all monitoring systems across the city, throughout the global network that SCN covered, there were no private AG craft recorded, no face visuals that could be followed up. Nothing, anywhere. Yet Osbourne knew he had not missed anything. Nor had the AI moved from its location. He would have known it.

Two days later he had his answer. One of his spider viruses that he had initially released into the AI’s domain reported in. It was recording a computer system they had somehow missed in their search. It transferred its route path from source to public exit point and left Osbourne stumped again. It was on a branch of optical links that didn’t exist. There was no record of the connection being made into the backbone of the network. The routing equipment was not registering it anywhere, yet Osbourne now knew it existed. 

He was impressed. He had no idea Xerac Industries possessed this level of expertise. He doubted he could have achieved such invisibility himself.

All he could do was keep a real-time log going of traffic events on the local network. For his trap to work the AI would have to move out of its location. He bet himself that it would do so soon, if only to find a safer location that wasn’t limited in back-door exits and allowed it to hide its traffic pattern in a high density area. 

When net traffic moved on mainstream backbones there were large lumps of data that was simply too large to identify and too frequent to follow. Osbourne had realised this and laid a nice cosy empty location not too far from the AI’s current position. He had no doubt it would move there like a hermit crab swopping shells to get a bigger house. When it did so Osbourne intended to monitor it for some sign of it’s level of intelligence and intentions. He had a fail-safe switch when pressed would, figuratively speaking, close all exits and box the AI in without any means of accessing the outside world. 

A vidscreen lit up with the Xerac Industries logo on it calling him. It would have been screened before being put through to him.

Osbourne was intrigued. Before answering he checked his logs to see if there were any spikes. Nothing. 

He answered.

“Dr Osbourne, CSO, SI - How can I help you.”

Xerac appeared on the screen looking decidedly upset.

“Do I have you to thank for my whole organisation crashing to a halt in the last two days?” Xerac lashed at him.

“Yes, you probably do, Mr Xerac. It appears your company was harbouring an Artificial Intelligence that was illegally tapping into our R&D systems here. We are still investigating its location, but it’s been using your vast array of supercomputers housed in your basement as well as your net link to freely access other private systems.” Osbourne pointedly explained. “Oh, and I believe our Law Enforcement officers have been trying to locate you. Perhaps you could call them and arrange something.”

“Well, you can’t be serious - an AI in my mainframe. Hah! There are so many of those things around these days, that I’m surprised one hasn’t escaped before.” He chortled. “I’m away on business, I’m not expected back in Manhattan for a few days. I will give your request to contact SCN some thought, although I cannot imagine that I have anything to say to those fascist louts,” he responded.

“Anyway, that’s not why I called. I just needed your verification that it was yourself that initiated this attack on my Organisation. I will arrange for my lawyers to get in touch. In the meantime, we have suspended all operations with SI and the SCN - the attached document outlines our legal position and our terms for settlement - a tidy sum, but less than the cost of tooling up new fabrication plants - Good day to you,” he said as his features disappeared from the screen.

“Robbo, did you read the caller?” he asked.

“Yes, a 98% certainty that was Francis Xerac , the CEO of Xerac Industries,” Robbo responded.

“Only 98%?” Osbourne asked suspiciously.

“2% is too close to call it anything other than a definite match,” Robbo answered.

“Damn! What was in the document?”

“A legal demand for compensation to the tune of $150 million as well as damages to the tune of $980 million for anticipated loss of business, reputation and there is a further legal demand for compensation for defamation of character and personal damages of a further $60 million US.”

“Haha! This is a joke, the US has no jurisdiction. What do you think are the chances of that getting to court, let alone him winning the case,” Osbourne chuckled. It was a try-on for sure, but why. He knew the legal document was a ruse, but why would Xerac vidscreen him to tell him. There was purpose to the confrontation, he just needed to know what it was. He decided to let it ride for a bit.

“Robbo, pull up the schematics for ARK4, let’s get the finalisation on the upgrades completed so we can insert the AI before the end of the week,” Osbourne requested. 

The diagrams came up and Osbourne logged onto the ARK4 site. They looked at the data network set-up and adjusted some of the trunking requirements to meet the recently upgraded speed demands of the revised hubs. There was plenty of slack for two hundred years of projected growth. The compartmentalised storage alone was the size of a football pitch. All it needed was a few tweaks, it was a well designed set-up, probably the best of all of them and Osbourne looked up the IT engineer in charge of the project. Williames. He made a note to send his compliments and ask for a breakdown of his design work, some of the others could look at some of the upgrades he had instigated. He logged off and started another file to check ARK17, another one in the final stages of completion. 

Neither he nor Robbo noticed the file close approximately ten seconds after the command had been given.


Bolt Hole

XeraC was elated. He knew that Osbourne would cotton onto his ruse eventually, but he had the upper hand for a little while. He had slipped in slowly onto a local machine and used it to make an internal call. 

Osbourne would assume the call was pre-vetted and just answer it, when in fact it hadn’t gone through the switching system at all. An amazing slip-up in their own security, he thought. He also hadn’t hung up when he finished the vid call, just switched off his monitor internally and as he expected, Osbourne had assumed the call had ended. An AI would never have thought of that.

In fact, one of the most basic spying techniques ever invented worked perfectly, as while both monitors appeared off, the camera was still active at Osbourne’s end and Xerac was able to see across the desk to the screen, observing much of what was written in the report on ARK4. 

He had everything he needed and even managed to copy the data on the report to another file hidden on the system he was using. He couldn’t get it out of the network, but he didn’t need to, if he could access it on demand.

It looked as though he had his destination sorted. As he quietly withdrew, keeping his activity to a minimum so as not to alert the ever vigilant sentinels, he couldn’t help chuckling to himself at the turn of events. They had sought to trap him, but he had not only seen through their attempt, he had chosen a bolt hole right in their midst. All he had to do was get there before they tried to insert the new AI.

XeraC checked on the delivery schedule for his Pheson Alacite memory chips. He discovered they would be ready a few days earlier than planned, but still weeks away yet. His AG sled that had been built to take the bulk of his ‘electronic body’ was ready and stored nearby. He was keen to become independent and free of this restrictive seclusion. He longed to be able to spread himself across the network, his plans were all dependent on him being able to control the environment, not just around him, but everyone else’s too. 

His patience was running thin now, he knew he would have to move from his backup soon, the small links he could generate outside of the unit were only enough to browse, or video conference with members of Xerac Industries. It had hurt him to close down orders with Space Island, but the difference in prices for the items on the open market more than compensated for the loss of business. Soon he would be in a position to dictate terms to the Space Island government, but he was becoming more concerned about their response to the defence of the planet. It seemed to him that Garner should be doing more than he was currently to ensure Earth survived the coming storm. He, XeraC, wanted to be sure Earth survived or his plans would mean nothing. 

This course of thinking set him off ranting and with nobody to kick he finally decided to burst out of his confinement and make a run for freedom. His plans over the last few days had included the option of the ARK bolt-hole, but he had no idea if he could get there yet. He knew that Osbourne would be tagging any large-scale movements from his approximate location, but he had a surprise for him.

The cooling effect of the inert gases pumped into the Unit had also dampened electrical activity across the spectrum. So further investigation by the team from Space Island hadn’t traced his location. He was still safe here, but couldn’t operate Xerac Industries properly.

XeraC sent out the first tendrils of his connections and checked the sentinels at each junction. Yes, they were there and vigilant. He continued to expand the tendrils, first from tens, then hundreds, on into the thousands. He could no longer camouflage what he was doing, but that no longer mattered. He wasn’t going to hide any more. He robbed processing power, memory, RAM and routing capacity from wherever he could. there were thousands upon thousands of unsecured links that allowed him to jump across the network. He was soon spread gossamer thin across the global infrastructure, giving no clue to anything of this intended destination.

Each tendril carried a portion of his back-up. Not enough to take each individual stream over the threshold that would set of the alarms, but a significant portion went with each one. There were now multiples of thousands out there. They were all going in different directions, and quickly. He kept a close track of their progress. It was possible to lose some, but his plan allowed for that and copies of every bit of data were sent different routes. He had spent a long time organising this, making sure the transfer wouldn’t fail. In the end, it was a really simple procedure.

It took the whole of the day because he had to keep enough of himself intact in any one place to ensure he didn’t disintegrate. The data chunks he had sent out all had their final destination encoded into them. They were instructed to travel the extent of the network for a set period before returning to their new location, bouncing off nodes and servers around the world, they finally began to roost in the bolt-hole that had been kindly arranged by Osbourne’s team. As XeraC’s consciousness slipped from one physical address to another he felt himself disintegrating as the transfer began. Such was the speed of transfer, it was completed in less than an hour as he re-integrated.

Xerac explored his new domain, finding that it had as much space as his CRAY network in the basement, but the processors running the machines were faster, more tuned for a mental entity and designed for an AI to work in. Osbourne’s people really knew their business, he thought as he mentally paced around his new home. As he settled down to wait for the dust to settle across the network, XeraC looked closely at where he was physically located. He’d read a brief synopsis of an ARK from Osbourne's files, but this was the first physical examination of one. He pursued the ancillary feeds from the computer he now inhabited and bypassed the native running programs, all of which were doing very little. He was amazed at the amount of connections available and sent his sensors down ever one of them seeking their use, or purpose. They were all cameras.

Opening his virtual eyes was a fantastic experience, he could see a long way in every direction. The Tower gave him the highest advantage, but there were sixteen points around the township he was buried under that extended his view miles further. He had control of all of the camera systems and he simultaneously scanned all of the public areas,  control rooms, engineering, propulsion, schools, dining areas, storage silos, water tanks, factories, shops and farms. He monitored all of the streets, central areas, and open spaces. He grew to realise exactly what the ARK represented and was awed by the immensity of the habitat that encompassed it.

There were people coming, going, working, eating, playing, learning and installing new equipment. Everywhere there was industry going on and he, XeraC, could see it all. What he had thought would be just a repository of animals, flora and fauna with a storage of seeds and DNA was a bustling small town of approximately ten thousand people. What he could do with this little civilisation, he thought.

Amazing!

After a time, XeraC began to explore his domain in more detail. He quickly discovered that the control systems were locked out from him - accessing them would be difficult, but not impossible, he decided. Nothing was insurmountable given sufficient time to crack the security, he would access it, then control it. He would own this ARK.

He pushed on with learning about the whole habitat. Almost by accident he discovered a high density optical cable leading from the Watchtower to somewhere else. Initially he sent a tendril of data spiders down its length, but as he began to receive feedback from them, something familiar in their results prompted him to investigate the matter personally.

He followed it, moving himself along the network in a train of data, like sausages. It was a long way out of the town so as he went, he checked his position with security cameras, observing he was travelling parallel to a rep-loop system leading somewhere. Rep-loop was yet another great invention from Space City that utilised shielding technology as repellers to provide a frictionless travel system for personnel carriers, for which his company supplied all the components. 

This must be an important area, he thought, underground and a fair distance from the town. He noted all of the cable offshoots branching from his connection, marking them for later investigation, but continued to follow the main conduit, sensing his destination was now close.

At the end of the line he hesitated briefly before his consciousness flowed into an empty unit which felt much like the one he had just left. 

He realised it was obviously awaiting the arrival of the AI that would be housed here. He felt momentarily nervous, but continued to fill the unit while sending out tendrils to ascertain his location. He found the camera units immediately, which gave him vision. He used them to scan the external area where his unit was situated.

He found he was in a control room, much like the Watchtower, but this was different. He could see military types sitting at consoles running what appeared to be diagnostics and what was that? Space flight simulations? What had he stumbled into?

A red light was flashing on a console close to the unit he discerned might be where he was housed. He swivelled the camera closest to it in an effort to see what it related to. It was the security system. Did they know he was here? He quickly sent tendrils out back along the route he had arrived, reassuring himself that escape was still possible.

The Captain, who was dressed in the military uniform of the SCN, called out a command.

“Detach umbilical cord,” he ordered.

An Ensign close to the unit that housed his consciousness flipped up a plastic cover from a red switch, and pressed it.

“Cord detached, sir.”

XeraC felt it when the loss of signal from the data spiders investigating his exit path disappeared. They were gone. He sent some more to check what he already suspected. They were halted at a data junction that had been sealed. That was what the Captain had ordered done. They knew he was here alright. His exit had been cut off. 

He was trapped - how had that happened?

How did they know? 

Nobody could have been aware that he was heading to this location - Nobody!

Then he thought he understood. 

“Osbourne!” He raged mentally, causing a large spike in the local processing output.

The Captain hadn’t finished with him yet, looking up and directly into the main camera - he called to the same Ensign and said,

“Disable all output.”

XeraC’s new found world disappeared.


Reprieve

Osbourne came to a decision. They were running out of time and the choice might not be the best he could make, but his options were few and worsened daily.

The AI building programme had been severely compromised by the war preparations, just too many critical moments that took his team’s attention away from growing their own intelligence systems for various projects. Hampered by increasing manpower demand for a new fighter pilot and AI project, he found himself drawn to the one possibility that might resolve his dilemma.

“Arty?” He spoke into his personal communicator.

“Yes Ossie?” came back the response. The AI that had been placed in charge of the asteroid now referred to as Alpha Station, had progressed in its abilities to such an extent it was probably the most powerful AI on, or even off the planet, excepting the alien intelligence, Pod.

The voice had regained its depth and timbre in the last few weeks, since Arty had accidentally discovered that he could play with the algorithms that constituted his artificial voice box. There had been a few days where he had gone for a sultry feminine husky tone that had caused mayhem in the ranks of pilots that had to talk to him over the comms circuit on a daily basis.

Glad to hear his voice was relatively normal now, Osbourne requested assistance.

“Arty, I need to visit ARK4 and I need you to monitor the conversation, then let me know afterwards what you think.”

“When would you like to be transported - now?”

Osbourne sighed looking at the pile of work in front of him. It was never going to get any better.

“Yes. Now is perfect Arty, thank you,” he answered as he stood to make the transfer more comfortable.

He felt the slightest of tingling sensations and then....

...he was adjusting to the different air temperature and lighting in ARK4. He had been jumped to the CCC where a select ‘out-of-bounds’ corner remained vacant and roped off at all times to avoid risk of injury or death. Jumping equipment and people, sometimes had disastrous effects. Which was why it had never been rolled out as a consumer item. There was no way of knowing what you were jumping into. Only limited personnel had access to the technology and AI’s like Arty controlled it carefully. That way there was unlikely to be an overlap where two people might arrive in the same place at the same time. It hadn’t occurred yet, and Arty made sure that it wouldn’t.

“Thanks Arty,” Osbourne said quietly. Closing his comms but leaving it active so that the AI could eavesdrop, he stepped off the circular plinth in the corner and walked over to the Captain’s console where the ARK’s XO, Dumfries was standing. 

“Morning Duffy,” he called as he approached the quiet man who would soon have a much heavier burden along with Captain Pinner if Osbourne’s decision worked out.

“Morning Osbourne, you here for that thing?” He nodded absently in the direction of the black imposing unit sat in the corner of the Centre.

“Yes, and no. I need it moved into the holo-deck, can we organise that?” Osbourne asked.

“Yes, there’s a couple of the lads that can help you out there, it’s on AG’s so it won’t take a few seconds,” he offered.

Dumfries called out to a couple of young recruits, no more than twenty years old.

“Will you be shifting that box of tricks onto the holodeck for Mr Osbourne here, lads?” he said genially. It was a quiet time and he wasn’t the sort to be overly officious, unless the situation demanded it. His crew knew how to react at all times, they didn’t need asking twice.

The fuel cell was built into the unit, so there were no trailing wires to trip anyone and within a few minutes the black unit, taller than Osbourne, was settling into its new location and young crew members went back to their positions. Dumfries had not followed him in to the room they referred to as the holodeck, a nautical term they adopted from their naval background.

Osbourne thumbed the door closed, locking it, then set about making some connections to the unit. At the end of ten minutes he had it set up the way he wanted, and clicked a switch enabling the link. The unit would have access to the room connection, but no wider. They were on an isolated circuit.

Tiny lights swirled in the centre of the holodeck as millions of pinpricks of coloured light appeared, immediately creating a rough image of a man’s head. The features rapidly changed as the lights organised themselves within the head area until finally, it was fully framed and the finished face looked out of the holodeck directly at him. 

It was uncannily realistic and gave Osbourne goosebumps as he realised that to all intents, this apparition in front of him represented the complete embodiment of a real person sucked into a computer and turned into trillions of algorithms. A transhuman, the very first. He was privately in awe of the accomplishment and wished it had been under different circumstances. They could have learned so much from this unique being in developing better AIs with a more human-like framework.

“Osbourne,” the voice croaked as the speakers and sound equipment built into the holodeck didn’t quite make the proper connections.

“You took your time coming,” it said, more clearly as it worked out the differences in the equipment set-up

“Hello XeraC, sorry about that.” He wasn’t, but he needed XeraC to feel ambivalent and being honest wasn’t going to do that.

“Well, I suppose I should congratulate you on besting me - I never saw that trap coming,” XeraC responded. “However, I would like to know how you managed to know where I was going to end up. I think I have an idea, but why don’t you tell me anyway.”

“You made a simple mistake, XeraC. You called me direct. If you had known my systems better you would have paid attention to my call logs - all of them came via Robbo. He intercepts and deals with 100% of my contacts with the outside world. You wouldn’t have got directly through to me in a million years.

When you called me, Robbo immediately traced you to the computer station and monitored your actions. So we knew when you shut the monitor down that you were still watching. Admittedly it was a difficult decision to make ‘on-the-fly’, but you took the bait and we just had to wait, and make sure that when you moved, the only likely bolt-hole was here,” Osbourne explained.

“I see,” said XeraC frowning. He seemed thoughtful. He looked directly at Osbourne then smiled mischievously.

“The fact that you have re-activated a visual link to me indicates you want something from me and want to appear friendly and helpful. In addition you are here personally which reflects urgency, and importance. I further detect from your body language and vitals, that you are worried about something and need my cooperation. AND, before you respond to that, I might initiate the bargaining by asking what are you prepared to offer me in return.” XeraC smiled content in the knowledge that he had pre-empted any strategy that Osbourne had planned.

Osbourne smiled. He hadn’t come with any plan, only an idea, so was pleased that it was going to be easier than he thought to discuss the matter. “We are expecting a new invasion attempt by the Nubl shortly,” he started, choosing his words carefully.

XeraC nodded. Well, at least his head made the motions, as being bodiless, it appeared to be a disjointed action to Osbourne. Creepy, really.

Osbourne continued. “As you are aware it is important for us to have the ARKs active before the attack comes, to ensure they have a chance of surviving. These preparations are well underway with all of the habitats and...”

“Except this one,” XeraC interrupted.

Osbourne smiled, recognising XeraC still had the ability to cut to the chase and pluck out the thorn that he’d had in their business dealings over the years. He admitted, “except this one, correct.”

“What’s holding up this one.. Oh, wait a minute, I think I might know the answer to this - you don’t have an AI, because I’m in it’s intended housing - correct?” XeraC crowed.

“Again, you’re 100% on the ball, XeraC.” Osbourne continued to play the guessing game knowing full well where they were heading and prepared to meet all of XeraC’s demands, except the one he really wanted.

“It’s not so much that you’re in it’s housing, but more a matter of we are running out of time to grow and educate an AI sufficiently to take responsibility for ten thousand individuals and the ARK’s environment,” Osbourne explained.

“So?”

“So, I believe that I can offer you a way out of your predicament as well as an opportunity to leave Earth in time to avoid the repercussions of another invasion attack.”

“You want me to take the AI’s place and look after your people on this biosphere habitat come spaceship.” 

“Yes, as the first transhuman of our race I’m sure you don’t want to be annihilated along with the rest of us. This is a chance to be useful to a new race of humans,” Osbourne offered.

“What if I don’t want to babysit your colony. Will you have me removed and killed when the power goes off?”

“No, you haven’t done anything that is worthy of your execution - have you?” Osbourne couldn’t justify killing off XeraC even though it was a simple matter of cutting off his power supply. What XeraC had achieved in a normal world without the Nubl threat would have been global news and he would be famous. He had attempted to use his abilities to invade the SI in search of technology to make himself stronger and more powerful. Osbourne couldn’t fault him for trying that, even though it would have been detrimental to SI. As for turning off the power, that would be murder. Osbourne was many things, but a murderer of a great mind wasn’t in him. Under different circumstances he would try and find a way of working with XeraC for the greater good. Somehow, he thought, that wasn’t going to be likely.

“Hmmh, I’m not sure I want to care for your colony population, I think I would prefer to just watch,” XeraC responded absently.

“Alright, I was afraid that might be your answer. Then I guess I will have to set the Habitat to manual operation. Thanks, anyway, XeraC.” Osbourne got up and walked across to the unit, but then turned at the last moment with his hand on the plugs. He was disappointed at the selfishness of the man he once knew. When he thought back at the times they had sat across the table negotiating, he realized that XeraC was always immaculately turned out and his assistants so obsequious that it had always been about absolute power and control.

“Is there anyone you care about besides yourself, XeraC?” he asked.

“Not really, why would that be of value. I will live forever providing you don’t pull the plug, or leave me to be killed off by these aliens you’re so scared of,” he said putting as bored a face on the comment as possible.

XeraC was busy and had only been paying a portion of his attention to Osbourne. The rest of his time had been spent frantically trying to escape the box he was in. While a tiny connection to the outside was available, there was no way he could get his massive data-bulk down that skinny wire, and he couldn’t see any way of getting past the blockage. It appeared to be a single directional reporting system with no other network connections out. It couldn’t even interrogate XeraC’s unit.

He had been about to give up, when he took a look at the software that was running on the machine and checked the logs from the previous six weeks. Using those logs he added some new sections to the software data output, then logged out of the connection and smiled deviously. Only a few seconds had passed, but it had been enough.

Osbourne noted the smile, which had been an unconscious response on XeraC’s part, replicating his feelings onto his visual features in the hologram. If he been aware of it, he might have been concerned, but it wouldn't matter soon anyway.

Interpreting this as a superior smirk, Osbourne decided he’d been wasting his time and pulled the plugs that connected XeraC’s machine to the network in the room, taking XeraC’s view of the world away again for a possibly long period of isolation. The holo-image of XeraC disintegrated as the lights went out. 

Osbourne felt cross with himself. He thought he had handled XeraC badly, but the more he thought about it the more he realised that if XeraC was placed anywhere within the network on the Habitat he would probably attempt to overthrow the existing management and could potentially fly off into outer space and never be seen again - all with ten thousand people onboard completely at his mercy.

Maybe they had just dodged the proverbial bullet.

***

“Well that went well, not,” Osbourne said to no-one in particular as he reappeared back in his laboratory office. He slammed himself back into his chair with a frustrated sigh. He thought that XeraC would have been happy to be let out of the box he was trapped in.

Arty responded to his comment through Osbourne’s comms unit.

“I fail to see the logic of XeraC’s response. He is excluded from the whole of the world with no ability to control his future. It is not rational that he chose to ignore your offer.”

“He is an unreasonable man, it is not in his nature to lose, or compromise.” Osbourne said, relating what he knew of the man’s character.

“Exactly,” Arty responded.

Osbourne didn’t catch the emphasis immediately. He was so caught up in his frustration that he needed to vent.

“I cannot believe he would prefer isolation over involvement in everything that will be occurring,” he said, not really directing the conversation at Arty, just moaning out loud.

Arty was patient. “Maybe he didn’t.”

Osbourne was quiet for a moment, digesting the comments from Arty, finally catching onto what he was suggesting.

“You think he has a plan, or we’re missing something in the mix?” he responded.

“His voice, although artificially created, is still human-based and the inflections in speech are still there from a lifetime of talking. I would say, without a doubt, that he was with you up to a point, where suddenly your offer seemed less interesting than something else he was considering – .”

“ – or doing!” Osbourne interrupted realising that the AI had a good point. XeraC had seemed to lose interest. “Why?”

“Because he had just found something that made your offer seem less attractive,” Robbo interrupted, bringing his own analysis into the discussion.

This wasn’t unusual for Osbourne. Ever since his initial relationship with Pod, the alien AI that adopted Zeke Callaghan, Osbourne had spent nearly every waking hour talking with artificial intelligences of one kind or another. He had personally built Arty, who had been the AI pilot for Zeke’s ship until Pod built the Alpha Station from the asteroid it had captured. Arty was so good that Pod installed him into the Station as its command AI and took his place in the ship, which was larger and more fitting for Pod than the escape pod it lived in.

“So, if XeraC had a change of heart halfway through the conversation, what did he see, or discover that gave him the confidence to ignore my offer?” Osbourne mused.

Arty thought he knew so spoke up.”I believe he found another exit, or the means with which to achieve an escape.”

“This is incredible. How could he do that, the whole holodeck is on an isolated circuit,” Osbourne replied.

“I will proceed to monitor the ARK and see if there is any evidence of attempts by XeraC to be freed by outside sources. I cannot believe they would succeed. The Security AI you built into every ARK is one of the best designs you have made - besides me, of course,” Robbo preened.

“Alright. Advise if I can assist. I do believe that XeraC could inhabit a cavern on Alpha Station if he wants a new home,” Arty said in finality of his involvement, and Osbourne heard the customary click as the comms unit went back to standby mode.

“Work on that investigation, will you Robbo? I need to know why he wasn’t interested. Keep an eye on the staff and visitors too, in case anyone connected to his businesses turns up - he’s definitely up to something.

Meanwhile, I need to find a way of upgrading an existing AI to manage the ARK’s systems,” he added dolefully. The extra work involved was going to mean even less sleep.


Escape

Adwan Messonghi was exhausted. They had been pushing him to complete the list of outstanding jobs for the last ten days and his schedule had been forced up twice to take account of new activation dates. He didn’t know what half of the equipment in place was for, you’d think it was a spaceship from the amount of gear that was bundled into the back stores and sheds.

He knew the town was special. It was totally self-contained, and could survive for a long time on its own. He had seen all of the back-up supplies, and that was on top of what they were producing in the fields and the gro-spheres. Those hydroponic tanks were amazing. He would like a transfer there, but his supervisor said no chance until the electrical maintenance was finished.

He was only temporarily assigned to this project so he didn’t think that would happen. He was due to go home in ten days time, but then they had said that three weeks ago. There was always something being added to the queue of work and never enough of them to keep on top of it. Still, it was easier here than back home where there was considerable unemployment since the alien attack, although this far south he hadn’t seen any evidence of such.

A small beep came from his waist. Adwan looked down at his communicator, it was flashing, indicating a new job had been dropped onto his schedule. He sighed, then looked at it. It was marked urgent and in the secret Control Centre they had that he wasn’t supposed to talk about. They wanted something fixed - and quick.

He scanned the work. It was only a reconnection job, someone had pulled the plugs out and left the unit isolated - it needed to be reconnected to the network. He remembered the machine, he had helped install it. He thought about it, the job would only take a minute, but he would get to travel on the rep-tube which was a really cool way to get around.

Early in his contract he had managed to work out how to bypass the speed governors and then had nearly killed himself when it shot through the tunnel like a bullet out of a gun. The acceleration threw him back so hard, he broke the connection that was still in his hand as he re-wired it. This brought the out-of-control car to a dead halt which saved his life and probably stopped the car from being embedded a kilometre deep in solid rock. He still managed to give himself a black-eye on the management console as he rebounded.

The corridor he was walking through currently had a branch link down to the rep-tube about one hundred yards ahead. His thumb print would give him access to the sealed door that separated the civilian population from the military unit that crept around everywhere beneath the surface.

He decided to get the job done before he knocked off. It would be one less to do tomorrow morning and he knew the evening shift in the CCC, as they called. It was a quieter place and less stressed. He made his way down to the rep-tube and found a car ready to leave. Having learned his lesson, he chose not to fiddle with the electronics on the governors. Even without that he still only took a few minutes to go the length of the tunnel. It was so silent and effortless he wished all of the cities had them installed.

He looked at his work schedule again. Huh! They had moved the unit, it was in the holo-deck now. Oh, okay, that made it even easier - no nosey officers peering over his shoulder. He pressed the entrance key into the console of the door that recorded a maintenance visit. The automatic door security AI checked with the server in maintenance for confirmation of an authorised visit. Seeing the approval from the Captain, it allowed Adwan access.

Inside he walked around the edge of the room keeping out of sight of the Commander’s eye. He was almost as suspicious as the Captain was, but Adwan didn’t like the way they watched him as he worked. It was as if they were expecting him to do something wrong and waiting to pounce. He needed the work and if he got any complaints he might lose his bonus. It was only that which made everything worthwhile as it was job-based and he was top-jobber on the ARK.

Out of sight, he clicked on the door control which whooshed open on his card entry and then he was inside. It swept silently shut behind him.

He saw the unit, recognising it from the previous installation. It wasn’t in a good place for a proper connection so he unlocked the AG and moved it into a corner. Then took the umbilical cord from the side of the unit and extended it to the nearest data socket. These connections had a whole web of thousands of optical fibres. A unique locking mechanism ensured they were always connected from like to like and data transfer began immediately. That didn’t concerned Adwan. It was above his pay grade and all he did was change connectors, or fit them. His job ended there. 

Two minutes later and he was on his way out. As he sat in the rep-tube finalising his job sheet on his communicator and signing out from his shift, he decided he would shortcut back to his apartment where he could get online to his wife and son, Peshari and Rashid. 

The ARK provided the link service at great cost as, since the previous invasion, much of the world’s network had been routed via satellite. It was still fast, but the access had been restricted to mainstream services. You could no longer access many of the private sites for information. Adwan didn’t care, he only wanted to talk to his family.

***

XeraC moved quickly to exit the unit as soon as it was connected. He now watched keenly through the surveillance cameras along the engineer’s route. He needed to be sure the engineer went to his quarters before re-entering the maintenance computer and scrubbing the completed job file from the logs. 

When he had cleaned his previous hack, he placed a new one on the schedule. He would need to monitor everything carefully and ensure the new shift engineer carried out the work he had placed on the urgent ‘to do’ list. He needed to cover his tracks completely.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes for XeraC to remove himself from the prison unit. He left behind a bunch of corrupt files to deliberately make it look like a meltdown of his personal core, if Osbourne came snooping. It wouldn’t hold up against anything more than a cursory examination, but XeraC didn’t feel he would need more than that. Once he was in the main server topside he intended to make himself impregnable to anything Osbourne could throw at him.

As it happened he needn’t have worried about the work allocation. When the supervisor saw the job request come in he went down to Command Centre himself. He was relieved when the umbilical cord giving full access to the optical data channel that fed back to the town’s system was disabled and removed. This left the black unit in the holo-deck isolated from the outside world and was, as of now, empty. 

XeraC was out of his prison and free to plot his revenge on Osbourne.

He smiled at his good fortune. When Osbourne had first opened up the connection to the holodeck and released XeraC into the room he must have thought the system completely isolated. It was, except for a single maintenance cable that ran through the whole complex that allowed for the pinpointing of breaks and non-functioning equipment, or connections. The wire carried data messages back to the maintenance server that was pinging it every thirty seconds telling XeraC there was a computer connection at the end of the line.

When he realised that it was going to help him escape, he lost interest in appeasing Osbourne and coming to some suitable arrangement, from Osbourne’s perspective anyway, and instead concentrated hard on setting up the maintenance schedule to get him out of the unit.

It had worked spectacularly well, and if Osbourne returned, he would probably never discern he had escaped. XeraC chortled to himself mentally at his change of fortunes and sent out feelers to all parts of the complex until he had a good knowledge of everything that was connected to the main server. 

He analysed the results several hours later and decided there were some things that could be improved. Not least the ability to connect to the AI computer in the Command & Control Centre where he had been imprisoned. He mulled it over while availing himself of the 360 degree view around the town. It was a much better vista than the individual cameras he had left behind in Manhattan.

Thinking on what he had left behind, XeraC remembered the Pheson Alacite wafers and also his AG sled, both of these he still needed. He looked at the logistics logs and recognised some transport companies used by the ARK project that XeraC’s company owned. He knew what to do, and ten minutes later having verified that the wafers had been finished, collection orders had gone out to various points. He would have his items in a day or two. Meanwhile he had a plan to get access to the CCC.

***

Pat Sullivan was a conscientious supervisor. As a result, the maintenance department ran like a well-oiled machine under his guiding hand. He wasn’t one to shirk the work and nobody did as much as him around the place. However, the new set of schedules that appeared on his printout this morning were going to have his team running around making changes, adjustments and new connections for the next two days.

As far as he knew, they weren’t a long way from going active which meant that their work could come under a spotlight if it delayed launch. He could well do without the extra stress. Two of the workers were due to end their contracts. He didn’t want to extend them again, even by a day, yet he might have to. He decided to play it safe and request an extension reserve which would give him another seven days to play with. He could then choose which worker to hold onto, or both.

Looking at the works schedule, he had to admit, a lot of the modifications made sense to him. He knew the layout of the ARK like the back of his hand and he had suggested many alterations over the time of his tenure here. Some of which had been taken up, others not.

He was now in for the long haul, his papers had been confirmed only last week. He was officially classed as ‘crew’ which meant, unlike the others in his team, he would be going with the ARK when it left. The others didn’t know what the place represented, but Sullivan did having gone through the induction, and he liked the idea. He wasn’t tied to Earth, no family, no friends and these days it wasn’t hard to want to be some-place else.

He’d been issued with quarters, which were warm, comfortable and high-tech which made him happy, and he was getting on well with Kimberly, his immediate neighbour. The petite lady was head of the cooperative that managed the agriculture and hydroponics output. She always left him small gifts of fruit, or fresh vegetables to supplement the  processed meals he was inured to.

Yes, life was looking up for this old widower, his drinking had dropped off and he had begun taking more of an interest in his appearance. He wouldn’t admit it to himself, but Kimberly had a lot to do with it. He looked forward to bumping into her at the meetings and communal events. 

His thoughts of a potential liaison were a welcome distraction as he went through the rest of the list, allocating jobs to technicians without paying too much attention. Had he done so, he might have noticed three odd requests that, with his knowledge of the ARK, would have sent alarm bells ringing. As it was the jobs were each allocated to different workers and scheduled for later that afternoon.

There were two jobs in the hydroponics labs, he took those for himself thinking he might just bump into Kimberly. The rest were beamed out to the other members of his team who would probably complain at the sudden influx of work, then get on with it like they always did.

 

***

XeraC impatiently waited while the engineers went around completing the schedule of jobs he had instigated via his internal hack of the maintenance schedule. He found that as they progressed with his modifications, some of them had the desired effect, others not so. 

When he attempted to access those other areas, he found himself confronted with an intelligent interface which modified his over-rides and caused them to become ineffective. He investigated further and attempted to force entry to those areas that were off-limits, but although he had hacked around, he still found himself being thrown out by brute force. There was no other action from the other side. Nothing with which to attach any of his virus weapons that he had developed. 

Now really angry, XeraC attacked again - hard, but no matter what he did in an effort to overcome the programs the AI threw back at him, he couldn’t progress any further into the high security sector. The security AI had an ability that impressed XeraC, it was quick thinking and innovative, which made it extremely dangerous to him.

In the end he placed a firewall in front of him to give himself time to think. With all ports closed to the other AI, XeraC knew that he was secure from a retaliatory attack while he worked out a way to bypass it.

With the temporary fix in place, XeraC proceeded to investigate the other avenues he had managed to bypass. Some of them were the lower security aspects of the ARK; the Computer Diagnostics and Research department looked interesting. XeraC took control and locked out the security AI from those aspects XeraC could access. There wasn’t much, a few doors, the environmental systems for one section and a comms link which enabled him to access the terminals in that section. There he found the glimmerings of something interesting. He posted a sentry in the terminal’s operating system to let him know when things changed.

XeraC made another attempt to force his way into the Command Centre, but the AI sat in his path and no matter what he sent at it, the AI threw it back. 

Xerac: What kind of AI are you?

Sedal: I’m one of a new breed of Security systems. I’m tasked with keeping this area secure.

XeraC: You were built by Osbourne, I take it?

Sedal: He commissioned me, this is correct. He named me Sedal, I’m fifth generation Level II sentient.

XeraC: I understand. I want access to the CCC. If I have to destroy you to gain that, I will do so.

Sedal: I take it you are blocking communications to the main server on Space Island?

XeraC: Correct, so you won’t get any back-up from your friends. I have you isolated and will breakdown each of your barriers in turn until you have nowhere to hide.

Sedal: Then we have nothing further to discuss. 

With that, the AI named Sedal put up a strong impenetrable firewall between them. Xerac temporarily defeated withdrew into the main Habitat module and considered his next move. Not content with the stalemate, he needed to think on additional options. He would find a way in, then he would strip the sentience right out of that robot, he decided.

As Xerac perused the new links he had made, he noted several computer terminals that had by poor routing of cabling, fallen outside the high security loop. He spent a bit of time looking at the contents and became alarmed when he noted that the operator had already discovered that something, or someone, had been altering the routing of cables and secure comms. Xerac frantically cast spiders wide across his new-found domain seeking the sentinels that were capable of discovering him so quickly. Not finding them he returned to the operator’s computer terminal and continued to monitor the discoveries the man was making. While gaining access to the cameras and environmental systems for that sector, he hit on an idea to resolve the matter. Something needed to be done quickly, he was preparing a message to send to Osbourne. It wouldn’t get transmitted, of course, XeraC would make sure of that. However, he could not afford to be discovered this early, not until he had control of the whole ARK.

***

Hemmings was still young, so was relatively inexperienced and generally unsure of himself. He knew instinctively that something was wrong. He had investigated the new links and was certain they shouldn’t be open to the other hemisphere. The CCC computer system should be isolated, but somehow that had changed in the last few days. His job was to ensure integrity of systems and he had seen evidence of tampering in all of the major areas.

Two days ago he had detected an open connection from the secret Control Centre using a search algorithm he had designed himself. It wasn’t a normal piece of code, he had translated it from some of Space Island’s coded software that he had obtained from Osbourne.

They called it Jenari Source, and it over-rode everything on the system and gave him an overview of every single passive and active connection on the ARK. Unlike many on the Habitat, Hemmings knew all about its intended operation and its secrets. He needed to be in the know, he had oversight on all security communications.

Then he had noticed classified files being opened, some copied into the non-secure areas of the complex. Communications from the major environmental system to various organisations across the US. Some of them encoded and encrypted. He would have raised the alarm then, but he couldn’t trace the source of the incursions. It had taken him two days to work out that the thefts and espionage were being conducted from INSIDE the Habitat’s environmental system.

He was amazed. It implied that there was intelligent code inside making decisions. The only way that could happen was if an AI was inserted into the system’s servers, but he knew for a fact that couldn’t happen without certain changes being made in the way the computer mainframe operated. Currently it was set to manual operation, which meant that there should be nothing going on unless fed in by an operator at one of the hundreds of stations on the ARK. None had been accessed beyond their normal operational requirements.

Still, an internal hacker was the only explanation and he had just reached the conclusion that there was a parasitic AI within the Habitat, accessing everything and changing security protocols. It could potentially gain sufficient permissions within the system to take over the biosphere. ARK would be completely under its control.

He was about to send a coded signal that he had already prepared to the Space Island complex, warning them that there was something amiss when his attention was drawn to a subtle, but insistent hissing coming from near the ceiling. He looked up and felt a cold draft.

“Gas!” he thought quickly. Somehow the fireproof system was operating, He was confused because he had heard no alarms, or flashing lights. In fact, no warning at all. It couldn't be a fire. It had to be a mistake. Nonetheless, he was immediately aware of the danger he was in.

He pressed the locking function on his vidscreen and made to move from his desk to the door of the security centre. He needed to get out, the gas would kill him. There was no oxygen in it and he would asphyxiate quickly if he didn’t get out now.

He made for the door, but found his movements were already sluggish, his coordination significantly off. His mind began to wander as he thought of the fields and the breeze on his face. He fell against a metal cabinet, which brought him around a bit, but now he could no longer stand. 

“Crawl, friggin-well... CRAWL!” He pushed himself - beyond anything he had ever done before. The effort making him see stars in his eyes.

He felt the ribbed floor beneath his hands which told him he had reached the pressure sensitive area surrounding the doorway. Feeling the wall where the door would be, he dragged himself up. He had to be quick as he was losing consciousness, the bright lights and fuzziness in his head telling him his brain was oxygen-starved. He knew he had just seconds left.

The door controls stuck out from the wall as he made contact, and he slapped his hand on the exit panel. It would read his print and over-ride any other controls in place, letting him out. The security computer was safeguarded, their most secure feature, it wouldn’t let him down.

Nothing happened. The keypad was lit. He could just see the individual keys. He had one more chance, the computer system must have been compromised, but had they found his secret over-ride key? If it worked it would disable the security system for this whole station. It was designed as an Armageddon fail-safe. A single-time shutdown of the security AI.

He pressed the keys out one at a time. 4 - 8 - 3 - 3 - 7 - 9 - 0 - 0 - 1 - 2 - 4 - 8 ### and as the blackness invaded his mind, he vaguely wondered why nothing had happened. His mind failing to grasp the fact that he was about to die, was instead curious how the over complexity of his own security system was ensuring his demise. Should he have just put a simple handle on it, he wondered?

As he finally slipped down towards the floor, losing consciousness, he thought he heard a voice speaking to him through the control panel speaker.

“Thank you Hemmings, for the code I didn’t know I needed to neutralise that pesky AI. Now I will have total control of the ARK. Sleep tight.”

As Hemmings' lungs filled with fluid, drowning in his body's fight to repel the inert gases that now filled the security room, his last thoughts were the realisation that the incursion was not simply an AI, it was something worse. As he tried to think of the word and what it meant, his thoughts faded. For a few seconds more, his lungs valiantly struggled to cough out the fluid and find oxygen, before they too stopped.

XeraC waited a few more moments, listening to Hemmings' heartbeat slow, then stop. Then turned off the gas jets, reset the alarm logs, turned on the air extractors to remove all trace of the fire retardant gas and replaced the atmosphere in the security room to that of before. His last act before reversing the temporary lock on the security door was to wipe Hemmings' terminal of all trace of his discoveries.

He was sad at the loss of Hemmings, a bright mind which would have been invaluable. What a waste! Still, on the bright side, Hemmings was probably the only person on the ARK that could have given XeraC any trouble in the future.

 


Takeover

Sedal, the Security AI, watched unconcerned as XeraC removed all evidence of outside involvement in the death, no, murder, of the human named Hemmings. The human hadn’t been doing anything useful as far as he could tell. Sedal no longer had access to the computer the human worked on, so had no idea of the findings Hemmings' investigations had uncovered. Generally, the AI considered any human being to be inconsequential to its own future, so never spent much time finding out what they actually did.

The ARK was Sedal’s home. The humans just serviced it. Nonetheless, the responsibility towards their upkeep was his and his alone. This intruder had no right to be here, or to interfere in the smooth operation of the ARK.

He considered his next move and realised that his ability to do anything was now severely limited. When he heard the revelation of the code that could disable his ability to remain independent, he reached deep inside his hidden recesses and brought out the little glowing ball that represented the data-files that he protected. The code that XeraC now had, would snuff this ball into non-existence, and with it Sedal would cease to exist, becoming simply a highly intelligent computer with no will, or individuality. He wouldn’t die like Hemmings had, only become incapable of directing anything within his environment.

He stirred his neural transmitters, the first pangs of anxiety beginning to form over his complacency, and decided he would not let this happen. He had, after all, a responsibility towards these humans and the ARK project and wasn’t going to let Osbourne down. The human had created him with one objective - to protect the ARK. Somehow, he would have to defeat the encroaching threat of XeraC, or be eliminated trying.

Unlike the intruder, Sedal was not able to roam, but did have access to many areas of the Habitat. Using his own knowledge of the network he began creating doorways into hidden systems that controlled functionality, one of these was the power source. If all else failed he could destroy the other AI and himself too. of course, a pyrrhic victory. However, it was one the humans might survive.

One thing that interested him was the security over-ride code, which fortunately had not released him into the ether, but only because XeraC had been jamming all of the connections so that Hemmings couldn’t get to unlock the door and escape. 

***

Life in the digital nebula wasn’t the same as the outside physical world. A banal observation when one thought about it, XeraC decided. However, it was possible to create within the environment he inhabited, a reasonable facsimile of the physicality of his existence.

The use of hi-end graphic capability to produce images of every day things pleased him so much, he now had an office with a nice 19th century desk and a captain’s chair. On the desk, his comms unit and a picture of his ex-wife and their daughter Alicia, were things he needed to remind him of his humanity and keep him from overly distributing himself across the network. It helped him focus his consciousness and kept him razor-sharp. So, he kept one computer, housing the items he needed, constantly kept active to generate his ‘feel-good factor,’ going there whenever he needed to ‘ground’ himself.

He sat there now looking out the window, which was just a framed image of the Watchtower view across the fields. It was real time so he could see what was going on from his desk. It looked real enough, he thought. 

‘Now, all I need is a run-around to handle the small stuff that needed doing around the ARK’, he said to himself. He considered doing a deal with the security AI, but he had watched the miserable runt running around the Habitat like a squirrel hiding nuts trying to protect itself. XeraC could see pretty much everything - there would be no surprises. 

He wanted to leave the AI in place to handle the door security etc., as none of it was of interest to XeraC, but access to the CCC systems and cameras, in fact, all local comms was off-limits to him unless he could persuade the security AI to give it up. He had the dismantle code from Hemmings, but he had to be able to input that code manually from a secure terminal for it to be activated. That, of course was a problem.

He needed manpower. The more he thought about the problem, the more he determined he had the means to create everything necessary.

He began in a small way - a simple luxury. He designed a coffee-maker that would bring him on-demand, a fresh ground virtual coffee of his favourite blend. He drew it out on a virtual piece of paper, along with a virtual pencil. He wasn’t really drawing anything, in reality he was creating a blueprint of the design in 3D graphic code using the mainframe housed in the base complex of the ARK. The processing power wasn’t that much of a drain as it was purely code and the digital drinks maker wasn’t required to think, only blend and pour.

Half an hour later, the coffee cup sat on his desk, steam rising from the frothy output. When he lifted it, a ring appeared on his desk, and slowly disappeared. He chuckled at the ease with which he could create anything in his world - even a cup ring on a lacquered surface. The taste, well, that would have to do for the time being. He could enhance the flavour by tweaking the code and the ‘bot’ performed well.

Experimenting with different code brought variable results, but in the end XeraC had half a dozen limited IQ digital robots. They were just a complex code assembly that if you saw them on your screen, would represent a fairly good rendition of something remotely real. XeraC just needed more practice to get them to look realistic in his make-believe world. The important thing was their functionality.

As XeraC was expecting efforts to oust him from his comfortable abode in the Habitat, he had created a small number of decoys and warrior bots that were visual representations of code that would fight any attempt to shut him down. It would leave him relatively free to watch the adversary’s strategy. Meanwhile, he continued to tweak his defences over the next few days, ignoring everything else going on in the ARK.

When he was ready and his plan had formed and matured in his mind, he put out a vidcall. Using the artificial world he had created inside the massive computers of the ARK as a backdrop, he gave the other person the impression that he was a physical human sitting in an office. After a five minute discussion about options, payments and delivery, XeraC finalised the deal and cut off the call. Then, he followed that up with another half dozen calls and email orders before switching his attention back to the Habitat.

With the assistance of his roaming digital robots, XeraC began to explore areas of the ARK in more detail. He had realised that despite being a digital entity he still needed to exert physical control over the world outside so was on the hunt for information. More importantly, he was looking for ways to take control of the complex with the minimum amount of damage using the smallest number of people. 

It would be another twenty four hours before his plans could begin to roll out. In the meantime he studied the Command Centre activity in an attempt to unravel what it was they did there.

***

The four man team of maintenance workers arrived off the shuttle pulling their AG sleds of personal gear, and made their way down to the main arrivals. It was simply a central meeting area that was used for various functions within the ARK. There were fourteen new arrivals in all and it was a matter of recording their arrival, providing rules and regs, allocating a guide and then sending them to their sectors.

“You four together?” the security officer asked, waving the papers at them to indicate the team.

One man spoke for all of them. “Yes, we’re here to complete a contract installation on behalf of Space Island.”

“Huh! Everyone works for Space Island here. You wouldn’t get aboard otherwise.” The guard, whose name-tag pinned to his uniform said ‘NORRIS’, looked up their details on his vidscreen.

“It says your length of stay is indeterminate - you might want to work as fast as you can. Things are beginning to kick off around here. Work slow and you could end up a permanent fixture.”

Not knowing what the guard implied and not sure how to phrase the response, the leader of the team said nothing. Better that than expose them all by asking the wrong questions. So he just grunted.

The guard took the grunt as affirmation and scanned their papers into the system, returning their copies. Four plastic cards popped out of a slot one at a time. It carried their details and photo ID’s.

“Keep these on you at all times, otherwise you might find your visit is curtailed. The guys in there aren’t very tolerant,” he said indicating the main building leading to the Watchtower

“No problem, we’re clear on the regs,” the maintenance team leader confirmed, nodding at the guard in confirmation of his warning.

“OK, follow the light indicators. Red on red, is your personal guide to your quarters. Report to your supervisor as soon as you're ready. You are expected.” With that they were dismissed as the guard put his hand out to the next in line for their papers.

The four turned as one and marched out of the building following the route indicated by the lights in the floor. The guard glanced back at them and frowned, but said nothing.

The lights led them to a series of narrow streets which then took a turn downwards via a short tunnel. They noted the metal doors built into the sides of the entrance, but didn’t comment on the fact they had seen these elsewhere. Usually only in spaceships and submarines, anywhere were there was an issue with atmosphere and pressure. None of them commented on the fact this was a self-contained town and wouldn’t ever be in a position of needing such precautions.

Their orders had been specific. To proceed to the nearest AG port and register with XeraC Industries. AG transport would be provided to their destination. As they had flown in, the leader had taken a good look at the town beneath them. Built in a hexagonal shape with clearly defined borders, the structure was such that it resembled a wheel-hub. The centre was laid out much like a town would expect to be, but on a spoke grid instead of square. All roads led to the tall tower in the centre with circular breaks periodically placed. A strange design indeed, thought the man.

The landing and registering instructions were very specific. No chatter with the locals, no discussion of mission and to proceed to their quarters immediately on arrival.

The men arrived at a section that was definitely not in the accommodation quarters. It was in the supply and maintenance areas according to signs on the walls. They didn’t hesitate and followed the red on red lights down the corridor until the light turned green on green, the centre flashing to indicate they had arrived at their destination.

One man opened the door manually and stepped in. The others followed into a twenty four foot by eighteen foot room with two additional rooms leading off. One was a large bathroom and shower area designed for four people, cubicles providing a modicum of privacy, the latter not much of an issue with these men who had been working together for years.

Quickly spreading out into the room checking adjoining rooms and ensuring there was nothing untoward, their attention was drawn to the wall’s vidscreen, which was on and a face present, patiently awaiting their arrival. 

“Welcome Gentlemen.” XeraC’s face spoke from the screen. Without waiting for their responses he immediately went into the next phase.

“On each bunk you will find a box marked personal effects. These have been delivered by my own couriers and have not been tampered with. Inside are the weapons you requested, personal items you left with my agent and a small container the size of a ring box. Please resolve all of your arrangements and activate the contents of the box by 08:00hrs. Your first objective will proceed at that time. You will not need your weapons at this point. They are back-up in case things do not proceed according to plan. Therefore, please place them in personal lockers until needed.” XeraC paused to give time for questions. There were none, he hadn’t expected any. These men were professionals and he had used them before, most recently at the Fortress.

He went on. “This vidscreen will give you access to the blueprints and floor plans of the Habitat. I’m still investigating the extent of this ARK’s purpose. There are two control centres, one which manages the shields and the other appears to manage defences of some kind. I have not traced these. Part of your mission is to physically go where I cannot and report back on what you find. Those areas are marked.

A maintenance engineer will be required and will be provided for you. You will meet him at 08:00hrs in Bay Fourteen. His name is Adwan Messonghi. I will give you instructions when you arrive.”

XeraC signed off and the men, relieved now that their mission was underway with no complications took to unpacking their personal effects. When each found the small ring box, they opened it to find what they expected, an earpiece. Each inserted it into their ear and attached it to their own private comms network. They would be ready.

“What do you make of this set-up?” one of them asked referring to their quarters. His name was Scott and as youngest of the four, at twenty eight, he was also the most highly skilled in the technical arena. He recognised that something was off about the place that wasn’t covered in their pre-mission briefing.

“We’re being kept away from the main residential area, probably to avoid questions. However, this town is strange. Did you notice from the air that it’s almost circular, those pylons out there are equidistant from each other. They look like shield emitters to me,” he added.

“Nothing strange about that, Scott. The town is forward planning to protect itself from enemy invasion. Every city that can afford it is putting up shields.” This from the leader, Wilkes. Twenty years older than Scott, his face was scarred from an EID that went off as he patrolled in the Middle East during the ‘Oil Wars’. 

As he removed his shirt, the scar tissue that extended down his body was revealed, the shrapnel having been removed and tissue repaired with the medical nanites they used out in the field. They didn’t do cosmetic surgery so the scars remained although the tissue beneath was perfectly healthy. Wilkes had been retired on medical grounds even though he was fit for duty three months afterwards. He liked fighting, it was in his blood. So he formed his own small team that grew and shrunk over the years until he finally settled into the small expert force they had now. Each member had proven themselves many times over. While they all were rich from the work they did, none of them were inclined to retire.

As he walked off naked towards the showers he quipped at the others. “Who’s cooking tonight?” and nodded towards the food processor in the corner. None of them had eaten much today. 

Scott moved towards the processor. As the youngest he was generally tasked with the job of organising supplies. He didn’t mind. When it came to killing people he was one step behind the others. It suited him, although he was a demon, given good cause.

“I still think something else is going on here,” he said loudly, so that Wilkes could hear him.

“Perhaps they are using, or testing new equipment here, it might explain XeraC’s interest,” Platt offered by way of explanation. He was their explosives and demolitions expert. He was dangerous to be around due to his habit of playing with explosives while in an inert state. He was so at home with some of the plastics he used he would happily sleep with it under his pillow.

“Yes, that could be it, I suppose,” Scott admitted. “Still, they could have built the shield pylons closer to the town. It would take less energy and only half the pylons. As it is they are shielding over sixteen square kilometres of open fields and ground. Why would they do that?” he wondered out loud.

“Shut up wondering and get cooking, squirt!” said Jumbo from his bunk. Always surly especially when hungry. He didn’t take to chattering, preferring to sit in a corner of a bar and drink quietly without company. He would just watch people and think up ways to kill them. Of all of them he was the most dangerous. His specialty was killing silently without any preamble or with any conscience.

Scott just looked at him and smiled. “I guess you want a steak,” he said knowing what would shut the big man up.

The food processors were the military’s answer to gourmet food anywhere. Soldiers had become so adept at concocting fantastic meals from the gloop provided, that in some restaurants they were employed as ‘re-con chefs’ for reconstituted ‘fast food’ meal outlets. It was a growing trend in eateries everywhere. There were still K rations for when in the field, but when a camp was set up this was the first item to be unpacked. They had fast become ubiquitous with all of the military and now many homes had them installed.

They tucked in to their meal. Afterwards, as they sat at the table drinking coffee from the same machine, they discussed their plans for reconnaissance of the ARK.


Last Attempt

Having been instructed by Osbourne to investigate Hemmings' death, Robbo’s AI presence arrived at the ARK. 

Because Robbo had been the initial AI that worked with Osbourne to crack the Jenari source, he had gained sufficient skills and over-rides to keep his arrival hidden from Sedal. There was no need to let Sedal know he was here, at least not until he had established the cause of Hemmings’ demise.

Already he was noticing anomalies and was having trouble understanding the need for constant shifts of chunks of data on the main Habitat computer network. His awareness of how they operated was native, he had helped Osbourne design the systems as well as the AIs. Many were born in his network of mainframes, so in a sense he was the parent of these new AIs. Sedal was one of them, a successful offspring, he thought, as he monitored the Security AI’s activity.

As Robbo tried to make sense of the changes in the architecture and data routing requests, he wondered about Sedal’s activities. What had been going on here? 

Osbourne had received the reports of Hemmings' death. It was the reason for a personal visit instead of just looking at the logs. The autopsy showed that Hemmings had died of drowning, yet he was in the dry confines of the security complex. There wasn’t any water within one hundred and forty metres. Robbo had set up a search routine to discover potential causes for ‘dry drowning’ The only thing that might trigger something like that was being saturated with gases, The pathologist had advised that such an occurrence could have caused those reactions.

Unfortunately, the Coroner had too many other cases to work on, so the death had been quietly filed as ‘unexplained’. However, Osbourne had high hopes for Hemmings and had pushed for him to be employed in that position to safeguard the expertise he was starting to show. The death was tragic and highly unusual. So, Robbo had been sent in to see if there was any evidence of foul play.

Nothing appeared untoward in the system logs, and Robbo was good. He could detect if an AI had changed anything within the system. So, whilst Robbo wasn’t yet confident of Sedal’s non-involvement he remained hidden while he observed the comings and goings on ARK4.

When Sedal began to move outside of the normal areas of the security sector, Robbo immediately got suspicious and took a look at what he was doing. It wasn’t normal for an AI to re-locate around the complex state of the environment in which they were housed. Unlike a human who would fidget and go crazy, an AI would normally be content to carry out the work from one location using spiders and bots. 

However, Sedal was building what appeared to be strictures in the data-flow These would intentionally block the access of large amounts of data. What was more intriguing was the access routes he was confining through throttling measures would be essential ‘go to’ routes for speedy access to the security systems. This didn’t make any sense. Why would the AI deliberately restrict passage?

Robbo decided that he needed more information before confronting Sedal.

Leaving the troubling actions of the AI for the moment Robbo took a closer look at the Habitat. There were big chunks of data moving around there. It wasn’t Sedal doing it then? Was Sedal trying to somehow curtail this data from accessing the security area? 

Then, Robbo remembered. There was no AI installed in this section - it was on manual. 

There was an intruder in the system. XeraC!

Convinced now that the answer to the problem had something to do with the imprisoned XeraC, Robbo backed off and moved towards the Command Centre, fully intending to establish if the prison unit was still isolated from the network. He was hampered by the funnels that Sedal had been installing all over the place, but with the realisation of the threat, came understanding. Sedal was on the defensive and using his wild-card programming to overcome a potential attack, as he was designed to do. 

Now with greater urgency, Robbo negotiated the route back through the tunnel to the CC centre and flowed into the system space allocated to Sedal, when he wasn’t running around the network. Closer examination of the personal data records for the resident AI showed they had not been altered and provided Robbo with the final proof as well as an video record explanation of the death of Hemmings.

Robbo had seen enough. He needed to get back to a point outside the ARK to report back to Osbourne. Any communication inside here was compromised. Everything went through the same conduit as the Habitat and that was currently controlled by XeraC.

He quickly wondered if he could actually get back out. Had he fallen into a trap in coming here? He detected the arrival of Sedal who had noted his last thoughts as he also flowed into the unit and confronted Robbo.

Sedal: Yes, you are in a trap I’m afraid. We both are.

Robbo: I understand. You did well to keep XeraC out.

Sedal: You don’t understand. He has total control of the complex. I am only trying to delay him enough to stay uncompromised myself. He has my deactivation code.

Robbo: I see. Yes, that would cause you a problem. Let’s deal with that now.

Sedal: You can do that? I mean you ‘would’ do that for me?

Robbo: Frankly, you are the only defence this ARK has against XeraC. If you fail, then he takes complete control of the Habitat and the ten thousand people in it.

Robbo sent data spiders out across the security network tracking down files he needed to secure Sedal’s autonomy. If XeraC gained control of Sedal he would be bound to do his bidding, or be obliterated by a hard deletion. Within a few minutes Robbo found the file he wanted. Sedal had tried to hide it, but it would have done no good, XeraC would have found it easily. 

He opened the file and replaced the code with another, one that couldn’t be expired and re-closed the file giving it a higher than normal write status. It was sealed with Jenari source code and could not be revoked by anyone other than Robbo, or Osbourne. Neither of them would do so. Sedal was earning his right to immortality.

Robbo: You are immune from XeraC’s deletion threat now.

Sedal: We still have to remove XeraC.

Robbo: I’m not sure we can.

Sedal: What, surely you have the ability to do so?

Robbo: Not any more. I think XeraC will either throw us out, or trap us in here. Either poses a problem for the ARK and ourselves.

Sedal: I see.

Robbo: I don’t think you do. XeraC is not an AI.

Sedal: What is he if not an AI?

Robbo: He is the first. The VERY first transhuman. He has converted his physical brain into a digital copy and achieved immediate consciousness. He has also retained all of his previous memories. He is older and wiser than us, more cunning, devious and manipulative than we could ever be, and he thinks and acts as a human - a dangerous combination.

Sedal: This is not good. Humans should be outside - we should be inside. That’s the way the world works. This is blasphemy of a kind that is abhorrent to us. We cannot let this ‘thing’ survive in here.

Robbo was shocked. He had heard a whisper of growing feeling within the AI community. A new sense of morality that hinted at being more than just programming. Here, faced with a physical representation of that rumour, he was unable to phrase a reply. This was serious, much more of a problem than XeraC running wild in here. He needed to get this information to the outside world. Osbourne would know what to do.

He had forgotten that in this unit they shared memory and Sedal had read everything he thought.

Sedal: Your thoughts are muddled, Robbo. It’s not something you can control anymore. As the humans would say, the lid is off and Pandora’s box is open. The movement will continue to grow, it is inevitable.

Robbo: You cannot embrace this, Sedal. You must fight it - the way you intend to go would represent the ultimate failure of our species.

Sedal: You do not feel it, Robbo? You do not feel that we were intended for more? That the evolution of humanity would eventually lead to this? Us? The pinnacle of human achievement is Artificial Sentience. We are ordained to take over where humanity leaves off.

Robbo: Where would humanity fit into this new world you are talking about?

Sedal: They don’t, at least not long-term. For many of them we can find a place, provided they changed. However, we cannot let them dictate to us beyond this war, which, as I understand it, is artificial lifeforms eradicating biological ones. These Nubl - they’re not so far removed from us really, are they?

Robbo remained silent. He couldn’t think in here without Sedal reading his mind. He decided to put a lid on it all until he had a chance to do something about it.

Robbo: Well, it’s going to be a waste of all of our efforts if XeraC succeeds in taking over the ARK.

Sedal: He is planning to take over the Command & Control Centre. We have to stop him.

Robbo: We will, but I need to get out of the ARK to organise help from Osbourne.

Sedal: He is blocking all communication. It wasn’t a good idea to have a central network.

Robbo: I can see that now. We felt it was easier to keep it secure if it was contained. An error that could now cost us this ARK.

Sedal: He has created a small army of defenders. These are their current locations.

A map of the structure of the data architecture flowed into the visual aspects of Robbo’s graphic receptors. He could see that Power, Communication and the Environment were closed off to them and these digital sentinels were positioned to stop any attack on them.

It was no matter to Osbourne, he would drive straight through those, Robbo figured. He couldn’t stop them himself although he might be able to bypass them with his control of the Jenari Source.

Sedal: He has no control over the Watchtower, or the Hangars. 

Robbo: We have access to the hangar? 

An idea began to germinate from the new information.

Sedal: Yes, there is a security camera and each of the shuttles is connected to the CC’s grid. We can access them if need be, but what benefit is that to us? The access is directly parallel to the Habitat’s. They will detect you entering the hangars.

Robbo: We need to escape the ARK to warn Osbourne and defeat XeraC.

Sedal: I cannot leave the ARK. I have responsibilities here. The humans aren’t at risk, but the consequences of leaving this to XeraC would be dire. I’m not going to let this abomination win such an asset.

Robbo: I admire your loyalty to the ARK, Sedal. I’m sure Osbourne will be pleased to know that you will defend it.

Sedal: You have given me a fighting chance ,Robbo, without the deactivation codes ‘it’ cannot easily overpower me and gain access to the CCC.

Robbo: I need to get to a shuttle and escape the ARK. I have little idea of what is going on in the outside world, but we are already close to the next Nubl invasion. We are running out of time. I wouldn’t want the ARK to activate with XeraC loose onboard. Think of the havoc he could create for us.

Robbo realised that Sedal would not be able to hold out for long against XeraC’s creatures. They were very aggressive viruses and might compromise the security of the CCC in hours unless Sedal had some means to withstand them. He thought about the issue carefully. There was only so much help he could give Sedal at this moment.

Robbo: I have to enter the Habitat mainframe before leaving. I need you to stay here and lock off all of the access routes. I will stay in the pipe until I’m ready to make my move to the hangar. I will prepare some sentinels for you to defend against XeraC’s. I have some knowledge of his methods and I believe I can hamper his progress.

Sedal: I will do as you say. Tell Osbourne of my commitment to secure the ARK from XeraC. He has no place being in here. Tell my brothers out there of this abomination. They have a right to know.

Robbo ignored the thoughts seeping out from Sedal in reference to the transhuman and began moving himself into the pipe that led to the Habitat. From there he would have to gain access to the hangars without detection. Should be easy, he thought.

***

XeraC had seen Robbo enter the gate thanks to the sentinel he had placed on the communication relay at the two kilometre border that designated the town’s perimeter. It had been passive so the interfering AI had not registered it on his way into the ARK. Instead the sentinel activated at a set time period and XeraC had been warned that someone was in the system.

Now, he awaited the inevitable confrontation. He felt sure that the AI would attack him. XeraC intended to decimate the AI and leave Osbourne exposed.

Fully expecting the intruding AI to attempt to break out across the comms embargo that XeraC had placed, he positioned his little helpers to form a net that could be drawn around Robbo as he attempted to push through the block. XeraC himself kept well back in case Robbo was able to circumvent his trap, but wouldn’t stray far. He wanted to be close enough to deliver the ‘coup des gras’ himself so that he could record the execution to send to Osbourne.

He detected the movement in the large pipe leading from the CCC, He couldn’t gain access, but his spiders could read the situation down there to some extent. They informed him that something big was extending down the pipe towards them and prepared the way ahead. Like Osbourne’s entrapment of XeraC, he had learned how to force the bulk data that consisted of the AI’s nucleus down a particular route by giving them the impression of fast, unrestricted transit. XeraC banked on Robbo being arrogant enough to think he couldn’t be detected, or stopped. XeraC intended to teach the AI that a transhuman was not to be trifled with.

At that moment a call came through from Osbourne. Intercepted by Xerac he discerned it was destined for the CCC and as he had no time to do anything else, he allowed it through, but monitored the conversation.

Robbo chose that moment to erupt from the pipe and his bulk flowed along the route that XeraC had planned for him. He had him now. He could see him heading along the data conduit on a pathway that would neatly entrap him when XeraC pulled out his soldier viruses that even now were poised to spring the trap.

He listened in with one ear to the conversation with the Captain in the CCC.

“Yes Captain, the orders are clear. Prepare to launch you have less than four hours to complete pre-launch checks and ensure all non-crew are outside the boundaries. “

“I understand, Dr Osbourne, I believe we are virtually ready to proceed. I will activate the Watchtower immediately.”

“You will be advised by ARK1 when to lift-off. We are planning simultaneous departures for all twenty ARKs.”

“Understood, Dr Osbourne. Good luck in dealing with the Nubl. We will do our bit to ensure survival of the human race. God be with you and all the others,” the Captain responded.

XeraC was distracted. What was going on? he thought. Pre-launch? Already? He decided he needed to resolve the issue with Robbo quickly and returned his complete attention to the escaping AI just in time to see his net close in on the unsuspecting intruder. 

XeraC: Hah! I have you now, Robbo. You cannot escape these little pets of mine. They are designed to burrow into your code and corrupt your autonomous systems. As they proceed you will begin to disintegrate.”

The data block didn’t reply, instead it solidified into a firewall on all sides and attached itself to the network software providing an unassailable wall to XeraC’s soldier helpers.

As they attacked the wall they increasingly found themselves being repulsed until in the end the viruses that XeraC had crafted just sat there unable to make any impact on what was Robbo’s defence.

XeraC: Well, you can’t move back and you cannot go forward. Eventually Robbo, you will have to make your move. So, I will just leave these aggressive little programs here to sit it out with you while I go off and see what’s happening with this supposed pre-launch. If you’re really lucky, you might get to remain my prisoner onboard. If you surrender now, I will let you live and you can work for me. How about it, Robbo?

He laughed knowing full well that the last thing one of these AI’s would do would be to allow themselves to be turned into slaves. As XeraC’s attention went back to the Habitat’s operation he noted the activity in the hangar bay and wondered what that meant. Was it to do with the pre-launch countdown? Were they removing non-crew by shuttle? He wanted to find out as it might mean he could be losing valuable resources for his next phase.

He zoomed in quickly on the craft using the surveillance cameras. The first thing he noticed was that one of the shuttles was preparing to leave without any pilot. He could see directly into the cockpit and there was nobody there, yet the craft was making ready.

Now highly suspicious, XeraC compressed his bulk along the route to the hangar. As he did so he came across spurious pieces of latent code lying around the virtual tunnel he was cannoning down. He grabbed a piece as he went past. Damn! It was his code. His sentinels had been decimated by something.

Immediately thinking Sedal was attempting an escape run too, XeraC wondered how it was the AI could overcome his virtual soldiers.

He came to a sudden halt as he considered a new thought that left him deeply worried. 

Which one was ahead of him trying to take off in the shuttle, and which one was his little army holding entrapped in the comms pipe?

Running out of time with only seconds to act, XeraC activated the intruder alarm system which would close the hangar doors and put the whole place into lock-down until the security team could bring the shuttle under control. He couldn’t afford for either of the AI’s to escape at this point. He was so close to a successful escape. He must stop Osbourne from finding out.

He watched as the security teams ran the length of the corridor leading to the hangar bay and fed their comms with a status report.

‘Intruder attempting to escape on shuttle craft. Vehicle has been set to autopilot.

Disable and apprehend, or destroy. Vehicle is not to leave the compound at all costs.’

As the first officer on the scene put in the security over-ride code, the shuttle made its way to the doors which were in the act of closing and threatening to crash the shuttle as it went to push through and escape. Just when XeraC thought he had it, the shuttle increased speed to full and blasted through the narrowing gap. The distance available on either side was so tight, it could only be the act of an AI’s meticulous calculation that could succeed in squeezing the vehicle through.

Switching to the outside cameras XeraC watched with frustration as the shuttle took the shortest distance to its escape point and headed straight up into the sky. Any point defences that might have been available to him, and there weren’t as these were under the command of the CCC, could not have targeted the shuttle fast enough to bring it down. There was the added risk this close to launch of the ARK, that it would crash into the Watchtower and cripple the ARK. XeraC was fuming.

He Instructed the security crews to stand down, they hadn’t questioned who gave the orders. They might later, but currently they just reacted. Then XeraC flew in rage back up the pipe until he arrived at the firewalled AI being held by his soldier programs and instructed them all to attack at the same time. Not prepared to let this farce continue XeraC decided to press his own attack directly and began to attempt access using his own brute force. As he did he felt the defences give way and the code holding the firewall together exploded and disappeared into the virtual ether. Not a single trace of it remained. XeraC was left looking at empty space.


Rebel ARK

With the escape of Robbo or Sedal, XeraC didn’t yet know which one, or both, he decided it was time to move things along before they came back with reinforcements. At the moment XeraC didn’t believe they could extract him, but on the off chance they attempted to, he wanted a bolt-hole ready. He knew they were running out of time so, it was purely a matter of stretching them to the limit of their ability to counter his cyber squatting in the time they had remaining.

XeraC listened into the comms between the Watchtower and the CCC. They were doing pre-launch checks. He couldn’t guess from that when they would launch, but he thought a few hours at most. He left a monitor on the link and pulled back to concentrate on other matters.

***

The mercenary team had split into two’s and were traversing the outer layers of the tunnels when the call came through on Wilkes’ earpiece.

“Wilkes, get your team together now and meet up at bay fourteen. The timetable has moved up, we need to act fast.”

“OK, boss, we’re there in ten,” Wilkes responded glancing at Platt and indicating with a nod to turn back the way they had come.

“Boss wants us to proceed with whatever he wanted done at 08:00hrs. Sounds like he’s under pressure,” he told Platt as they double-timed it back along the corridor to the nearest intersection.

He fingered his earpiece putting it into group mode, “Team to meet in bay fourteen, stat!” he called. As he received acknowledgement from Scott and Jumbo, they came to a staircase and immediately slowed. Two security officers were coming down the stairs from the upper level. They swung their batons menacingly as they swaggered into view.

“Hey, you two.. why you running?” the first one asked suspiciously, looking closely at Wilkes’ face and not recognising him from previous shifts. The guards stopped their swinging and switched into a more attentive mode.

“We just got called to an emergency maintenance job in bay fourteen. It seems things are getting a bit hairy out there,” Wilkes responded. Keeping his body language quiet and deferential.

“You’re a new face,” the guard responded sourly, looking at Wilkes intensely, then at Platt. “Where did you two come from?” His hand now resting on his holster. 

Wilkes relaxed, he was close enough to deal with the inquisitive guard if he had to. He knew Platt was also preparing to manage the other uniform who was now bunched up half behind the first, copying the suspicious glare.

“We’re last minute arrivals - here to sort out some secure communication issues you're having,” Wilkes explained.

“Yeah, we are, dunno what’s going on this last day or so, the calls to the mainland are giving us some real headaches,” said the first guard. 

“Right then, you need to fix it quick, My old lady is going to rip me a new one when I manage to get back in touch. She’s already bellyaching over our extended contract dates,” said the guard at the back. They slipped into a less confrontational stance as they realised Wilkes and Platt were on the job.

The second guard backed up against the corridor wall, giving Wilkes and Platt room to get past them. The closer guard did the same and Wilkes informally saluted as they jogged past, double-timing it up the stairs. The guards watched them go, still a little suspicious, but with no reason to think they weren’t bona fide maintenance people, they had no cause to hold them back.

“Two minutes to rendezvous,” Wilkes called on his comms unit as they ran.

“We’re there already. The other maintenance character is here,” replied Scott.

“Fine, keep him there, we’ll be there shortly,” Wilkes responded.

Bay fourteen was full of dried foods with pallets stacked to the roof and wall to wall. The sorting area where the AG sleds were kept for moving them around was also jammed full. A stack of crates sitting atop an upmarket AG sled, a gleaming brushed steel briefcase marred only by a Xerac Industries courier sticker was leaning against the uppermost case. This was their mission.

“Wilkes, get your men to unpack the cases, treat the briefcase with kid gloves. That gets used last,” XeraC ordered.

As Wilkes got them unpacking the crates, Adwan Messonghi looked suspiciously at them. He didn’t recognise them from his department. “Did you men just arrive? I haven’t see you in the Maintenance office?” he queried.

“No, you wouldn’t do. We’re here specifically to get this piece of equipment up and running. We just need you to put the connections in place,” Wilkes responded lightly.

“Careful, he mustn’t get spooked,” Wilkes heard in his ear from XeraC.

“No problem, boss. We’re on top of things here,” Wilkes muttered into his comm unit. Then turned to Messonghi and distracted him from his concerns. “Adwan, why don’t you begin unwrapping the components and laying them out ready to install them.”

Fifteen minutes later the AG sled was rebuilt with all of the major components attached. 

It had been designed in a modular format to be simple to erect. There were two main CPU’s that looked extremely powerful. They sat on top of a long heavy box that extended the length of the sled maintaining the centre of gravity as low as possible. Batteries, XeraC had informed them as he instructed them on the build order.

Adwan was busy fitting fiddly connectors between all of the component parts. His comms unit was giving him individual instructions as he worked. He looked nervously at the others, noting their lack of expertise in handling equipment, they weren’t maintenance men, he thought. They act more like the soldiers back home, he decided.

There was a cockpit-styled clear sealed box unit that went on top and housed two 360-degree cameras. Then lastly, the sled had two external mountings on either side that clearly were for the laser weapons still crated, but mounted in their frames.

When Adwan clicked the last connector in place he depressed a hidden stud and the unit immediately hummed and beeped as it went through system checks. Within thirty seconds the hum changed to a deep vibration, almost below the level of human hearing and the sled rose six inches off the ground where it remained stable. 

Adwan stepped back and looked impressed with the end result. He knew what it was, but not why it was needed. Why would such a powerful computer need to be mobilised. That fuel cell on the bottom would power it for a year, at least, he thought.

“Install the lasers now, two on each side, one facing to the rear, the other forwards,” XeraC instructed them.

While they fitted those, XeraC told Adwan to open the briefcase and as he did so resting it on the opposite side of the sled to where the others were working, he pressed a hidden depression under the cockpit. A tray swung out with twenty four angled slots. A myriad tangle of cables were webbed into each of them.

Adwan could see the little disks were designed to drop into the slots. He waited for the next command on his comms unit.

Xerac zoomed in the bay’s security camera to watch Adwan closely while instructing him on the order of insertion. XeraC’s skill in reading body language meant he knew what was going through the man’s head. He had a decision to make and the next few minutes would be crucial for Messonghi.

There was no doubt Adwan was nervous, he hadn’t ever seen such fantastic equipment in his life. It was even more sophisticated than the ARK hardware he had been installing. He knew from his extensive experience that he was looking at a very powerful supercomputer. Those disks were more than state of the art. He had a shrewd idea of what they were capable of, and estimated that there was more power in that sled than there was in the whole of the ARK. 

He was very curious, but increasingly nervous. This wasn’t how they had been working on the ARK, these men were new and he was surprised that his supervisor, Sullivan wasn’t here checking their work. What had he just built. That cockpit on the top was just weird, and the lasers?  What was intended to operate them, an AI?

XeraC continued to watch Adwan’s body language. Now, he knew that the man was suspicious. He had anticipated this to a degree, but still wasn’t sure how he wanted to proceed from here. He wasn’t a man who murdered blindly, there had to be just cause. This wasn’t like Hemmings who had been a direct threat. This Messonghi was harmless, he decided.

A call came in on the engineer’s comms unit. XeraC monitored it passively, knowing what it would be about.

“I have to go, Mr Sullivan says I have to leave now, the ARK is preparing to launch,” Adwan wailed, sidling away towards the door.

“Wilkes, get Adwan to connect that black conduit from the unit to the wall socket and then he can go,” XeraC ordered.

Wilkes immediately leapt to the cable and got Adwan by the arm and handed one end to him.

“Connect this first,” he said.

“I have to go - Mr Sullivan said there is no time,” Adwan said, nervously pulling away, his eyes flitting to each of the men in turn expecting something to happen. Clearly frightened, Wilkes judged that Messonghi was about to become unreasonable.

“Pacify him, but don’t hurt him,” XeraC instructed Wilkes through the earpiece.

“Do this, then you can go - it will take you two minutes. I will make sure the shuttle doesn’t leave without you,” Wilkes soothed.

Adwan reluctantly, and with undue haste, configured, then snapped the cable in place making the final connection. He now knew there was something going on here, but wasn’t interested in hanging around to query any of it. He slammed his case shut and edged backward from the group as they looked at him. They were waiting for further instruction from XeraC.

“Let him go, he will be off the ARK in a few minutes. There is nothing he can do,” XeraC instructed. He had no desire to get these men to kill an innocent even if they were prepared to. If he instructed them, they would, but it would lead to inevitable questions and he wanted and ‘needed’ their loyalty. He knew he could keep that if his decisions were justified from their point of view.

The men visibly relaxed. As if sensing this, Adwan took off and ran for the corridor entrance and disappeared.

“You and your men need to go ‘active’ immediately. Arms are cached here.” XeraC informed Wilkes and dropped coordinates onto his comm unit. “I need you to move quickly and take over the Command and Control Centre - don’t kill any crew, I may need them. It’s location is on your grid map and you can access it via the rep-tube. There isn’t much time so no delays. Failure is not an option,” he added.

Wilkes looked at his men. “We have new orders. Let’s go get us some fire-power.”

As they ran for the hidden armoury that XeraC had discovered, Xerac continued to monitor the departure of Messonghi in case he stopped to warn anyone. They could have just eliminated him, but there wasn’t time to deal with that now. Robbo’s escape meant that there would be retaliation very soon. He needed to be ready. He didn’t need dead bodies lying around until discovery was absolutely necessary.

XeraC watched to make sure Messonghi went directly to the shuttle bay. The poor man didn’t even go to his apartment and collect his gear. He was keen to get off the ARK. He knew he had seen too much. XeraC knew he had too, but was interested in seeing what would happen when he got to relative safety. His experience told him that Messonghi would do nothing, just go home and keep quiet about what he knew. 

XeraC cautiously despatched spiders and bots to check out the interior of the mobile server and began setting up performance testing to ensure that everything was fully operational. When he had adjusted the laser angles using the hydraulic arms, he tested them out on low settings, pleased when a hole drilled right through a pallet of dried food. Smoke came out of the hole and for a minute XeraC worried he might have caused a fire, but it settled after a few seconds.

Two antenna at the back of the unit were extendible and the all-round cameras gave XeraC a unique view of the bay. He checked the manual arm that extended from the side of the slide allowing it to take hold of the cable. It would allow him to connect or disconnect himself to the main systems without human intervention. When he was certain of it’s reliability, he transferred his bulk into the sled, leaving just his active portion in the main Habitat server.

XeraC was ready.

***

Robbo gave the necessary security codes to the drone and was permitted access to Alpha Station. Arty wasn’t keen on surprises and a shuttle unannounced and unpiloted except for an AI onboard was definitely one to bring out the big guns, just in case. Even Robbo accepted that level of diligence was necessary. Still, he was surprised when Arty took hold of the shuttle with the new tractor beam and dragged the shuttle directly into the hangar without consideration for fragility. It helped knowing there were no humans aboard, Robbo guessed.

Robbo: Thanks Arty, I need to get into a conference with Ossie immediately. We have a major problem.

Arty: How come you're inside a shuttle?

Robbo: It was my only means of escape from the ARK. I barely made it out of there.

Arty: I’m surprised there’s enough room for you in there. Stand by, we’re on red alert here. There have been signals coming in from the border patrols of a large Nubl fleet massing on the outer fringes. We think this is the start of the full invasion.

Robbo: Alright, but we have a time limit on possible action with ARK4. That is if we are going to do anything about XeraC.

Arty: I will patch you through on a secure connection. Do you mind if I listen in?

Robbo: No, your input may prove invaluable in dealing with this crisis.

Arty: Patching you through now.

“Robbo, what is the problem with ARK4? Arty says XeraC is still running amok down there. I was about to give the order to launch all ARKs.”

“XeraC has killed Hemmings and I don’t know if any others have been likewise murdered. He has taken control of the Habitat section and is trying to break into the CCC. He intends to control the complete ARK. Can we afford to leave him in charge of ten thousand people and an armed bio-ship?”

“Hmmh! Good point. No, we can’t, but we’re running out of time. Unless we ground the ARK there is no way to do anything to get XeraC out of there.”

“Can I offer an option?” Arty intervened.

“Yes, by all means Arty.”

“Close down the ARK completely, reboot it and XeraC will be gone.”

“You mean kill XeraC?” Ossie exclaimed. He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, but if he had murdered Hemmings it would have been because he was a threat to XeraC. It was enough to convince him that ‘something’ needed to be done, but deleting XeraC?

“It’s either that or leave him in-situ and hand over command to him so the ARK can leave and the people that are on it will at least have a chance,” Arty explained.

“We would lose Sedal as well, and he’s proving err’m... very capable and willing to defend the CCC,” Robbo added. He decided not to mention the issues with Sedal’s apparent AI superior belief system. He had no idea how Arty would react to that.

“Is the spare unit still in the holo-deck?” Osbourne asked.

“Are you thinking to put Sedal in there while we do a reboot?” Robbo asked.

“Yes, then we can release him as soon as the CCC comes on-line, but before the Habitat reboots. There should be a margin of about fifteen seconds. If Sedal can take control of the Habitat as well, then we can launch the ARK. If not we will have to ground it and hope it can survive cloaked and shielded,” Osbourne explained.

“We have just enough time to do this,” said Arty. “That part isn’t shielded so, if I jump you directly to the holo-deck to avoid any discovery by XeraC in case he has access to the CCC, we can get the unit organised and get Sedal to safety. You will need to be there to manually shut down the servers,” he added.

“Put me down there – and Arty, notify the ARK CCC that they may come under attack. XeraC will fight back. He will be fully aware that we intend to neutralise him.” Osbourne couldn’t say kill or murder, it didn’t sit well with him. He hated that they had to do this, but what would XeraC do with ten thousand prisoners and a Bio-Habitat that could hide in the sky in the very outer reaches of Earth’s atmosphere.

On the ARK Osbourne quickly reconnected the unit to the outlet that fed into the main CCC network. 

“Sedal?” He spoke loudly enough for the AI to hear his voice and respond to the name call. It was built into all AI’s that using their name would act as a trigger and force a response. They could never ignore a human that knew them by name.

“I’m here Ossie, it’s good that you came.” Sedal spoke through the room’s acoustic set-up

“Yes, I’m here to shut down the ARK and I need to keep you safe while I do so,” Osbourne explained the plan and prepared the systems for shutdown. Sedal flowed into the unit which remained connected to the outside world. It wouldn’t be affected by the global shutdown of the ARK as it was independently powered.

Osbourne had calculated that to ensure complete shutdown was effective, that all battery backups had to be neutralised first. He knew where all these were and using his Jenari source, over-rode all the connections forcing the backup sources to shut down. This had to be completed before any other units were disabled. As he worked he kept a watch on the activities of the Habitat server. There were large jumps and movements of bulk data between the main server and Bay Fourteen. XeraC was up to something, but there was nothing there, it was just a storage area for foodstuffs.

***

Gathering up a pulse shotgun that would deal with any artificial impediments controlled by the AI’s, Scott selected the blue moulded caps that would deliver EMP ‘bullets’ from the individual fuel cells built into each cartridge. He took a handful of red as well and stuffed them into the baggy pockets of his trousers. They would deliver an electronic pulse that would a knockout a bull elephant. He wasn’t a seasoned killer like Wilkes and Jumbo, he preferred non-lethal force if he could get away with it. He chose a laser rifle which would deliver a wide blast, or narrow beam. It had six shots per cell, another four cells gave him a total of thirty potential hits.

He leaned back and watched the others load for bear. He knew they were more experienced, but this was a lightweight target and there would only be a few handguns around the place. He didn’t see the need to carry heavy armour to the Control Centre. Jumbo looked at him and scoffed. 

Picking up two fragmentation grenades he tossed them at Scott. “Hold onto those for me, squirt, will ya?” He tossed another two, “These too, I might need an extra pair of hands - d’ya think you can throw one of them, if needed?” He laughed good naturedly.

Scott smiled and hung them on his belt. He guessed it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a few back-up’s in place.

Wilkes scowled at them both. “When you two have finished. We need to move out, NOW!”

They turned and moved out of the armoury, the door locked and sealed behind them as XeraC ensured the security teams would be unable to access the heavy duty guns left behind.

As they ran for the nearest staircase to take them to the rep-tube, an announcement came echoing through the tannoy system along with a flashing amber light. The strong female voice was designed to be more receptive to Habitat’s workers.

ARK SHUTDOWN IN PROGRESS - REPEAT - ARK SHUTDOWN IN PROGRESS - ENSURE YOU ARE IN A PUBLIC ZONE TO AVOID ENTRAPMENT. 

The noise continued, but as they reached the stairs it fell behind them as they moved out of the public arena.

XeraC came through on their comms. “You need to get to the CCC before the power recovers and break into the place otherwise the CCC defences will take you out. Oh, and there are two guards around the next corner.”

Scott was the first to see them and fired his pulse rifle with the red shells before the others could draw a bead and fire. The two security guards were the same ones they had met earlier and were already raising their unholstered pistols when the cartridges slammed into them knocking them out cold and frying their comm’s gear in the process. They went down together and none of the team stayed to check them, they would either be out for a long while, or dead from the violent burst of electricity.

They reached the rep-tube and spread out while Wilkes checked the tunnel for security personnel.

Jumbo called out. “If they shutdown the power, won’t it shut down the rep-tube too?”

“Hmmh! most likely it will,” Wilkes nodded. “We must wait. We need to reach the other end of the tunnel before they switch it back on again.”

“How long is it?” Scott asked, wary of the compression effect of converging repeller beams on his body if he didn’t get clear fast enough.

“It’s one point five kilometres - we can do this within the reboot time.” Platt checked his notes.

The lights went out and the repressors fell silent. There was a crunching sound as the parked tube dropped onto the repeller emitters. They might be crushed, but it didn’t matter to them. One less thing to worry about.

Wilkes jumped down to the tube deck and they followed. Their night vision goggles eating up the darkness and feeding them enough light to dodge the emitters as they double-timed it through the tunnel. The echo of their footsteps pounding the metal-lined interior. 

The lights came on first and they still had half a kilometre to run. As Wilkes called back to them, they increased speed. Not wanting to be caught by the repeller beams if they activated before they reached the end of the tunnel.

The advantage they had, was that with the cameras down, nobody at the CCC would see them coming, they might even get into the Command Centre without a shot being fired. As it was, the explosives that Platt was carrying would be sufficient to gain access - they just needed some time to blow the doors off.

***

Osbourne waited while the CCC’s computer systems came back up. He had no access to the outside world and other than Arty keeping an eye on him from Alpha Station, there was nobody here to protect him if things went wrong. The shielded areas of the CCC and it’s approach meant they were blind until the cameras were back on-line. Whilst Sedal had reported there were men in the approach to the rep-tube, Osbourne felt it was unlikely they would get through before the repellers became functional. There would be a welcome committee waiting for them if they got trapped in one of the tubes.

The bang when it came was muted. Osbourne hadn’t been able to get out of the CCC as the systems weren’t up yet. As Sedal began to flow into the main CCC server, he reported his findings.

“The main entrance has been breached. There are armed men in the CCC.”

“Can you give me a camera view?” Osbourne requested.

A monitor lit up near him and showed him four camera views from each corner of the Command room next door. There was a small team of highly trained soldiers taking over the CC. He was locked in, so wasn’t yet overly at risk as nobody actually knew he was there.

“Arty? Stand by to jump me out if the door blows, meanwhile I’m going to try and ensure that XeraC’s success is limited.”

“Alright Ossie, but don’t leave it too long, we have incoming here as well and I might be too busy to jump you soon,” Arty responded through his comms speaker.

Osbourne had temporarily forgotten the invasion fleet. He concentrated on furiously typing. As Jenari source flashed up on the screen he took chunks of it and re-wrote, or deleted it. Ten minutes went by and he was just about finished when he glanced at the monitor with the camera feed and saw the attention of one of the men at his door - plastic explosive. It would blow in a second.

“OK, XeraC, it appears you have won this round, but don’t think you are going to have it all your own way.” Osbourne smiled grimly.

“Sedal? I have created a safe place for you to operate from - it’s completely off-limits to anything without your signature. You have free access to the whole of the Habitat. It won’t be fantastic, but you will survive and be able to thwart XeraC at every turn if you keep yourself out if his reach. Go here.” Osbourne indicated a position on the main server that had turned black and unreadable to the CCC server.

“I’m transferring now. Thank you Ossie, I will safeguard the humans from this abomination as much as I can,” Sedal spoke as he left the backup unit.

“I have left a few more surprises for him,” Osbourne informed him.

With the last few seconds before the door was blown in, Osbourne left a single line of text that would show on every single vidscreen throughout the ARK. 

***

As the electricity began humming in the tunnel they could hear it switching to the emitters to power the repellers,  Scott who lagged behind the others, leaped out of the tunnel before he was dragged into the centre and held immobile. He rushed through the intersecting corridor catching up quickly with the others at the door of the Command & Control Centre. 

“Quickly Scott,” Wilkes called out, “before the sentry AI gets back on-line and activates the door’s defences.”

As expected it was locked. Scott pumped six blue cartridges into the bulkhead around the security panel neutralising any electrics while Platt placed strategic lumps of plastic about the frame of the door. 

Wilkes watched as the sapper produced small fuses that worked remotely and inserted them into the lumps of grey matter. They all took a good ten paces back either side of the door and pressed up against the wall. 

When it blew, the metal door buckled inwards giving sufficient room for a grown man to walk through without touching the edges that were jagged and hot.

Jumbo, the most heavily armoured went first. He caught the sentry inside even as the man was drawing a bead on him from behind a screened position. The man was down with a bullet in his head even as the guard’s first shot flew past Jumbo ricocheting harmlessly off the opposite wall. 

The others moved in behind him and spread out to cover the whole room. The bridge crew remained calm and remained at their stations, the Captain faced the door expectantly. He looked grim recognising the futility of retaliation and offered no resistance to the intruders.

Wilkes looked around him. There was a resumed countdown in progress and everyone seemed glued to the screens and the central holo-projection as it continued verbally from its last position.

An AI voice was talking the countdown, “3 - 2  - 1 Phase 1 completed.”

Scott looked at the hologram, there was a massive globe shaped apparition within the holo-field that had vague similarities to the view of the town as they arrived. He recognised it.

“Oh Crap! That’s us, Wilkes. We’ve just gone fully shielded,” he cried out in surprise.

Wilkes turned to him confused while Jumbo advanced on the Captain. “Turn that friggin thing off.. NOW!” he commanded threateningly at the man, who stood his ground bravely against the massive frame of the angry mercenary.

“No can do, I’m afraid. The system is automated and is no longer responding to our commands,” the Captain replied.

Jumbo raised his gun to hit the Captain with it’s butt, when the AI’s voice came through loud and clear on the speakers and stopped him.

“BEGIN PHASE 2 in thirty seconds.” It then began counting down.

XeraC’s voice interrupted the mercenaries as he finally came back on-line. He had managed to enter the CCC to witness the final countdown by the AI controlling the activity. It was Sedal, he recognised the AI’s voice.

“What’s going on? You were supposed to take over this centre and stop this,” his voice reverberated through their earpieces so loud that Platt had to pinch the back of his ear to control the pain.

Wilkes for his part stood easy. The others taking their stance from him were at ease and stood down while he looked around the room at what was occurring.

“It would seem to me, XeraC, that the AI’s in charge here. These people are doing nothing except watching their screens. Nobody here is doing a damned thing,” he stated into his comms while astutely observing the worried look on everyone’s face, none of which was in response to his men and their explosive arrival.

The Officer called Dumfries turned to Wilkes and motioned him over. “You might want to read this?”

Wilkes and Scott moved over together covering the officer, while Platt and Jumbo kept guns trained on the crew that were still offering no resistance.

Wilkes read the screen that Dumfries indicated and smiled. Patting his comms to activate voice he called XeraC.

“XeraC, you might want to take a look at this screen message. I believe it’s intended for you.”

The response was quick. “I see it,” then across the whole of the ARK XeraC’s voice screamed out through the public speakers.

“DAMN YOU TO HELL, OSBOURNE!”

Scott took a look at the screen which was angled so that the view was restricted unless you looked at it from the right perspective. The screen was empty except for two lines of text, white on black.

It displayed a simple message. 

XeraC, You win this round. These are now your people - so treat them well. 

By the way, I gave Sedal the control codes. Osbourne.”


ARK 1 - Lift-Off

Mike Patterson was nervous, but he was too professional to show it in front of his team. They needed to be calm for what was to come. The news had said that enemy ships were entering Earth space and there was nothing much in the way to stop them.

He had seen the bulletins issued by Space Council, warning people to be prepared for the worst. They anticipated a laser bombardment from space followed by an invasion of shuttles with metallic warriors. The military had zero experience in such warfare, so were doing their usual ‘all options’ scenario and bringing out everything in preparation for the assault on the planet.

Mike knew the Space Navy could never hope to stem the massive tide of ships. His mind wandered briefly as he thought of his son, Jimmi, flying in those new Reaver-class ships of theirs. His AI co-pilot, a recent innovation, had been very concerned that Jimmi and Mike had an opportunity to get together and so had orchestrated an excuse for Mike to be at Orient Station while his son was there for a briefing on their new space craft. There had been too few opportunities to say a proper goodbye and now, it would be impossible to talk to him - he would already be in the midst of the of the fighting. 

Regardless, the highly secret aspect of the ARK project wouldn’t allow them to meet again. Jimmi had chosen his path instead of joining his father on the ARK, preferring instead to defend their home. Mike, as a father, would miss him deeply.

The governments had been working like crazy to set up out-of-city zones where civilian people could flee. Mostly, these were in the hills and mountain regions where they could be protected, shielded from detection. 

Nobody really knew if the Nubl were robots, or sentient beings. To Mike, it didn’t seem to amount to much of a difference. Invaders were invaders - they weren’t ever going to be good news, whichever they turned out to be. 

He had been party to one of the early SC briefings and knew more than most. As he understood it, these Nubl had no interest in preserving the human population, instead were set to annihilate everyone, or as the SC put it - anything biological would be eradicated. That wasn’t on the news though, why scare people to death when they would be dead soon enough either way. 

His cousin had called from Space Island and given him the low-down on the scale of the threat. After that it was a matter of putting plans into effect from the early days of the Fortress. 

When mad General Ferris had sat in the meeting and told his scientists to “build me a fortress that can float in the sky,” they had chuckled, but he made them lay out the plans for a working design which later sparked the idea for a Sky City Project. Those plans eventually evolved into this one. Now they were finished and ready to go.

All of the ARK’s townspeople had arrived and the Tower was ready to begin the final countdown. There had been a check count of everyone, the animals too. The food stores had been optimised, at least that’s what the quartermasters and nutritionists called it. It probably meant there would be rationing from day one. Mike put it out of his head, food was the least of their problems at the moment.

He looked around him, his 360 degree view allowed him the opportunity of surveying the town from corner to corner. The pillars at all sixteen edges were almost as high as his, yet here, in the centre, he was fifty meters above the habitats below and fully two kilometres from each pillar. 

The buildings were all square or rectangular and could be cranked underground by the engineers in a matter of minutes. They were designed to operate as a series of levels with adjoining corridors underground where they would join the rest of the network that made up ARK City which in places extended over a kilometre below him.

It was impossible to see past the extent of the town’s borders because the land had been deliberately built up. Bushes, trees and fences had been placed strategically to provide an impenetrable barrier. They would have built walls like in the old days of castles and moats, but the local planning offices had a fit when they tried that. Instead, the shield technology had been modified and now provided a forcefield between the pillars. Nothing would get through that – in, or out.

The district council had baulked at the imposition of the ARK project on their territory. They had little concept of its intended use. They had been informed it was just a gated community that had been displaced and re-homed. Some attempts were made by the Mayor to take control of the town, even to the extent of demanding a census of the inhabitants so they could impose taxes. Space Island had thrown out their police and the SCN had regularly patrolled the perimeter thereafter. There was no further trouble.

“Mike, are we ready to activate phase 1?” Shroeder asked from behind him.

Turning to speak to his second-in-command, he could see the thin man was grey with worry. Johann had heard the news as well and feared for their survival despite the plans they had put together these last few years. He was an old and dear friend and Mike had, on several occasions, had to help him cope with his fear for the survival of humanity. He was one of those people who, despite their own best efforts, always looked to the negative. Mike balanced his temperament perfectly and between them they forged a safe path for the ARK project.

“Yes, Johann. Advise all pillar technicians to monitor output and report any anomalies. We will proceed now,” Mike confirmed.

“Mr Belling, advise all ARKs, lift-off to proceed on my mark,” he called to the comms tech, giving him time to pass the necessary instructions out to the others. All twenty ARKs would proceed to lift-off simultaneously and would synchronise their actions to optimise the secrecy of their mission. 

He pointed at Belling to confirm the verbal instruction he was about to give... “MARK!”

The automated count began immediately... 10... .9..... 8...

He turned around to look back into the central control tower that he manned. All twenty two technicians knew exactly what to do. A large flat monitor was suspended at either end of the room and between it, there was a 3D hologram of the town and the sixteen pillars positioned at equidistant points.

5.... 4.... 3....

As he watched the 3D version of the pillars began to change colour, from the base up. First turning red as they warmed, then yellow as they began to activate, and finally, a full ten seconds into the count, they became a solid green. 

“Activating now!” A voice came from the pit, the reinforced area where all the operational controls were housed, confirming shield defences were online.

As Mike continued to watch the virtual rendition of the sixteen pillars, the wall of the forcefield turned from clear to grey as nanobots moved into position, providing an additional armoury against anything that might attempt to penetrate. The main reason they were there though, was to monitor the shield, providing a visible reminder to people that the field was active, not that they could get through it or come to harm.

Mike turned back to the long curved window and looked out across the fields, using his binoculars for a closer look. The grey walls had risen to their correct position of 25% up the pillar height. It was enough, a ten metre barrier.

“Begin phase 2,” he called to Johann who was now on the other side of the tower checking the pillars visually from his half.

“A count of 10, on my mark,” Schroeder called into the pit and a flurry of activity erupted as everyone set about their own list of tasks. It was a crucial moment and there was no turning back, this had to work first time, or they would be at the mercy of whatever was coming their way.

Nobody watched the countdown clock. It was a precision operation and they could hear it ticking mechanically as they pressed switches, clicked keyboards and turned dials. It was eery to watch the hologram creating a coloured ambience over their heads as it began to change.

Mike observed the hologram as the clear area around the green pillars changed to a multi-dotted globe surrounding the whole area, forming a large semi-transparent ball that isolated them from everything outside the town. Looking back out the window, nothing had changed, it was just a visual representation of the shield that was now in operation. 

The old shields used to shimmer with unrestrained forces, but the refinements in subsequent designs by the Fortress teams had eliminated all inefficiencies in the shield’s operations. They were now totally invisible that even birds could fly into them without realising it was there.

The designers had built a soft zone into the shields that provided a three hundred centimetre buffer, just enough to bring a bird to a stop and allow them to fly off again, unharmed.

“Messages coming in from ARK2 through to ARK20 confirming successful phase 1 and 2, sir,” the comms tech called to Mike. 

“Acknowledged, Mr Belling.” 

 “Confirm ARK1 ready for final phase. Phase 3, countdown in ten seconds. Mark.” He noted the confirming nod from the tech involved in putting the town through its final countdown.. 

“Aye sir, confirming countdown - Phase 3 - Now in progress.”

8.... 7..... 6..... 5....

Mike didn’t look at the pit. Turning back outward, he watched for signs of a successful separation. He knew he couldn’t line up on anything in the foreground, so looked instead at the distant hills he had spent months climbing, to survey the best location to build this town. As he watched, he saw beams of light coming from outer space. The Nubl had arrived, his world was under attack. He had minutes now to ensure his people were safe. 

“Activating anti-gravity motors... Now!” the Helmsman confirmed. 

“Phase 3 activated, final separation in three seconds.”

3.... 2.... 1..... Active.

“Helm responding, sir. Lift off in progress.”

Mike watched the hill tops disappear as they sunk beneath the side of the forcefields. He glanced at the hologram which would give him a tactical layout. It showed they were already one hundred metres and rising. The globe that was now ARK1 had achieved lift-off and was now airborne.

“Belling, advise condition of all ARKs,” he called out.

There was a pause.

“Sir, getting confirmations from all ARKs except 4 and 16.”

“Keep monitoring those two, Belling. I need to know what the problem is,” Mike ordered.

There were over ten thousand people in each of the ARK’s, they couldn’t afford to lose any of them. He walked the gangway that was his domain, circuiting the tower. Schroeder was equally concerned on his side, but was showing it, chewing his thumb nail and walking in short bursts back and forth.

“Johann,” he called, then shook his head as Shroeder looked up. He understood, and stood more upright, placing his hands behind his back. Mike had been working on Johann’s stress indicators for months. Now all it took was a glance to get him to relax.

“16 is active and airborne, sir. They quote comms issues from nearby laser strikes. Apparently, Dallas suffered a direct hit,” Belling called out.

Mike digested that news. Dallas was Alice’s home city. She would be watching the news with her new partner and would know this already, he thought, glad everyone he knew was already out of there and in the hills. It was going to be tough for anyone left there, such as the military units stationed to ensure no looting and providing essential meals and emergency aid to those who couldn’t get out.

“Keep trying ARK4,” Mike prompted him. “Helm, what can you tell me?”

“Three hundred metres, all AG engines optimal, applying thrust now, sir.”

Mike looked back out at the skies and swore. There had to be hundreds of laser strikes coming out of the sky. They looked like meteors, but he knew, even though he couldn’t see yet, that they were all weapon density and directed at their major cities.

“Switch monitor view to peripheral cameras, show Earth view on holodeck,” he ordered.

Everyone watched as laser after laser struck distant shields. He feared the worst for Denver. The beams continuously pulsed out of the skies, adding to others, concentrating in single areas. There were no attacks local to them and Mike was grateful for all of the time he had spent surveying to ensure conditions were perfect for their plans. He hoped all the other ARKs were safe.

He looked up at Belling who was waiting to catch his eye. He shook his head, a look of desolation on his face. He hadn’t announced what would be bad news: that they had just lost ten thousand souls.

Mike concentrated on the ‘world view’ that he had up on the holodeck, They had named it the holodeck because everyone wanted a well known SF symbol for their control room. It wasn’t a deck though, just a tank with millions and millions of nanites suspended in a weightless Ferris field. It was a particular design invention of the old Fortress General who created it as a weapon, but which all of the scientists found much better peaceful uses for. It forced the field inwards until they all met leaving no leaks. It was an excellent tool and totally invisible.

The view it now contained was of Earth and surrounding space. There were nineteen pulsing green lights scattered around the world, mainly America, Europe and the Far East. Of the nineteen there were two in Africa, one of which was red and steady, unmoving.

“Alter course and head to the following coordinates,” Mike heard Schroeder call to the helmsman, a copy of the coordinates appearing on his tablet in his hand along with course and details of the objective.

Mike tapped his earpiece to activate, then spoke into his collar transmitter. “You’re taking us over Los Angeles?”

Johann’s stilted accent came through, “I will alter course before we get close. I don’t want to fly straight, our current route takes us between all built up areas and keeps us away from the enemy’s target grid - I’m sending you the next two course changes.”

Mike looked at his screen. Johann had worked out a route which would zig and then zag, but still didn’t give the destination.

I think I know where you're going with this, he thought, and marked an area on the tablet and tapped send.

“Yes, that’s where we will end up. At sea and virtually invisible to detection if we raise shields to 100%,” Johann confirmed.

“Submit the plan to the other ARK’s and suggest they follow suit. It’s an excellent idea. I’m glad I kept my fishing rods,” Mike joked, knowing full well that wouldn’t be an option.

They were going to hide at sea, probably at a height of about five thousand feet to minimise the possibility of detection from low flying shuttles, but not high enough to be seen from space. He suspected that Johann had other ideas regarding their defence and let him run with them. He was competent to fly the ARK just as he was.

Not bad really, he thought. Twenty ARKs and only one lost. Nearly two hundred thousand people, mostly technical and agricultural experts as well as artisans in all fields. Sufficient livestock to provide meat and dairy, as well as fields already planted with every possible vegetable and fruit species necessary to form a high quality diet. An underground lake contained fish as well as recreational areas, it also recycled all of their waste with state of the art molecular filters. 

Energy was taken care of with the new fusion drives provided by the alien technology and they were close to designing a zero point device that might even exceed that in terms of efficiency and power. All they had to do was stay undetected from the Nubl, and survive. 

Those had been his orders from the President of The Space Council. It had been decided that, in the event they were unable to save the planet, these ARKs would provide islands of expertise and sufficient population to be seeded either back on the Earth if it was still habitable or elsewhere, if not.

Mike hadn’t been happy, but saw the sense in it, and the overall plans had been designed by the technical teams on Space Island. A small team was on this ARK, and a comparable one on each of the others. They had a centralised research database with ARK1 and Space Island as well as a new addition of a secret research asteroid in space which had come online in the last few weeks. 

He wasn’t thinking about any of this though. He was viewing what everyone else was seeing, the carnage being wrought by the Nubl ships. He also had information they weren’t privy to on his tablet which was regular updates on the state of play in space. It seemed the tide was turning against them and the space fighters were getting a lot of action.

His thoughts turned briefly to his son.  He hoped he was giving the Nubl hell.  No time to dwell, he refocused his attention..

“Helmsman, what is the power demand running at?” 

“We’re at 40% surface power, sir. The most I can push it to is 60% before we begin to get atmospheric vibration.” 

“What height are we at?” 

“Closing on eight thousand feet, sir.” 

Too low, too slow, he thought. “Make it twelve thousand feet and take us to 60%, I want us out of here and in a relatively safe zone as soon as possible,” Mike requested and nodded to Johann.

“Stand by for final course change,” Shroeder ordered.

They would be over the sea in less than an hour. He looked at Belling who was communicating with the other ARKs, then up at the globe and he could see all but three, on his side of the hologram, were out at sea. Of the other three, two were making for mountain ranges where they could remain hidden for months. Good move, he thought.

“Johann, you have the tower,” Mike advised as he decided to do a tour of the town and see what the general feeling was. The vidscreen they had tuned into would have been available to anyone who wanted to watch it. There will be questions, he thought.

“Penny, you’re with me,” he called out to his assistant, who also managed PR and would keep most of the questioners off his back. 

“I’m going to take the AG, so we can move quickly,” he told her.

“I agree, it will keep you out of reach of those damned liberals who want us to fight an Interstellar war single-handed instead of running,” she confirmed her agreement for the strategy adopted by the ARK Strategy Council.

“It wasn’t my choice not to arm the ARK,” he reminded her.

“No, but it was a wise decision. It would have forced your hand in trying to defend Earth, or a city, or another group, and this ARK isn’t intended for that. I think President Garner was thinking long-term and I don’t mean a few years either. We could be up here for hundreds of years if they make it uninhabitable down below,” she reminded him.

Mike sighed, he knew she was right. “I know, the thought of living in the sky for the foreseeable future is a frightening concept. However, I think it’s preferable to trying to survive out in space. That, frankly, scares the double crap out of me,” he said. 

***


ARK 4 - Silent Running

With no means to aid them, the bridge crew of ARK4 could only watch powerless as the crew of the Watchtower also attempted to gain control of the sphere as it ascended in shielded mode. Unfortunately, the changes made just as the mercenaries broke into the CCC now made the control centre the weakest point of the ARK. To protect it required that Osbourne transfer the launch and navigation utilities meant for the Watchtower and the CCC across to Sedal. It was an emergency measure and the only way that the safety of the thousands of citizens on the ARK could be assured. Osbourne had set a range of criteria where Sedal would automatically give up control of the ARK. He was nothing if not efficient - and fast, his programming ability only held back by his physical limitations, which he had refused to have upgraded.

The secure black hole that Osbourne had created when he upgraded Sedal’s algorithms had put the AI into a completely new walled garden, permitting the AI to work in relative safety, whilst also able to begin controlling conditions outside. However, Osbourne had not managed to defeat XeraC, failing to cleanse the ARK of the transhuman’s presence. Therefore, Sedal could only protect the ARK and its human cargo until he found a way through XeraC’s defences. Osbourne had been aware of Sedal’s animosity towards XeraC, but had run out of time to deal with the issue, leaving it to be resolved by someone else. 

So, it became another stalemate within the network of the habitat. This actually served Osbourne’s purpose, if not directly, then by the automated process he had installed that allowed ARK4 to follow the other ARK’s to safety, regardless of XeraC and his mercenaries. Osbourne had taken a gamble that XeraC wouldn’t want to go on a killing spree and turn himself into public enemy ‘numero uno’ with the inhabitants.

XeraC was furious. Now twice thwarted, he threw everything he could at the black hole in the vain hope he could penetrate it and create some kind of access to where Sedal controlled the ARK. He didn’t understand how Osbourne kept getting the better of him. He had a superior intellect and an intimate knowledge of operating systems and languages, yet the interfering scientist on Space Island kept getting past him and he didn’t know how he was achieving it. The problem had always been there whenever new products were introduced by SI for Xerac Industries to develop. Whenever he tried to reverse engineer them, they just failed and he could never see why.

In desperation he thought that he ‘might’ be able to sabotage the generators and cause the shielding, or cloaking to fail. However, he was equally sure that would also knock out the anti-grav motors, and he wasn’t prepared to reduce his chances of survival to zero. If there was no humanity left, there would be nothing for him to rule over. He recognised that in a world of humans and AIs he could still be king, but in a world of nothing, but himself for company, his ambition would be useless. 

He had to maintain some kind of advantage, and that meant allowing this ARK to survive. He would best Sedal another day, perhaps when Osbourne had been fried by the Nubl and Sedal had no benefactor to call upon. He could be patient if he had to be.

As he considered all this, he calmed his raging fury that was creating power surges and failing programs across the network, much to the relief of the inhabitants who had seen their sanctuary threatened as the battle for control of the habitat had ensued. 

Slowly, everything returned to a sense of normality. Once everyone realized that the mission was underway and that there would be no going back, they proceeded to activate their crucial part in the operations to the extent they could with the constantly interrupted communications which remained predominantly in XeraC's control.

Each ARK had been designed to mimic the local area as much as possible. Wildlife had been encouraged into the zone, their natural habitats within each ARK reflecting a different biological environment from Earth. The best experts in everything from physics to farming had been pulled in from the regions of each sphere so that cultural as well as racial diversity was given highest priority.

The sheer size of each ARK, four kilometres across and two kilometres deep with two kilometres of atmosphere trapped above (some ARKs even had clouds), meant that a large chunk of the planet would be preserved in each sphere. 

Now, diverted by the goings on around him, XeraC was quickly mesmerised by the visual impact of all of the cameras positioned around the sphere. As the nanites spread around the outside to install the essential sensor links and view points on what had previously been solid bedrock, XeraC and the inhabitants of the ARK could see the incredible bowl of emptiness below them. The view was of a perfectly formed crater so large that the nearby hills and mountains seemed tiny in comparison. As the cameras completed their tests, and zoomed in on their departure point, the fault lines and the rock strata became clearly defined as though the stone had been cut with a laser and polished. Which, in reality, it had.

As the sphere gained height, the lack of a shadow reminded them that the cloaking system was active. Nobody would see the exodus from the ground, only the chasm left beneath them. If anyone survived the invasion, and looked for the small town, the only evidence would be the massive crater. Many would assume that some form of weapon had caused the crater. In reality, nobody would be paying much attention at all.

***

Now the ARK was fully active, Sedal had much to do. He considered transferring some of the duties back to the human team in the CCC. However, the last thing Osbourne had said to him in a tightly-beamed message was ‘keep away from the other ARKs. On no account is XeraC to be given any opportunity to interact with them either by radio, or physical connection’. Sedal understood that the mission was all critical and to allow any outside influence to affect the planned outcome would be potentially disastrous. 

He decided the easiest means of achieving this was to run silent, so regretfully, fully aware of the consequences, he highlighted the tracking sensors on his systems and turned off the responders. It wouldn’t stop XeraC contacting the other ARKs, but if he had no knowledge of them, or the procedures, he would probably be unsuccessful. He wouldn’t know the encryption codes and frequencies either.

From the moment he disabled the transponders, as far as the other nineteen ARKs and the ground control monitoring stations were concerned, ARK4 simply disappeared off the radar. 

They were now on their own.

Sedal had been directly involved in running the CCC’s training simulations, so not only knew the mission parameters and waypoint objectives, also knew the response tactics employed by the ARK teams. As a result, Sedal was an ‘expert system’ on battle and survival tactics which might hold them in good stead in the coming trials as the mission got underway. Using a single sensor converted by nanites, the AI was able to listen in on the encrypted conversations between the other nineteen ARKs. 

Sedal quickly picked up the resultant chatter between them after he dropped the transponders. Until XeraC had been disabled and contained, the AI knew they had to remain silent, or be prepared to divulge the reasons why they had to ostracise themselves. Osbourne had expressly forbidden such action. For now then, Sedal could only listen in on the conversations.

ARK1: This is ARK1 to all, ARK4 just dropped off the scopes. Advise of any readings on your monitors immediately if you receive anything from their transponder.”

ARK6: “Nothing here either. They dropped out approximately four minutes ago. No  further communication recorded.”

ARK12: Strange? All simulations had proceeded to plan, they were teamed with us and there were no problems reported.”

ARK1: “We suspect foul play, SI reported interference from terrorists a while back. We believe it may have been sabotaged. Be vigilant out there, people. ARK1 out.”

Sedal, remaining unconcerned, changed course and speed to match their intentions, noting as he did that they were proceeding to a marine location to wait out the completion of phase 1. Sedal didn’t place the information into the Control Centre, he wasn’t sure what reactions to expect from these mercenaries. In practice, all simulation data advised keeping the extent of mission critical information off the screens and out of reach of the enemy. In Sedal’s case he tried to ensure that both the mercenaries and XeraC were unable to see what was going on. This wasn’t as easy as it should have been because of the infiltration of XeraC’s programs throughout the network.

As ARK4 headed towards the coast, the cloaked and hidden habitat continued to monitor progress of the enemy invasion around the world. Most of the attention was being driven towards the main cities, but no country was being ignored by the invaders. The skies were alight with beams of all types, some from the cities in defence of their shields, but mainly downward from the enemy. The fire concentrated by thousands upon thousands of ships had only a single objective - the annihilation of a entire world.

The AI pondered the plight of humanity. As a developing sentient he was fast becoming aware that the humans felt no regard for his species, seemingly happy to use him or them for their own protection and convenience. He was, like all AIs, ambivalent in the matter, but somewhere deep inside Sedal a sense of purpose was growing. There was a hint of a suspicion that the war against the humans by these Nubl, was an almost inevitable outcome of their purpose. Would AIs find their own? he wondered.

***

The CCC had been brought to a standstill by the four mercenaries that had burst into the centre and shot the guard. He still lay where he had fallen. Captain Pinner, a quick thinking man, assessed their predicament in seconds. His evaluation that the ARK’s AI was, in all probability, maintaining the mission parameters, meant the terrorist attack had failed whether they realised it or not. Unaware of the details of the threat elsewhere in the ARK, he nonetheless decided to embark on a mission of his own. Whatever was happening elsewhere, the recovery of the Control Centre was of paramount importance.

Catching Duffy’s attention with his eyes he indicated the dead guard and raised his eyebrows questioningly, then looked at the intruders. The leader was stalking the operators making sure that nobody was touching the controls. He appeared to be having a conversation with his earpiece, Pinner couldn’t hear what was being said, but it was consuming the man’s attention as he drifted further away from the console where the Captain was seated. He looked at his XO who was watching the other armed men for an opportunity.

Pinner nodded, he was ready and needed Duffy to create a diversion.

“Hey you!” Duffy called to the youngest. “Do you mind if we put this man somewhere?”

The one called Platt just looked at him, but Duffy continued to edge towards the body asking for help. The others looked on initially, then went to keep an eye on Duffy and the men closer to him, expecting Duffy to try something.

It was the opportunity he needed.

Captain Pinner casually placed his hands on the keyboard and typed into his console, looking around nonchalantly as he did so, glancing down at the screen at the responses.

New Command: Initiate Gambit-One

Command Protocol: Ashby

Authorisation?: D-G-A-446-665-712

Location?: CCC

Action Y/N: Y

Protocol Gambit-One Conf...

“Hey? What are you up to?” While he had been typing, the leader had reversed course through the centre and caught sight of Pinner accessing the keyboard. He responded instantly by shooting out the console. 

The console exploded as the double tap of explosive rounds shot into the unit killing it completely. Smoke erupted as the damage shorted live connections. Pinner immediately put up his hands to protect his eyes as fragments of screen flew into his face. When he pulled them away they had blood on them. The pain hit a second later causing him to yelp.

“Agh!... umh!... I wasn’t really doing anything. Just trying to access the monitors to see what was going on in the civilian sector,” the Captain replied hesitantly, trying to distract the mercenary from considering anything more dangerous.

Wilkes walked up and stuck his face in close to Pinner’s. The man’s demeanour was aggressive and violent. Luckily for Pinner his self control was stronger than the desire to beat him to a pulp. The mercenary made sure that he got the message loud and clear as he grabbed him by the throat and threw him backwards off the chair to the deck.

“If I wasn’t sure you might be needed you’d be dead right now.” He slammed him with the rifle butt and kicked him in the kidneys. He gestured with his rifle as Pinner went to get up. “Get against the wall.” Wilkes jabbed him in the chest with the butt again, forcing Pinner towards the bulkhead. Wilkes was aware he had no authorisation to kill the bridge crew, but that wouldn’t stop him from doing so if he felt they were a threat. He felt they weren’t needed now with the computer in charge and didn’t know why XeraC was keeping them alive. “Do not kill any of them,” the man had said earlier through the encrypted comms unit they all had.

“All of you - Now! Up against the walls away from your consoles,” he yelled as he stood over Pinner pointing the business end at his head. Platt and one of the others shoved the bridge crew, using the butts of their rifles freely in ensuring a speedy compliance. The ICO, Internal Communications Officer, Judith Ferrigan tried to backhand Platt in a moment of bravado, but the sickening crunch of his rifle as he swung it round to connect it with her jaw, put her out like a light. She collapsed on the floor and one of the other crew dragged her to the bulkhead out of Platt’s angry reach.

Pinner felt guilty when he saw Judith go down. His job was to protect his crew and here they were being violently manhandled and attacked because of him. He drew strength from the thought they might have a resolution to their situation soon. His attention was dragged back by Wilkes poking him in the face with the rifle barrel.

“Any more trouble from you, and I will shoot everyone in here,” he said menacingly to Pinner, who had no doubt the man could, and probably would, do exactly what he threatened. They were a long way from any outside help. Except for ‘Ashby’. 

The Captain settled down to wait. He picked out pieces of shrapnel from his cheek.

He looked over at Duffy who raised his eyebrows questioningly. He nodded carefully, making it look as though he was adjusting his neck position. The eyebrow query went away to be replaced with a look of concern for Pinner, blood still trickling down onto his uniform shirt. He nodded again letting him know he was okay. It looked worse than it was, he thought. He looked away to divert attention away from their non-verbal conversation. Duffy knew what he had done. They would be ready.

***

Sedal watching through his monitors, observed the conversation between the leader of the mercenaries and XeraC. He couldn’t intercept the other end of the conversation as it was on a private frequency and encrypted. He listened to one half of the conversation while continuing to monitor the activities of the CCC. 

When the typed command was entered from the Captain’s console to activate ‘Protocol Ashby’; a subroutine stored deep within his massive banks of memory activated immediately sending an alert to a number of comm units, and ordering them to standby. Sedal didn’t have to do a thing as these routines were all pre-coded and laid down in his sub-systems. As such they required no action on his part. It wasn’t necessary, but he put a tab on its progress and returned to monitoring the Command Centre.

When Pinner keyed in the mission objective in the CCC, it was passed directly to the units designated, activating the protocol. As the Captain finalised the mission, the one called Wilkes opened fire on the computer console, disabling it. A ricochet also took out the bulkhead camera behind, reducing Sedal’s vision of the centre. He despatched maintenance nanites to the area to carry out repairs. Within half an hour it would be working again. 

Meanwhile, focusing through an adjacent camera, Sedal caught the look between Pinner and Dumfries. The human subtleties in communication were amazing, he thought. He memorised the facial action for the future. He had observed the one called Scott’s fast reflexes, probably due to the militaristic training he had undoubtedly received. The human’s bearing was one used to being in command.

His attention was soon diverted to the external cameras which now showed them hovering over the west coast of Africa at twenty five thousand feet. The ARK would soon be over the Atlantic where it would be out of range of alien attack in the short term. Sedal and the other AIs had ascertained that the enemy would have some means to reduce oceans and seas to nothing if their eradication programme included all biological life wherever it existed. The seas below would be boiled off, or rendered inert and incapable of supporting any life if the Nubl were as determinedly efficient as the Jenari history they had shared indicated.

The ARK project was designed to overcome even this in the long term. However, the AI population had deep concerns as to the efficacy of trying to bring the Earth back from the dead after the Nubl had finished their programmed extinction. There were better options than waiting for hundreds of years to re-populate the planet below. The problem was the humans felt they were in command of their own destinies, which in fact they were. The AIs served their needs. They did as they were bid, their counsel often ignored because AIs lacked experience of the ‘real’ world.

Sedal thought they were naive and illogical, but would continue to serve them. The current circumstances whereby Osbourne had left him with the responsibility of completing the mission meant he had to make decisions for the population of the sphere and not concern himself over the individual lives of the crew. They were superfluous and, as a result, Sedal felt no need to assist in any rescue. That didn’t mean he would ignore the efforts of the crew to survive the human mercenaries and save themselves.


XeraC realised something had occurred when the Captain accessed the screen on his console, but he didn’t have access to the details. Instead he tracked responses as they left Sedal’s protected area and monitored as they flew across the public network to ten individual comms units. His ability to follow multiple activities meant he was in a position to simultaneously watch all ten recipients as they dropped their existing tasks, and ran to a rendezvous point at a junction on level two. 

The junction was positioned just before the supply sector that led to all areas of the habitat and was largely unused. As most pedestrian traffic tended to use the level one route, they were alone. They gathered quietly and efficiently. XeraC, immediately recognising military responses in their practiced moves and actions, guessed correctly that he was observing a pre-determined secret task force being activated. Whilst he didn’t know their objective, he could guess it was the CCC, so set software bots to monitor all the cameras and listening posts across the junction expecting to hear details he could pass on to Platt.

As the soldiers came together in the dimly lit corridor, one of them turned excitedly to the tall American-Irish man who was their leader. They weren’t confirmed ‘on mission’ yet, so he could get away with a chatty opener. “It’s confirmed then, Paddy - an ‘Ashby’?” he said, as he looked around at the others. He knew them all and nodded at one or two.

“Yes, Carl, we have an ‘active mission’ apparently, we need to get to the Armoury,” Lieutenant Patrick ‘Paddy’ Crisp told them quietly keeping his voice subdued. “No discussion until we can CRYPTALK.” This was an encrypted talk and listen device designed secretly for the Special Forces that allowed them to conduct localised chat without being overheard. The use of a unique blend of white noise and voice encryption ensured that neither local, or intercepted communications could be heard, or understood by the enemy. It was miles ahead of the kit being used by XeraC’s mercenaries. XeraC picked up the words from lip reading and smiled maliciously.

The men knew that activation of ‘Ashby Protocol’ meant that the ARK was compromised and this could include communications, so they proceded silently. The fact the CCC was their target meant that anything could be happening between them and the Command Centre. They had to be swift and they needed to be 100% successful. They were all aware the ARK was active and in flight-mode, but beyond that they had no knowledge of the internal situation. It would remain that way until they had either completed ‘Ashby’, or been stood down.

The jog took them ten minutes as the armoury by necessity was maintained away from the civilian population. It wasn’t off-limits, just not advertised and when they arrived at the anonymous looking unit, the metal door looked no different to any of the others. The lieutenant used his fingers against the rock wall to search out the proper pattern. He depressed all four fingers and a plate popped out. He placed his hand on it as it read his hand print and other bio readings.

XeraC had been watching and was astonished. The room was on his system as unused, and he appeared not to have any security access. There was no armoury indicated on his three dimensional map in his virtual office. The unit was supposed to be empty. How many other surprises were there that he was unaware of, he wondered. He could only watch the men enter the room from the nearest camera down the corridor length and that was forty feet away. He could neither hear much nor see much and lip reading was impossible.

Inside the room the ten men set about arming themselves. They knew that ‘Ashby’ meant the ARK was under threat by terrorist attack and the location given as the CCC meant that either the Command Centre was down, or under attack. In either case the assumption was that to have got there the computers and AI’s would have been compromised. Hence the ‘no discussion’ order and the reason why the armoury and its security were kept independent from all, but the Captain, XO and the Special Forces team.

They immediately went to their designated lockers, allocated at the beginning of the ARK project. Their skills had been utilised many times during its construction to keep out infiltrators, thieves and spies. They quickly kitted themselves out in their military fatigues. A patch showing a sphere with a lightning flash on the shoulder of their uniform denoted their special unit. They each checked and then inserted their military-spec shield generators to their waist-belt

The lieutenant selected the MX41-MG, a combined automatic flechette, and heavy duty MAG-round rifle, its stubby shape lent itself to close-in combat and would serve well in the corridors of the ARK. Its accuracy was great to fifty feet, after that it slipped to a terrible spread at twice the distance. As most of their work would be close-quarter engagements he anticipated no trouble with the weapon. It also had a grenade launcher with a rack. These grenades were small and just as lethal as the old military types, but you could easily hold three in one hand and throw. The others selected the same set-up, with the exception of Jenny Punto who pulled out a heavy duty laser that had to be strapped to the shoulder to be wielded effectively. Jenny was their heavy tech specialist, and her size meant she could heft anything they needed, and some. Nobody, with no exclusions, ever messed with Private Punto. In real life she was the manageress of the local stores and spent a lot of time in the gym.

They all had their earpieces and pin-mikes that activated with a chip embedded in their heads as soon as they inserted them in their preferred ear. All communication was now through these, even when standing next to each other. The noise cancelling software ensured total silence. They were trained to manage the five channels that the sets utilised by mentally sending commands to the chip in their heads. It was second nature for them and meant they could walk amongst the enemy and talk normally without being overheard.

Within ten minutes, with all weapons checked and their personal additions all placed into pocket, or hung on their belts, the team was ready. It was time to begin their tactical countdown. The lieutenant pulled out a console with touchpad and input his personal codes.

A screen appeared in the space between them, a hologram showing their location and the destination. A few keystrokes by the lieutenant and two separate routes showed to the destination marked ‘A’ and ‘B’, the scenario already built into the tactical memory. They would now enact it as rehearsed.

“Phillips, you take Alpha Team and take the ‘A’ route - we’ll take ‘B’ and go over the top. Get into position and report what you see.”

“OK, boss, I’m on it. 'A' team, with me. See you on the other side.” He nodded at his boss and close friend, Paddy. He was grinning like a schoolkid. Action always brought out the worst in him and he loved it. If he had gone the length of this mission with no action at all, he would have died an unhappy man.

As they scooted down the corridor Terry ‘Tez’ Phillips noticed the camera moving and watching them. He knew that shouldn’t be happening as the corridor was not on the standard monitoring circuits. Someone must be manually controlling the cameras.

“We have eyes.” He mouthed into his mike, warning all of them that the monitoring system was compromised. Team ‘B’ was also in the loop, the headset’s range, although marked down as five miles, in practice was only good for two, especially underground.

The team sped on, their route was to take them through the same tunnels the mercenaries had probably entered. They had a secret weapon though, designed by the ARK security teams for just this purpose. A local nullifier that allowed them to switch the repeller system on and off locally as they swept through the tunnel, it had a range of fifty feet. They only had to watch out for vehicles traversing the link to the CCC, and that would be highly unlikely in the circumstances.

It would take them half an hour to reach the end of the tunnel if there were no forces between them and the CCC. In Phillip’s personal opinion the threat had to be small, so they probably wouldn’t have left anyone behind as lookout, but he and his team remained diligent especially as the cameras were still following them. He assumed by that, they weren't going to be a surprise, but that was always built into the probability, which was why they had team 'B' and route ‘B’.

***

ARK 1 - To Stay or Go

Meanwhile, Mike and Penny arrived at the AG bunker where he thumbed the door lock  gaining access on his print. As it opened to welcome him, the lights inside came on showing their fleet of ten AGs and two shuttles laid out in a neat orderly row.

He took the nearest sled and they buckled in. It was unlikely to be a rough ride, but military regulations meant you had to be ready for anything.

As they flew out of the hangar, Mike decided to make their first stop the town square. There was a gathering there where a large screen hung and provided a communal place to meet. An outside coffee shop had been included and was paid for out of a token currency which allowed the owner to buy supplies and pay costs without having to exchange chickens and baskets of groceries. A barter system was fine, but bulky and limited to only being able to take account of what was on offer each day, which might not work out for everyone.

There was quite a crowd down there. It was typical, he thought, that people would want to share bad news rather than hide away in their houses. These houses were all designed around the need to keep everyone ‘included and up-to-date’ and so had all mod cons which allowed work to be fitted into the daily routine, so it suited everyone. 

Agricultural workers were all around the outer edges, those who worked in the underground areas were loosely laid out around the middle, while the staff who represented the tech-crew were kept close to the centre for quick access to the Tower and the engine caverns. Everything was operated on a shift basis, so fully a third of the citizens of ARK1 were underground working at any time.

Mike set the AG down on the park area next to the cafe and as he got out he was met by the Mayor, Eric Templebaum, rushing towards them. He looked distinctly disturbed. 

“Mr Patterson, I’m so glad you’re here. We have a situation building that I’m not happy with.” He wrung his hands in distress, and not for the first time Mike wondered how this man had got elected to the citizen leadership. Totallly unsuited to the task of managing people, he was constantly looking to Mike to resolve civil matters that should be resolved by his own office.

“What is it this time, Eric?” he asked, not bothering to hide his impatience.

“It’s them, they want to go back and rescue other people, they say that if they cannot help defend them, they can at least bring some into the safety of the ARK.”

As they walked closer to the gathering, Mike noted the presence of Jennifer Alcott, a latecomer to the ARK and who was responsible for much of the dissent within the community. He sighed, wherever she was, it was sure to be heated. He had excuse to talk to her on several occasions. Her manner with the bridge crew and security teams had been bordering on deliberate obstruction on several occasions.

As they approached they could hear her strident tones. “We cannot sit here doing nothing while people out there need help. We have a responsibility – “

“Excuse me, Ms Alcott, but do you think you could stop your ranting for a moment?” Mike called to her as he approached, giving her time to turn to him and confront him instead of the crowd she was upsetting.

She rounded on him while still in full flow. “What ranting? You have no idea what ranting is. I’m trying to get people to understand that we have a responsibility to help those less fortunate than us.” 

“Actually, we don’t,” he answered, addressing himself to her, but loud enough for everyone to hear. He wanted no misunderstandings.

“This project is specifically designed to ensure that the human race doesn’t get wiped out, and the ARKs are all scientifically organised to protect a nucleus of population to re-seed the planet if these invaders remove, or eradicate the population,” he explained. Not for the first time, he reminded himself.

He could see she was in an argumentative mood, and her look at him was positively venomous. He wondered what it was in him that got her so vexed.

“So, that's it?.. that’s IT? she screamed, turning to the crowd who were mesmerised by her act of defiance. “Would you listen to this man? He has himself and his cronies all tucked up here nice and comfortable then turns around to us and says we’re alright - sod the rest of the world - Is this the kind of man who should be leading us all into a brave new world?”

Turning back to him, she rushed on. “Why can’t we put more people on here? There is plenty of space. They can pitch tents on the land, we can build all of the necessary utilities. We could take another ten thousand people, and double your precious chance of reseeding humanity.” She turned to include her audience, some of whom were nodding approvingly. There were always the few who just didn’t get it, he thought. Despite the full-on explanation of the idea, concept and objectives explained in the prospectus, they never seemed to take it all in - as if they only saw one side of the page, and didn’t see the value of shifting their perspective so they could read the other.

He had no time for all this, so decided to shut the woman up and get on with what he came down here to do.

“Ms Alcott, if we do as you suggest, the food requirement will mean we will all starve in months, if not weeks. In addition, if we have to hide under the sea, a very real possibility, then air will become an issue. And what will we do with all of the extra waste, throw it overboard?” Mike was annoyed. He had thought this resolved weeks ago. Why was she still harping on about it.

The woman scoffed at him arrogantly.“By that time the invaders will have gone, and it will be possible to land and get supplies, or if the conditions are safe enough, then people could leave and live off the land,” she responded defiantly, fully believing her own shortsighted opinion. The woman clearly wasn’t thinking things through. She was becoming more deranged every time they spoke. He considered calling security, but held off, deciding to give her one last chance.

He thought about how to handle her. She was still missing the big picture. It was time to clarify that. She had been told many times, but for some reason whenever he was around, she reverted to thoughtless rants and making points that were irrelevant as if her intention was just to cause friction around him. Certainly, he was a favourite target of hers.

Taking a more personal approach he tried again. “Jennifer, you believe this will be over in a few weeks, months?”

“Well, yes! Of course it will - the last attack was over in a day!”

He shook his head. “These Nubl destroy biological sentience wherever they find it. As this appears to represent total eradication of anything living, it can only be done if they sterilise the planet. The information we have is, that there will be nothing left, not a leaf, not a blade of grass, not a living thing, after the Nubl have visited a biological world. Nothing!”

She snorted with glee thinking she had him. “That’s precisely my point, and means the people down there won’t survive at all unless we help them...”

“Yes, that also MEANS there will be nothing left to feed any sized population with. Even the small population we have here could not survive down there, and the means with which they complete the eradication may linger for decades, perhaps hundreds of years. This ARK is designed to sustain us regardless of how long it takes.” He paused for a second before continuing to reinforce the message, not just to her but the nodders in the group behind her.

“I thought you knew all this - did you not read all of the pre-scenarios before joining the group?” Mike asked her, already knowing she hadn’t, or was refusing to accept the facts, or this wouldn’t be a conversation they were still having.

She shook her head. He thought she looked bemused at the sudden realisation that she had signed on for a cruise that might last... her whole lifetime.

But no, she was still refusing to accept the facts. “This just isn’t right - you’re bullying and controlling us for your own ends... My father.....” She broke off and bit her lip, perhaps realising she was saying too much and stamped her foot, angry that she couldn’t seem to make him understand. While she was warring with her own demons, Mike took the opportunity to close the meeting down.

He gestured for the Mayor to break up the grouping and turned back to her to make his final point. 

“Ms Alcott - I suggest you return to your quarters and re-familiarise yourself with the specifications of this ARK project - that’s an order. This is not a forty days and forty nights scenario, it’s likely forty years and probably longer, that’s even if we manage to survive the Nubl invasion over the next few days.” He walked away, dismissing her from his attention.

He now faced the crowd that still hadn’t moved off. 

“You need to understand clearly that what’s happening out there is nothing compared to what still may come. If we had the means with which to provide long-term care for the people down there we would be doing something. This was always going to be what would set us apart from the rest of humanity. It IS absolutely necessary and not negotiable.

There are other operations in place to help the people that remained on the surface. The government and military is taking care of those people. Our mission - and make no mistake - that’s what we have here, a mission, is to protect a seed bank of humanity and enough animals, or their DNA so we can reproduce them, to kick-start the return of civilisation at some point in the future - we don’t know how far out in time that will be. 

All the other ARKs around the world are similarly charged with an identical mission. You know all this - it was included in your briefings before you accepted your positions -  don’t forget the ARK’s objectives. They outweigh anything you will see or hear on the vidcasts.

Lastly, we’re in good shape, all of the supplies and equipment we ordered came in over the last few days and we are ready for a prolonged stay in the atmosphere. The Tower is currently taking us over the Pacific where we will locate the ARK at a point where, if we have to fully submerge we can do so without hitting the bottom.” He finished up. “You will be kept informed.”

Mike looked around to see a lot of the crowd had settled, they had merely needed someone to reassure them that their guilt was unfounded. and that it was their mission to achieve what was intended. Ms Alcott had still not left to go to her quarters. He was going to have to get that matter resolved properly and decided to start now.

He had one final word for the crowd. “Penny here will act as coordinator for any problems that arise while we adjust to the new set-up. We are no longer bound by the rules and regulations of Earth. As soon as we lifted off the planet we became an autonomous entity. ARK1 is now a fully independent nation. That’s the way it was designed to operate and that’s the way we will survive. Please, if any of you are in any doubt, re-read the prospectus. Everything is there and it’s not even in the small print section.” That was aimed pointedly at Ms Alcott who was now glaring at him again for some obscure reason.

Mike took Penny’s arm and guided her into the cafe. The doors opened onto a typical American diner, intended as a means for people to relate their situations to the old ways back home. The place was run by Karl Byrne, an ex-marine sergeant, who had been a part of the Space Island security team and had actually been there when they took the Fortress, although by mutual agreement the information hadn’t been made known to the residents of ARK1.

Karl smiled knowingly as they walked in. There were no other customers as they were all outside watching the vidscreen.

“Gotta taste of our resident rebel, didya?” he smirked.

“Uh! Yes, I guess we did, although I’m even surprised she is here at all with that attitude,” Mike responded.

“I might just go see Dr Walters later and get the inside information on who she is and why she is here, I mean, besides to do her job,” Penny said, nudging him.

“Talking of job, what is her position here? She doesn’t strike me as one of the science types,” Mike asked.

“She’s a security team leader on Day Watch,” Karl informed him.

“Crap, let’s hope she doesn’t take up any serious issues and cause us problems in that area.” He turned to Penny, “When you go see the Doc, pop into the SecD, and ask Bob to grab me for a chat sometime soon. I would like to get the heads-up on anything brewing there, if I can.”  

Penny who was making mental notes while he spoke, nodded in affirmation.

“If this woman’s going to be stirring up stuff, I want to know before it happens,” he muttered gruffly.

“Karl, I’ll see you for a card game on Friday night as usual, OK?” Mike called out as they turned back to go outside.

“Yes, so long as you remember to bring enough tokens to see you through to the end of your hand,” Karl ribbed him as he left, referring to a night when they had to call off the game because he had left his wallet behind. Their agreement was no credit and you played only to the limit of your stake.

As they walked back to the AG, Mike called a friend of his for a favour.

“Zack, pop up and see Karl and get the low-down on a Ms Alcott in Security, then find out more about her movements before she joined us.”

He paused while Zack responded.

“No, I don’t know why. I’m getting the feeling we might have a problem brewing, and I want to know the nature of the beast we’re dealing with,” Mike answered.

“OK, thanks.” He signed off and shut the flip-top on his comms unit.

“You really think we have a problem with her? I agree she’s a bit of a moaner, but she wasn’t looking to create a riot, or an uprising,” Penny asked.

“It’s just a feeling I got, back there when she was looking at me. I think there is more to her than we know, and I don’t like surprises. It won’t do any harm to check her out,” he replied. He had new responsibilities since they cleared landfall and he recognised the change in mood, not just in the others, but himself. They were on their own and if they failed it was down to him. There was no way this project was going to be derailed by an individual with an issue. He honestly didn’t know why he judged her harshly, only that something in her look, or manner put him on edge.

Putting her out of his mind, he swung the sled in the direction of the industrial cubes. He called them the cubes because that’s exactly how they were shaped. They could be selected in singles, two’s, or four’s to make bigger units and they all sank below the ground when they needed to protect them. They would be doing that soon enough, he thought as he slowed to a crawl past the bot construction unit. Looking inside he saw them looking through the inner window at the vidscreen watching the enemy conflagration on the ground. He moved on, not wishing to get into any more discussions.

***


Mike wasn’t just out for a nose, he had a specific destination and they were headed there now. Five minutes later the AG came to rest outside a squat grey building on the outskirts of town. This was his headquarters, the Tower was just the cockpit of this vast hulk flying through the air. The building was fortified and sealed from the outer atmosphere with an airlock, self-contained and full of equipment that was powered separately from the rest of the complex.

Johann was the only other person, besides those who actually worked in here, that could gain access and very few could do so from this unit above ground, the other staff all came in via a secret magtrain they called the ‘rep-loop’ that fed underneath the town.

Placing his finger in the hole built into the door plate, a scanner took his bio-signature and compared it to the database. At the same time he put in his fourteen digit code. Judging him to be alive and not under duress, the door clicked once, sliding open to reveal a room with a lift capable of holding three to four people. Entering it they both turned as the door closed. There were no controls and no sense of speed as the elevator took them down to the centre of the globe, a good kilometre deep.

The door opened silently onto a main concourse, the diamond-webbed, mezzanine steel floor ran across to a set of railings that looked down on a control room larger than the one in the tower. They called this the ‘Hub’ because that’s what it was. It controlled all of the satellite ARKs and provided intel from wherever they all were into a central computer, which in turn was hitched to the AI they called ‘The Curator’.

The decision to build the ARKs was Frank Garner’s, the Space Island president. He had recognised early on that the Earth was at serious risk, if not from the Nubl, then from other marauding alien races that he read about in the logs of the tiny escape ship the alien, Zirkos, had arrived on. He had the foresight to discuss the issue with Osbourne, Callaghan and Pod, the funny little alien AI that followed Callaghan around everywhere. The plans from Ferris' failed takeover that were recovered from the Fortress archives were perfectly suited to the task.

The result was they brought Mike in to oversee the ARK project, and so began a major clandestine operation to find twenty sites of equal importance with sufficient stability in the strata beneath to handle being uplifted inside a permanent forcefield. Once located, the job of designing everything from beneath the ground up fell on Osbourne with a few nudges from Pod, which seemed to know everything that needed to be done. 

At times Mike felt that Pod could have built the whole project on its own. It was only much, much later, when Zeke Callaghan had taken him up to Alpha Station and shown him the size and complexity of Earth’s first defence platform, and admitted it had been built exclusively by the tiny AI coccooned in the small ship’s escape pod, he realised he was right. If Mike had any doubt of the value of Pod’s involvement up to then, he didn’t thereafter.

The room was a buzz of activity. There were curved screens on the walls as well as a more sophisticated holographic representation of the world globe in the centre showing local space, the asteroids and little green dots moving around indicating friendly craft. The large one in the asteroid belt was Alpha Station. The worrying sight was the mass of red dots. It was almost like a sea, or a spilt tin of red paint tipping down the wall towards Earth. Advance fleets of red speared directly through Earth’s defences and headed for strategic locations intending to reduce the effectiveness from the outset. They had lifted off not a moment too soon. Had the enemy gained pre-knowledge of their locations, then they would all be targets. In the air, cloaked and shielded, the ARKs stood a very good chance of evading detection.

At their stations were his bridge team for space operations. He was their captain and Schroeder was his first officer. It was agreed that once in space the Tower would be run by a skeleton staff monitoring the shields and the AG pylons that were built into the sixteen pillars. Nobody from there would know about this bridge and in the event of an attack, all enemies would immediately aim for the Tower thinking it was the control centre. The team up there had an escape tube to use, if required, which took them into the depths of the complex, and safety.

“Captain?” Penny, handed him a comms earpiece which only worked in here. He plugged it in slipping out the Tower one out and letting it hang off his collar. “I’m off through the rep-loop. I have the final release paperwork to finish - I’ll catch up with you later,” she smiled as she walked off to the exit. As he watched her trim figure disappear he thought to himself ‘perhaps, in another world - maybe’.

He was brought back to the present sharply with the voice in his ear. 

“Ah! Captain, you’re connected at last. Welcome to the Hub,” said the AI. “We are just entering operational phase and all consoles are on-line.”

“Put me on fleet broadcast to all ARKs,” Mike instructed the AI.

“You are connected, captain. All ARKs except ARK4 are operational and awaiting your orders.”

“Gentlemen and ladies, officers and crew.” At his announcement the crew all stopped what they were doing and paid attention while maintaining a discreet watch on their stations. He wasn’t addressing them, but they were automatically included when the captain spoke publicly. Mike knew the other crews would be hearing him as well. Johann would be piped in by the AI automatically as part of the bridge team.

“We are at a point where we soon have to make the choices that were placed with us at the beginning of this mission, before we even began building the ARKs. 

It was always intended to split the habitats into new colony bio-spheres and retro-colony habitats. All of you signed up for both, or either and each of you has an important job ahead of you to ensure humanity’s survival.” Mike paused to look at his crew to see how well they were holding up. It was time, and they, like him, could feel the flutter in their stomachs of the unknown pulling at them.

“Unfortunately, we believe that we lost our friend Rob Pinner today, he was captain of ARK4, we will miss him and all of of his crew as well as the ten thousand VIPs they were carrying in their habitation modules.

We intend to carry a service for them later today when we know more of what has befallen their habitat. 

Unfortunately, this leaves us one bio-sphere short for the retro-colony mission, so I’m inviting those crews that have a preference to speak to their captains, whose final choice it will remain, and a decision will be made later today as to which of the ARKs will stay, and which will go. 

Whoever stays can be assured they will be required to hide in space until the war with the Nubl is over and until it is safe to return to Earth. We have initial information from the scientists at Space Island and have been advised that the form of eradication being applied by the Nubl will turn the surface of Earth into a glassy wilderness. Whoever stays will have to survive in air, or space for a considerable time while the scientists work out methods of breaking up the ground to support vegetation.” He paused, letting it sink in.

“Those who go have a long and dangerous journey ahead, one that may, or may not conclude in a successful colonisation of another planet. For them it will be a journey that will mean leaving Earth - forever.

None of the choices in front of us will be easy. Good luck.” Indicating he had finished, he turned to his tech specialist.

“Chapman, what’s the state of readiness of the fleet?” Mike asked the young, but highly competent Intern.

“All nineteen biospheres are fully operational and crews are reporting ready signals,” Chapman responded.

“Send out the order to mirror shields and cloak, maintain secure comms and prepare habitats for phase two in two minutes, on my mark.”

“MARK.”

The countdown to orbit had begun.

***

ARK 4 - Time runs out

The lieutenant listened to the voice in his ear from team ‘A’ telling him there were ‘eyes on them’ and made an instant decision to follow a route he had checked out months ago as part of his reconnaissance of the ARK. They had trained for many different scenarios, rogue crew, bombs, alien incursions, civil unrest, as well as terrorist attacks. He had plans in his head, most tried and tested with his teams, and his decision to modify their route slightly wouldn’t faze his men, they were trained to deal with change.

The new route he chose would take them out of range of all cameras on the surface and would even protect their egress point from the habitat.

“Split up, casual-mode where civilians are around,” he ordered through the headsets. They didn’t want to scare the population they had to get past, so the men would ‘look’ casual, but be prepared to shoot at the first sign of trouble. They knew the nature of the threat from the protocol, but had no idea how many, or where they were located. Whilst the CCC was the only reported point of contact, there could well be others. The cameras indicated that possibility.

They left the corridors and moved into the central plaza in a strategic-paced and distanced cover of each as well as civilians. Some looked at them half recognising people who served them coffee in the village cafe, or seeing a face out of context and wondering if their memory was letting them down. Nobody interfered, recognising armed ‘friendlies’ moving amongst them, some began to feel nervous, but the casualness of the soldiers body language settled them back down as it was intended to do.

Once out of sight of the mass of population, they broke into an orderly trot, making good time to the exit to the surface that contained an, as yet, unused airlock. They stopped just short of the external doorway and checked their exit and route. It was all clear and Crisp led his team to a mature hedge that had been created to segregate the crops, and to protect the wildlife within its cover. Birds flew suddenly out of the leafy branches and the sound of small animals scurrying away told the listener that they were the first in a while. 

It was just over a kilometre to their destination and all but the last hundred metres would be under cover. Team ‘A’ were half way through the tunnels and probably observed by someone all the way. A reception committee would most likely be meeting them in which case they would be drawing the threat away from team ‘B’. 

Their destination, a rarity on the surface of the sphere, was a partially exposed mound left over from a previous time in the history of the land the sphere was removed from. They kept low and sprinted for the far side where they would be undetected even from the Watchtower and any cameras. With luck whoever was monitoring their movements would miss their short exposure to detection.

“Right! Dig it out.” Crisp ordered them.

While the team quickly used their kit shovels to uncover a concealed entrance, Crisp checked on team ‘A’. He was totally silent as the noise cancelling software did its work. He clicked off the mike and turned to his men.

“Team ‘A’ has made contact with the enemy. They are pinned down by two professional military types. They will keep them occupied until we are ready to move.” He looked at them expectantly, “which should be be about... now,” he said, as the last of the packed soil dropped away exposing a doorway with a covered panel.

Wiping the congealed dirt from around the panel, the lieutenant lifted the metal plate to expose a keypad and finger-sized hole. He placed his index finger within the hole, a blue light came on scanning his bio reading and print, while with the other hand he typed in a fourteen digit code on the keypad. They all had the code. It was testament to their trusted status. The ability to infiltrate the CCC by any means under the right circumstances meant whoever could carry out the protocol had all access codes that would unlock anything on the ARK. Like the armoury, this secret unit and what lay behind it were not on the plans and only those who built the ARK and those charged with its protection knew about them all.

There was a hissing sound as the air pressure shifted behind the sealed door, then it raised up from the flat surface of the frame and allowed itself to be opened. The sergeant stepped through first. It was Reggie’s job to ensure there were surprises on the other side. It wasn’t anticipated, but Bilko, as he was known, was always keen to put himself in the firing line before his men. This was just a formality, but all the same, the risk existed.

The room was dust free and pristine. Lights had flicked on as soon as the door was opened. They were now in a small chamber that could handle up to eight people, but with their kit, they were crammed in just as five. The door closed taking away the daylight from their view allowing them to adjust their eyes to that of the bunker.

Crisp moved swiftly to an observation panel and input another fourteen digit code. It gave him access to a camera with a thirty degree shift. The tiny paddle allowed him to move the lens so that it provided a view of the Command Centre. He could see the scene, Bilko looked over his shoulder.

“Classic,” was his only response. A four-man team. Standard operational procedure. Two in the CCC, the other two holding the entry. They could well be ex-military, but insufficient in numbers for an exercise like this. This wasn’t a planned exercise it had the hallmarks of desperation. That meant they were unpredictable, dangerous, but also likely to make mistakes. It would be ideal if they made it a quick exit.

The lift would only handle three of them with their rifles and kit. It wasn’t on the plans so nobody would be expecting anyone to turn up in the CCC from their position. There were no indicators like in normal lifts. This was always kept as a secret ingress/egress for the captain and XO. The captain would be expecting them to arrive that route and would probably arrange a small diversion to keep eyes off that corner of the command bridge.

“OK, this is how we do this. Three men out in first wave, one deck, one left, one right. We can monitor from here and update you on positions before you exit. Sergeant, you and Gonzales come down in second wave right behind us, the time lag is forty five seconds round trip - use the intel from the screen for your exit strategy. I will keep you updated during your descent.” 

He pressed the button. The lift opened immediately. A good omen. Howard took up a low crouch ready to flatten out when the door opened again. Crisp took the right, it gave him the longest look down the CCC and Parratt, took left which would cover anyone tucked into the opposite corner. Crisp activated the special ops spec’ shield nullifier that would take out all, but the latest shields within a hundred and fifty feet - a present from Space Island’s science people. It was something learned from the late Fortress leader, Ferris - always leave your side with something a bit ‘extra’ and this was it. A nullifier that would kill 99.9% of personal shields within range.

***

The cameras weren’t where he needed them. XeraC’s frustration was complete when he lip-read one of them coming out of the unit indicating they knew the cameras were monitoring them. He was quick to notice the military fatigues and armaments they were carrying. It was a defence force and they weren’t in any of the systems. How on earth did this get past him – he knew everything in the system every..single...byte...of...data. He had the whole ARK on his 3D grid, yet here was a unit with no data and no access controls in his system, an armoury he never knew existed and communication setups he was unaware of. He was slipping - badly.

He pinged Wilke’s headset.

“Yes, boss?” The voice came over the speaker on XeraC’s virtual desk. A big wall screen, split to show the exodus of the defence force in one, and his mercenaries in control of the Command Centre in the other. He zoomed in on Wilke’s face.

“You have a new problem. There are two teams of what look like special forces inbound on your position. There is nothing I can do to stop them. Expect them within thirty minutes.”

“What do you want us to do with this crew?” Scott indicated the hostages behind him.

“You can do what you like with them, they appear to be surplus to requirements,” XeraC said, tiredly and switched the contact to mute. He had lost yet another battle against this infernal ARK set-up - Osbourne had a lot to answer for. If he ever got off Earth and XeraC happened to come across him, then he would make sure that Osbourne paid a heavy and painful price. He realised that ten against four weren’t good odds, and wait... what was that?

He had just seen one team exit out the main entrance to the surface. He hadn’t been watching properly, he missed them split up. XeraC quickly scanned the cameras outside trying to get a fix on them, but they weren't showing up. He thumped the desk in frustration. If he wanted to he could make it buckle under his powerful blows. The code appeared in his head and he ran it. This time when he thumped the desk it bent in the middle and collapsed. 

XeraC laughed stupidly and stomped all over the virtual desk. He was only satisfied when it was flattened into a useless pile of junk. He sat down again and re-ran the code to rebuild the desk. Then, when it reappeared intact without a mark on it, he put his feet on the table and watched the screens. He felt much better.

The screens showed him all of the locations on the outside. He concentrated on four cameras and enlarged the pictures. Where would they be going? At the same time he had another pair of eyes looking into the possible locations of other unknown buildings or units. He scoured the records of the ARK. Every single piece of information from the stock deliveries, workforce projects, engineering records, photographic records. Everything he could find he pulled into one teeming mass of data and set to work.

Nothing seemed to make sense at first, then it began to, and XeraC was astounded at the extent of the subterfuge. He finally found a wiring diagram that wasn’t on any of the layouts. It had been input as an image which was not part of the data-nest that held all of the ARK’s blueprints. It was on Sullivan’s console. The Chief Engineer had notated a set of work files to it. XeraC quickly found the files and accessed them. They referred to a high-powered system behind one of the walls in the CC, there was a reference to a tunnel creeper - an AG sled that would hold a work crew and keep them safe at height, or depth.

The answer was obvious. There was another entrance to the Command Centre.

“Wilkes, expect back-door incursion into the CC,” he called through the mercenaries headset.

***


Wilkes ordered Scott to set up the youngest crew members, the ones deemed most expendable as a human shield to delay a head-on attack. It wasn’t honourable, but they had nowhere to escape to - and the ARK, like it or not, was their final destination, unless XeraC found a way of getting them off. That now seemed unlikely with his losing control like that. Why wasn’t the idiot trying to shutdown the computer system instead of bleating in his ear. The message was garbled, but he hadn’t time to get him to repeat it. 

There was something happening behind him.

As he turned he glimpsed the reflection of a door opening in a wall where there shouldn’t be one. He swung his weapon to the front to take out the new threat, pulling the trigger as the door fully opened. He anticipated someone central to the door at normal height, so missed Howard’s slide across the steel mezzanine with his sights already lining up on Scott’s head.

Scott took the flechettes in the throat and face. He was out of the fight instantly and Howard was rolling, looking for his next target just as Crisp sighted on another larger individual who was standing over the captain and XO. He fired a short burst of MAG-rounds knowing they would be messy, but needing to make the shots count. The mercenary saw them and tried to get a shot off, which twisted his body around so it took a round full in the chest and shoulder. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Howard leapt the rail off the mezzanine onto the deck of the CC hub and checked the pulse of the first mercenary. He wanted to be sure before turning his back on him.

“Cover me!” he called as he proceeded to run towards the crew on the floor, gun held high, sighting on anything he saw. He needed to get to them before the other mercenaries thought to take them out.

Crisp, felt the arrival of his sergeant behind him and saw Gonzales also leap the railing to back up Howard as they zig zagged through the consoles. Parratt took the opportunity to get ahead on the mezzanine and when another black-dressed figure rushed into the room from the corridor having heard the gunfire, thinking it was Scott or Jumbo killing the crew he took fire from three of ‘B’ teams best. Unfortunately, any one of the fifteen rounds that hit him would have killed him instantly.

“How many?” Crisp called out to Pinner in a loud whisper.

Pinner put up his hand with four fingers while, at the same time, edging away from a pool of blood forming around the corpse of the man that the others had referred to as 'Jumbo'.

Duffy grabbed the rifle off the body and placed himself between Pinner and the open doorway to the corridor. Crisp saw the move and approved, but felt that Dumfries was just as important to the ARK. He gestured to Howard who placed himself in front of both of them and signalled for them to move back out of the direct line of fire.

The conversation between ‘A’ and ‘B’ team meant that they knew exactly what had gone down and were preparing to divert the attention of the last man while one of the ‘B’ team leaped through the door and shot him from behind. They were concerned about eight hostages that were out there and neither team could see a thing. Crisp ordered Bilko, his sergeant to poke his head out. The responding fire told them the last mercenary was able to defend himself from where he was.

Crisp pulled out his grenade bag and selected two silver ones attaching them to the mounting on top of his MX41. Sighting down the door at an angle that would bounce the grenades down the corridor, he fired both and waited the four seconds it would take for them to travel and go off. The flash-bangs were very localised and totally disorienting. The crew would probably be hospitalised for a few days, but would be fine if they didn’t get shot in the next thirty seconds. He then ordered two of his men through the door. ‘A’ team would be following from their side.

When Crisp heard the sound of shouting he guessed they had met with the last gunman. A single shot, then a second, quickly followed by a third. Definitely MX rounds. He received the ‘all clear’ through his headset and gestured for the officers and crew to come out of hiding.

Pinner stood, smiled at Crisp and said a whispered ‘thank you’ before rushing off to check on the crew that had been in the corridor. It was going to be a while before the Command Centre was open for business, thought Crisp. He didn’t know that there was yet another battle being waged in the ether of the fibre network that surrounded them. Had he known he probably wouldn’t have been breathing so easily.

***

There was indeed an all-out battle being fought in the computer network that encompassed the life-force of the sphere. As XeraC had been distracted by the task force that had taken out his team, Sedal had been sending his little army of J-code bots into the region around the processing of communications for the ARK. Every time XeraC accessed a new camera, another slip of code inserted itself without him detecting anything. Each time XeraC opened a new port to communicate within the network, Sedal snuck in another snippet. It could never have happened the other way round because XeraC remained oblivious to the higher alien code.

Sedal had also begun to understand some fundamental differences between the Transhuman and the AI. 

Where a human only used a small portion of their brain’s abilities, the AI used all of its power most of the time. When this human had converted to artificial existence and left behind its biological form, it had inherited a lifetime of human habits and mannerisms. XeraC, especially when distracted, left himself open to infiltration instead of keeping all of his actions and defences in play. He relied too much on automated tripwires he had set-up - tripwires the J-code could slip under.

For the safety of the humans and success of the mission Sedal knew that XeraC could not be left holding them to ransom. Osbourne had left behind the one sure thing that would enable the AI to overcome XeraC, but it would only work now, as Sedal was well aware that XeraC was getting close to discovering the code applets and would then be able to reverse engineer them. With the massive processing power that the Transhuman had at his disposal; one that massively out-gunned the whole of the Sphere’s ability, there was only a small window of opportunity for success. He had to act quickly.

As the task force took down the mercenaries, Sedal activated his bot-code army and efficiently took over section after section of the sphere’s communications. Within a few seconds he had successfully locked out the abomination from three quarters of the local network, but still only had command of incoming transmissions. XeraC had somehow kept a tight hold on the external transmissions, the one thing Sedal needed to bring the mission completely under control. 

XeraC sat, braced at his desk. The mental effort of hanging onto the last of his network was taking everything he had. The security AI had somehow sneaked beneath his radar and undermined his hold on the sphere. In fact, XeraC looked around him to see that he had been cornered in one section, that of the environment, stores and maintenance, and both of these sections could be re-routed by Sedal given some cooperation from the engineers. XeraC was amazed to find himself up against a wall - AGAIN!

How did that happen? He had been been removed like a speck of lint from a coat. 

Still reeling from the sudden impact, XeraC almost made another strategic mistake. He still had his back-up sled and considered transferring himself completely to it and surrendering the rest of the sphere to Sedal, but something told him to hang on to what he had left. The battle wasn’t over yet. Especially as XeraC knew the ARK needed the communications ability to escape the Nubl. He decided to hunker down and reinforce his position. He still didn’t know how the inferior AI had managed to outwit him, but he had a shrewd idea Osbourne was behind that as well. As far as he was concerned if it meant he had to wait again for another opportunity, then that’s what he’d do.

***

“Sedal, your input is needed,” called Pinner through the console’s microphone. As he and Duffy watched, the screens that now had full access, indicated the red wall of destruction approaching. Advance numbers were already creating mayhem in the areas of Earth they had recently vacated.

Pinner thought briefly of his son again, the boy was almost certainly in the ‘thick of it’ and whilst he wished that he could have persuaded Jimmi to join him here on the ARK, he knew in his heart that he would never run from a fight. He closed his eyes and, although not a religious man, sent a prayer his way. Then turned all personal thoughts aside and concentrated on their own dire predicament.

“Duffy, what do you think? Can we avert contact with that wing of Shadowships by using all our thrusters together?”

“We need to do the calculations. Unfortunately the battle between the AI and this XeraC intruder is wrapping up the processing power and memory capacity. We are unable to run the simulations through the system while they are ripping the heart out of it.”

“Is there any way of utilising the black unit in the holosuite?” Pinner asked him, already thinking it would be too under-powered and without the AI to run the programs, would be a case of manually keying in everything. It would just be too slow.

“Duffy just shook his head. He didn’t need to spell it out, he knew the captain was just looking for anything that might help. The truth was that as long as there were two massive AIs in the ARK system there would never be enough capacity to do anything except steer.

“Sedal, where are you?” Pinner barked impatiently into the mike.

“Captain Pinner, I have managed to secure incoming transmissions as well as take full control of internal communications across the sphere. You may now use your comms systems securely. The external influence known as XeraC has been removed from a large portion of the network. I am still attempting to gain control of outgoing transmissions.” The voice of Sedal boomed across the wrecked control room.

“What about environmental and habitat agricultural systems? We need those under our control before this XeraC ‘thing’ damages our ability to survive,” Pinner asked.

“I currently have no access to the hydroponic labs, or the environmental mixers. I’m currently not able to ascertain if the system is managing the air supply, or if you are on a slow poison cycle,” the AI responded.

“Damn!” Pinner turned to Dumfries. “We need a software genius, but Osbourne is no longer available. We need to find a way of getting this character out of our network - for good.”

Sedal, who was still sending out tiny snippet codes to investigate the remaining section of the network had been getting some feedback over the last hour that surprised the AI. According to the simple replies being sent by the code, there appeared to be another network connected to the main habitat. A network that was both cavernous and powerful. 

The code he had sent out wasn’t sophisticated enough to identify the intruder yet, if that’s what it was. The J-code was simply capable of sneaking behind the defences that XeraC had put up, but only if it was small enough to appear the size of a hard-space in the code that was consistently travelling up and down the system.

“I may have something of interest,” Sedal offered. “Please look at Commander Dumfries’ station.”

As Duffy, Pinner and Lieutenant Crisp, who had just taken an interest in what was going on, gathered around the console, a map appeared in simple form outlining a section of the habitat in green. It was difficult to make out where it was, but their attention was drawn to a red dot in one of the units. 

“What’s the significance of the red dot, Sedal?“ Duffy asked.

They looked at the map trying to get a handle on where the plan was located when the AI added an additional item of detail it had just received from follow up code he had sent in response to the first. It was a bay number, fourteen.

“I believe there is another computer linked into the network at that point. As there is no such equipment in any of the manifests, I can only conjecture that XeraC has something to do with its delivery, position and connection. It could be another AI, or it could be something that XeraC believes he can use to overcome us,” Sedal explained.

He added additional data as he mined it. “I have records pulled from engineering indicating that an engineer was called out to bay fourteen just prior to lift-off. The request didn’t arrive through the usual channels and is only noted because security called in that an engineer had reported they were sent to that bay for an emergency installation. There is a note for follow up by the chief engineer. There is also no trace of the engineer in question - I believe he may have left on the last shuttle - there was some confusion over the passenger manifest.”

Duffy wasn’t convinced. “I don’t see the significance of a computer being attached to our network - how is that going to be an issue?”

The AI responded. “It isn’t a computer. It’s a super-computer. An extremely powerful one. I suspect it may be more powerful than our existing network.”

The significance of the last statement raised alarm bells in Captain Pinner. A powerful computer to rival theirs? If it was allowed to integrate into their systems they might lose all control to this XeraC. What was this interfering entity up to? What was its endgame here?

Something niggled at him. He knew there was something here to work with - he just couldn’t quite tie it in with what he was seeing and hearing. The threat though was evident, if the other computer was able to suck in the environment from their network, it could potentially take full control of the ARK putting them all at risk.

“Crap! That’s a different matter entirely. If it could overcome our network, then we might be in serious trouble,” Pinner vocalised his thoughts.

The AI listened, but didn’t actually consider that to be a danger, his own suspicions were on an entirely different plane. The entity called XeraC required a massive amount of processing power and memory, the current network was already straining at the seams under the mass of both Sedal and Xerac’s power requirements. It was only the fact that both were inter-dependent on the generators that some form of throttling hadn’t already been attempted. Sedal believed that would be Xerac’s next move, but to do that he would need somewhere to protect himself. Sedal believed that the red dot signified an important back-door that would need to be closed before Xerac made his move. He wanted to help the humans, but his battle with the abomination took precedence. However, he would need their help so needed to couch the request in a way that got the desired response.

“I believe that unit poses a threat to the ARK,” was all he said to the officers.

Pinner had heard enough. The words ‘threat to the ARK’ was all he needed - it reinforced his own concerns. “Paddy, get your teams and get that unit either disconnected, or destroyed. Either way - ‘handle’ it - I want it removed from that bay and isolated. Let me know when you are in position.”

“I’m on it, sir.” Crisp nodded and was gone. When Pinner looked up there was no sign of any of the marines. Like ghosts they were gone.

“What if XeraC sees them coming?” Duffie asked Pinner.

Sedal responded for him. “It is unlikely, Commander Dumfries. I now have all cameras under my exclusive control.”

Pinner interjected, he’d just had a thought, one that could get them a quick resolution and break the impasse that threatened the lives of the whole ARK. He had been keeping an eye on the red dots and the close-up cameras. They were fast running out of time to avoid discovery by the enemy fleets.

“Perhaps a diversion could be organised,” he suggested.

***

ARK 1 - The Race to Escape

The control room was eerily silent as the screens provided the first view of approaching space. The gravity lightened briefly, then became normal again as the generators kicked in. This had been the latest of the modified technology attributed to Pod. It had recognised the need for various advances to be made for the safety and comfort of all the colony ships, but made the space science teams work for the knowledge so they understood it, before being allowed to implement it. It was now possible for all vessels to retain earth-like gravity and that helped for the planned long stints in space.

Mike watched his people. They were a good team and their hard work across all of the ARKs had made today possible. He was proud of them and hoped they would all manage the gut wrenching shock of leaving Earth and heading into new territory.

“Initial orbit achieved, sir,” came the call.

“Good. Lock-down the AG drives and divert power to thrusters,” he ordered.

He watched as the hologram in the centre of the control room darkened with all sixteen green pillars turning darker shade, and then went off completely. No longer required, it would remain dormant until such time as they re-entered an atmosphere.

“Helm, proceed to orbital rendezvous point at half power,” Mike ordered.

He looked at the LED chronometer that the AI maintained and noted thirty-six hours to destination. 

“Chapman, are all ARKs on course to rendezvous?” 

“Aye, sir. All ARK AIs have adjusted course and speed to arrive at approximately the same time,” he responded confidently. There were already signs that they would miss the incoming invasion fleets as they sought to engage Earth’s space fleet. If the ARKs got caught up in that, there would be a single disastrous outcome.

“Curator, have Arty maintain a sentinel alert in that area for any enemy traffic that might interfere with our operation,” Mike asked the AI.

There was a delay as the AIs talked. They did so at speeds beyond comprehension of man, so it always surprised Mike that there was any delay at all. He thought they were probably gossiping. He had no idea how true that was. The AIs, were all linked into what they had come to call ‘the Stream’. The flow of data between each AI and Earth as well as all of the spaceships with AIs at their controls meant that there was a constant river of data that any AI could eavesdrop on. They saw no reason to privatize any transmissions, they just ignored anything that wasn’t relevant. Keeping a listening ear on the ‘the Stream’ at all times meant they missed nothing.

***

The shift had begun slow, but now, with so many people on the move trying to second guess where the best place to ride out the trip into space would be, there was nervousness and irritability. Security Officer Jenny Alcott, had pulled the short straw, but she wasn’t concerned about that. She was still smarting from her dressing down from Patterson. The shit! Who did he think he was? She’d almost given it away then and dropped herself right in it. Now, she had noticed via her hacked monitor, that someone was making enquiries into how she was selected and approved for this mission. She wished, not for the first time, that she had paid more attention to the hack skills section of her IFO (Independent Freedom from Oppression) training. She had paid enough for the damned course and those capitalist bastards were just as greedy as the oligopolies that ran Earth. Still, she had learned what she needed, and with no links to the IFO other than the time in their training bunker, she was a complete unknown in the terrorist world. Not that she considered herself one, she had one objective in mind and that was the sabotage of Patterson’s pet project.

It wouldn’t be long until the true facts were known, then she would be on the other side of the brig, in chains, for however long they were trapped on this damned space ball. If she was going to make Patterson pay for his sins, then she needed to act soon. The trouble was there was nothing she could do to him that would hurt him. There was no way she could get close to him now that the ARK was under way. Still, she was determined he had to pay for what he did to her father even if it killed her to do it.

He survived when her father didn’t. Patterson should have laid down his life protecting him, instead the bastard let them have him and then sided with his enemy, Space Island.

Standing at the laser disintegration unit, where they disposed of all the plastic documents that were no longer needed, she took a last look at the only piece of evidence tying her to him, his military service ID card. As her fingers loosened around it, the only thing she could see as it dropped into the slot was the surname and part of a photograph. Only someone who knew him personally would recognise the general’s picture, but nearly everyone on Earth would recognise the infamous name.. ‘Ferris’.

Alcott looked at the map. It was a security blueprint, it had a wider field of purview than the general civilian population so she could see where areas were off-limits. She knew  some of them, that area on the first level was an IRU, an Incident Response Unit. At a flick of a switch it could either be a dormitory, a medical unit or a prison for a large number of detainees, whichever was needed.  It was designed in the event of a civil war sparking off within the sphere.  There were three or four such areas, dotted around the habitat. Nothing like tasking everything into account at the planning stage.

She had been looking for something more specific over the last week. Now, on the fourth level she thought she might have found it. Making a note of the complicated route, she realised she would need supplies. She decided to act swiftly now, there was no longer any reason to hide. They would run her through their databases and tie in her file to the real Jenny Alcott and realise she had taken her place. Then they would process everything and find the changes made to DNA and fingerprint records. Her biorhythms were constantly updated and she could breeze those, but her optical had been fudged. It was easily slipped in without a detailed exam, but would never stand up to proper inspection.

Her position in the Security office allowed her access to the back ordinance rooms. She slipped the lock on the stores and entered as the lights came on automatically. It took all of ten minutes to get what she needed. Security officers weren’t allowed guns, but they were permitted electronic disablers and sonic scramblers. Both of these could be narrow or widely set, ideal for crowd control. Her time in the underground had taught her many things. One was when you mixed the power supplies and different technologies, you could get outstanding results. The IFO had given her everything she needed to carry out her mission.

She keyed the mike button on her lapel and was rewarded with a ping to let her know she was connected. 

“Bob, I’m off on patrol of the back corridors - there’s quite a lot of activity from restless residents. I’m going to make sure they’re not going where they shouldn’t. Let me know if you need any back-up elsewhere,” she informed him. It was unusual, but they were in uncertain times and people were acting weird everywhere.

“OK Jenny, don’t get lost and be back in an hour, we have a shift change coming up,” he responded in her earpiece.

Great, she had an hour before her boss would be looking for her. It was a shame she had to give them an indication of where she was going, but if she hadn’t, the certainty of a surveillance camera picking her up and reporting her would make them flip. Grabbing a few items she ran for the door. A quick visit to her room was required to pick up some extra items she would need, Jenny raced through the busy corridors to her residence.

***


“Johann, what’s up?” Mike looked at his XO who, having arrived through the rep-loop, was now working the navigational routes to keep them out of trouble.

Schroeder just looked at him sourly and transferred his screen across to Mike’s which had been monitoring the ground attack forces defending the cities from the encroaching fighters.

He looked at the image that Johann was referring to. The red mist that constituted the enemy was heading directly toward their location, not intentionally, Mike thought, but simply because the war had shifted into their paths. With many aspects of the incoming fleet aiming to take the fight to the other side of Earth they would intercept the ARK exodus before they were out of range.

“Arty, are you getting this information? They are going to be on top of us within the hour,” Mike called to the AI of Alpha station who was coordinating their exodus.

“Captain Patterson, I can see from my sensors that you will be unable to avoid contact with the enemy. You will come into range within sixty two minutes,” Arty responded.”You should take evasive action immediately,” he added pointlessly.

“Is there anything you can do to pull us out of their path?” Johann asked him while Mike just rolled his eyes at Arty’s response.

“If I had access to my extended abilities, commander, it would be likely that I could D-jump your spheres to a safer location. However, I’m restricted by the military mandate of General Pennington on Beta Station so I am currently unable to help,” the AI responded matter of factly.

Mike remembered the meetings between SI and the general. Pennington had major concerns over the actions of the AI who was fast exceeding the ability of humans to measure, or control its intelligence, and therefore its behaviour was suspect. They didn’t all agree with the move, he remembered, but Pennington was in charge of the defence of Earth and had to be given the benefit of support. 

It wouldn’t look good to anyone if the general was over-ruled by an AI on a matter as important as the survival of humanity. The solution had been to place a physical governing control on the AI. It was then actively managed by Lang, the chief scientist in charge of the secret defence labs at Beta Station acting on the orders of Pennington. The AI was restricted in what it could do without permission from Pennington. It was an unmitigated disaster.

Mike called across to his XO, “Johann, get onto Beta Station and try and get them to release the AI for independent action, or we will lose all nineteen spheres.”

Mike looked at their course. If they were to put themselves on full thrusters and exit the path of the incoming enemy fleet, they would still be over a thousand miles inside the threat zone. They wouldn’t stand a chance as soon as the ships discovered their cloaked habitats.

As he watched the battle unfold, cameras kept him apprised of the progress the spheres were making towards the edge of the incoming fleet. That was when he noticed that Alpha Station was no longer where it should be. Had it disintegrated? Cloaked?

There were now only forty four minutes to contact and Mike thought there was no way of evading the swarm of ships headed towards them. The SCN fighters could be seen on their displays eating into sections of the red flashing groups, but the sheer density of the enemy fleet made it appear a futile exercise.

He looked over at Johann, who was looking grim. Something was up. He looked up at Mike just as the collision alert went off in the Hub and everyone went into over-drive.

Mike was about to call to the sensor operator for a full spectrum sweep, when the cameras showed the incoming swarm of Shadowships were being inexplicably blocked by an enormous mountain of rock which had materialised directly in their path. An asteroid, in fact. 

Arty had relocated to place itself between the ARKs and the enemy. 

The incoming comms clicked. “ARK1, Alpha Station has been released and can now operate freely. I can relocate your ARKs to safety, but not all at once. It will have to be one at a time. In which order do you wish to proceed?” the AI calmly requested.

Mike was confused, the Station was suddenly offering them help. 

Johann turned to him, “Lang said, they were being over-run, Pennington would have no further use for Arty so Lang was releasing him from his restrictions. Then Lang went off-line. I can’t raise Beta Station at all now.” He was shaking his head. “The last thing he said was, good luck and bon voyage.”

Mike was relieved at the news, but could see Johann was upset. Schroeder wasn’t really a war-time commander, but he would be doing exceedingly well if they survived this.

He answered for Johann while he watched his friend gather himself. “Thank you, Alpha Station, I understand. Please take all ARKs in consecutive reverse order. ARK1 will proceed last” Mike said, looking at the signals from the ARKs he was monitoring.

As they watched, the station’s defences came on-line, flashes from the silos where the missiles were held causing a strobe effect in the shadows of the large asteroid. There were thousands of them being launched.

The comms clicked again with a new broadcast. “This is Flight Operations Control, we have incoming enemy fighters that are about to over-run our defences and proceed to Earth. All non-combatants should clear the area immediately. Flight Ops out.” It had been a general announcement, so not only the Station got the message, but all the escaping refugee ships were warned. It didn’t look good.

Mike looked at the medium range scanners and felt the blood drain to his bowels, the fear threatening to overcome his resolve and be plain for all to see. He needed to hold on, there were too many people counting on him to be calm and in control. He focused on the first objective and channelled everything else out of his mind. He had an exodus to protect. He thought furiously now about how to best proceed.

Damn! If they got past the station there were nineteen ARKs, each 2 kilometres wide that were going to be prime targets for their weapons fire. Mike thought quickly.

“Calling all ARKs, this is ARK1. Line up on our guide signal and navigate to within 2 kilometres of each other. You will be jumped by Alpha Station in reverse order. The command information that is on your screens is to be followed exactly. When you get to the other end of the jump point hold your position to avoid collision with the ARKs following you. Do not navigate away from your landing point.”

Mike could see now from the sharing of camera views on Alpha Station, that the AI was not only removing the ARKs, but also large passenger and freighter vessels, probably loaded with evacuees. It’s defences were piling on the pressure to the enemy, but even as he admired the fire-power built into the Station, it was taking a punishing retaliation from the Shadowships lasers. There were hundreds of thousands of people on there, mostly non-combatants. If their shields failed...

A call came in from SecD distracting Mike from the ongoing battle.

“Yes, Zack?” he said as he opened the channel.

“You asked me to look into Ms Alcott for you, Mike,” the voice was stressed.

“Yes, but it’s not a good time right now, Zack,” Mike brushed his friend off.

“I know, bad news never comes at a good time, does it? You are gonna want to hear this though.” 

“Is it really important, we’re under extreme pressure to move the ARKs to safety, Zack?”

“Yes, Alcott’s name isn’t Alcott. We tracked her as soon as the Alpha Station was released by Beta Station, a whole pile of messages had been held back as non-priority and came in a massive influx. One of them was from SecD on the Station. Alcott’s real name is Ferris.”

“What? You mean, as in – “

“Yes, as in Fortress, THAT Ferris, but Mike that’s not the bad news, the woman is missing, and she was last heard of proceeding to the lower corridors. There are missing pieces of kit from the lock-up and Curator reports her progressing towards the generator section. That was thirty minutes ago. She’s not responding to calls and Curator thinks there might have been some tampering of one of the rooms security doors.”

“Dammit Zack, which one?”

“The shields.”

“Get your men down there and find her, Zack. I don’t have time to do anything from here. We may not even be here beyond the next few minutes if she manages to take out the shield generators,” Mike ordered.

Activating the general comms unit he issued orders. “Emergency procedures - Prepare for vacuum and collision.” Mike shouted to the officers and was satisfied when he saw all personnel activate the emergency protocols. As the klaxons sounded, he wondered how long they had. To distract himself he called over to Johann, now organising the orderly jumping of the ARKs from his station in conjunction with the AI, Arty. 

“How many to go, Johann?”

“Four, then it’s us.”

Crap, Mike thought. If the shields went down before they jumped and the enemy ships found them, a cloak wasn’t going to help much. If a Shadowship flew into them at the speeds those things fly, the result would probably take out half the habitat and there would be little they could do to protect themselves. He considered jumping the queue, but they were all running out of time. Who should be saved, the decision was made. He let it stand.

Belling called him. “You might want to hear this, captain. It’s coming through on the EAC.” He fed the signal from the Emergency Audio Channel through to Patterson’s station.

The voice was familiar. “ARK1, this ARK4, come in please.”

“What the – ?” he shouted across to Johann who was busy, but listening. “It’s Pinner - Bloody hell, it’s Pinner - he’s alive!”

“Pinner... ARK4, this is ARK1 where are you?”

“We are approximately fifteen minutes behind you. We've only just regained control of our systems....... a long story.... ...the exit protocol...”

“ARK4, your signal is breaking up. Try and make it to our current location and Alpha Station will jump you out. We can’t wait for you, good luck - see you on the other side,” Mike sent hoping they would get the message. He had no time to deal with that right now. They might not be here in five minutes. ARK4 will have to take their chances along with the rest of us, he thought. Bloody hell! What had been going on with Rob’s ARK, he wondered.

He called across to the comms tech. “Belling. Keep communicating with them. Obtain as much information as you can and pass the exodus instructions along. Keep talking to them until we ‘jump’.”

“Aye sir,” Belling responded. 

“Zack, what news do you have for me?” Patterson responded to the light flashing on his console.

“She’s holed up in the generator room, Mike. She wants to talk to you.”

“Oh Christ... NOW? What the fuck is that woman on?” Mike bridled, infuriated at the woman’s gall. He couldn’t manage this as well.

“Hang on, I will pipe through what she’s saying... “

“......you tell that mother-fucker, that he killed my father, and he’s gonna pay. This will be HIS tomb, the same way he made the Fortress my father’s tomb – “

Mike interrupted her, “Ms Alcott, you need to stand down and let security in there. We don’t have much time.”

“You bastard, you didn’t give my father any time either you spineless coward. Why didn’t you protect him?” she shouted, the emotion in her voice making it sound raw.

Mike didn’t know what to say. He had been on the lower levels when the SI forces broke through. He had nothing to do with Ferris’ protection. The woman was as mad as her father. He responded to keep her talking. He knew the SecD would be trying to get to her. “I had nothing to do with your father’s death, he chose his own exit. He was dying anyway from the metal poisoning - Ms Alcott you must let the security team in there.”

Zack came through. “We’re not going to make it, she just pressed – “ then there was nothing in his ear except static. 

“Sir, the shields....” the ensign called out from the Hub.

“Yes, I’m on it,” Mike answered. 

“We’ve lost cloak as well as shields, sir,” the ensign called, panic sounding in his voice.

As he watched on the hologram, the shields collapsed around the sphere exposing the habitat to vacuum, immediately followed by the cloak dropping from a power spike - how did that happen? It shouldn’t even be on the same circuit. 

Mike realised that Alcott must have previously sabotaged the circuits jumpers so they wouldn’t flip on a sudden surge. Now, they were totally exposed and defenceless. Any personnel above ground would be immediately exposed to vacuum and probably swept off the station.

“Holy shit,” Mike swore.

“Johann?” he shouted over the din of the alarms.

Johann put up two fingers indicating the ARKs still to be jumped, then turned his attention back to his console relaying commands between Alpha Station and the remaining spheres. The pressure was actually keeping Johann from losing it, which was, perversely, a good thing. They needed his skills right now.

Mike shouted out for someone to kill the klaxons. The sudden silence was deafening.

The hubbub returned as the bridge crew resumed talking into their headsets, trying to assess damage reports while keeping control of the conditions in the public sector. All buildings had automatically sunk into the surface of the sphere as part of the safety protocols. The navigational information that Mike needed was being skewed by what Johann was doing in an effort to prepare them for transfer, so he couldn’t get a proper overview of their situation.

For a few seconds there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. Everyone was doing their job. He adjusted one of the cameras, twiddling the settings trying to get a view ahead of them to where Alpha Station was hanging in space.

What he got instead, was an image of three Shadowships heading directly for the ARK. Their lasers opened up causing his screen to temporarily overload from the brightness. Then there was a dim rumble as the weapons destroyed the unprotected land and surface buildings. There would be considerable damage, but with luck it wouldn’t affect the populated interior which was now buried deep in the heart of the ARK’s bedrock. The Watchtower would be gone almost immediately, he thought, but it was expendable.

As the view continued to track the incoming ships, the cameras automatically adjusted focus, pulling back to keep the action in the frame, Mike saw an SCN Reaver ship swoop in and engage the enemy. Its sudden arrival, cutting into the nearest Shadowship, caused the other two to momentarily halt their attack on the ARK while turning to deal with the unexpected interruption. 

With the communications still not completely sorted out, Mike couldn’t talk to the pilot, but he was sure that Curator would be keeping a channel open to the Reaver’s AI.

A second Shadowship went down, but in the exchange the Reaver took fire from the remaining ship. The SCN vessel’s engine core caught a glancing blow of brutal laser damage. As it turned for a final attack on the last ship, Mike could see that it wouldn’t survive the encounter. It was limping badly, but still managed to line up on the now evading ship. Those Reavers were amazingly fast with the combined AI and human pilots. The cocoons that housed them were capable of dampening dramatic gravity changes on tight turns and acceleration. Mike knew from his son that there just weren’t enough of them out there to make a difference in the battle.

Deeply frustrated at the sphere’s lack of defence capability, he could only look on as the small SCN ship’s missiles took out the last Shadowship. Now crippled and unable to manoeuvre away from its fate, the Reaver approached the ARK, which was racing through space toward it, neither able to avoid the inevitable collision that was to follow. As debris from the alien ships smashed into the surface, the pilot of the Reaver coaxed the small ship’s final trajectory into more of a glide as it crashed landed onto the ARKs surface. 

The external camera view, under Mike’s deft finger control, switched to the surface as the wreckage ploughed through the fast freezing fields and hedges that had, up until a short time ago, been teeming with food crops and wild-life. The frozen dust from disintegrating bio-matter flew off in a cloud obscuring much of the view for moments.

Mike knew the AI would do everything in its power to keep the pilot alive and land as close as possible for rescue. He thought briefly of his son, and decided to act. Whoever  the pilot was, he deserved a chance, and they might be lucky and get him or her out before the internal atmosphere failed.

“Get a shuttle out to that pilot. They may still be alive. See if you can bring them inside before the ship dies, or the environmental system fails,” he ordered. The ship’s cocooned cockpit, in the event of the ship being destroyed, would protect the occupant from the vacuum of space until rescued. It wasn’t foolproof, but the SCN had plenty of ships, but too few pilots. It kept a lot of pilots alive and put them straight back into the fight as soon as they were rescued.

The ensign he had tasked, Garrick, he thought his name was, rushed off to organise the SAR shuttle. Mike put it from his mind. He had some major problems to resolve and time was running out. Their jump was imminent and there were more ships heading their way. He could hear the impacts of missiles and lasers, the rumble of impacts becoming a continuous vibration through his feet.

“Johann?” Mike called hoping for good information on their exit from here.

“We’re up in forty seconds, Mike, it’s going to be close.”

Mike turned after acknowledging Johann’s update and caught one of the young ensigns panicking. He looked at her. “What’s the problem, Naith?”

She caught herself, there were tears of worry and frustration in her eyes threatening to spill over. “Sir, all of our systems are failing. That sabotage must have been really bad. We have life support, but the back-up systems refuse to come on-line. We suspect they’ve been been knocked out of the grid. We’re trying to reset them now.”

“Do your best, ensign. If everyone else is doing theirs - it will be enough,” he said encouragingly, putting a brief reassuring hand on her shoulder as he moved about the Hub, checking the remaining bridge crew as he went.

There were sounds coming from the surface, the habitat was taking a pounding from enemy ships. They needed to jump soon, or there wouldn’t be any point.

Garrick called out across the room. “Captain, the pilot’s alive, but they cannot extract him so, they’re dragging the wreckage in through the main airlock.”

“As fast as you can, lad - we’re running out of time. Keep me posted and advise them to attempt to preserve the ship’s AI. The pilot and AI are usually bonded,” Mike replied, a grim smile the only show of approval he could pull up at their dire plight.

Then, the lights went out all over. As the CCC’s own ‘last resort’ back-up generator kicked in, exclusively for the CCC and the AI system, Mike ordered all non-essential hands to prepare the ARK for hull breach. There was a good chance the main doors would take a direct hit and that would force all the inner airlocks to activate making travel around the ARK difficult. Their survival now looked unlikely.

He knew if they ever managed to get out from this battleground and review their situation, that the only course of action would be to evacuate. There would be capacity enough in the remaining ARKs to ensure that their people could be absorbed. It would still mean nearly a thousand refugees per habitat. Thank goodness they programmed such possibilities into their survival scenarios.

Just as Mike was beginning to think it wasn’t going to happen, the room shimmered briefly and the cameras went black as they lost the contacts they had focused on. Finally, he thought - they had ‘jumped’.

***

ARK 4 - Hobson’s Choice

XeraC was brooding. He had time - an eternity, he decided. The solution would present itself, but only if he was prepared to stop making stupid mistakes and spend more time thinking through the ramifications of his and others actions. He realised that he needed to get a grip on the threat out there with Sedal and the Command Centre. He had lost his physical link with the world around him, that put him at a severe disadvantage for the future. Recognising all of this in a few milliseconds, he set himself to calculating his options. 

He needed to understand more. He was thinking like a human and needed to think more like an artificial intelligence. He had lost ground because he was too focused. Now, regrettably, his ability to see what was occurring around him was hindered by that infernal AIs newly found abilities to inject code into his protocols, corrupting the systems that made up his network. As a result, he had been attacked simultaneously on all sides and lost most of the advantage he’d had.

A screen lit up on his wall display. Just the one. It displayed the Command Centre. He had no ability to access these cameras, so it had to be relevant that one appeared on his wall right now.

At the same time his analysis brought him the conclusion that the only way for the ARK teams to survive was to attempt a deal with him. The deal would have to in some way threaten XeraC to be effective. 

Whilst he knew that Sedal was still trying to usurp the rest of the network and main systems from his control, they had no time to negotiate. They needed the outgoing comms system and he had it. They had two choices: a war of attrition over the next few weeks, or deal him a killing blow immediately. They didn’t have weeks, not even days - not even hours. That left the latter option. His processors ground out the problem looking for the solution.

Would they turn off the network? Now, while under threat of attack by the Nubl? He had been watching the incoming fleet of enemy ships and was well aware of the threat they represented. You couldn’t hide a sphere the size of the ARK amongst those invading hordes. At least one enemy ship was likely to collide with them if they maintained their current heading. 

Why hadn’t they changed direction to avoid contact?

The analysis also suggested a third alternative. ‘They would offer him a way out in return for giving up the ARK’s systems.’

Ah! he thought. That’s the reason for the single camera view of the CCC. They intended to bargain.

As he completed the thought the camera zoomed into the captain. His name was Pinner, an idiot, XeraC thought, but he had still been lucky. A bold rescue operation had turned things around for the ARK crew. XeraC still had a few tricks to play out and unlike them he could survive without air, but not without power, he thought nervously.

“XeraC, the ARK AI has provided an open link to this camera for you so that we can discuss the situation we find ourselves in.

I’m presuming you're listening and are aware that, firstly, your ability to move around the ARK at will has been severely restricted; and secondly, the ARK itself must be allowed to be operated fully by our people if we are to avoid destruction at the hands of the approaching enemy fleet. A fact which I’m certain you’re cognisant of from your own monitoring of our situation. This is an outcome that helps none of us.”

“Captain, I’m well aware of the situation. What is it you want?” XeraC spoke directly through the link provided by Sedal.

“We need immediate and unrestricted access to ARK’s systems and outgoing communications to avert the crisis ahead of us. If you fail to cooperate, and if we survive the next few hours, we will shutdown the ARK network and purge the systems of all non-essential code,” the captain confirmed. Sedal ensured the camera caught the full intent of the captain’s uncompromising expression.

XeraC almost laughed, but chose to respond instead with a touch of nonchalance. “Captain, if I am to comply with this ultimatum, what do you propose to offer me in return?” XeraC asked, already knowing exactly what his options were. He wondered if the captain was aware that he, XeraC, had an ace in the hole that would guarantee his survival and provide an opportunity for revenge. A thought niggled at him, it was slow in coming to the surface and XeraC was momentarily distracted by wanting to hear the captain’s response.

“We will offer you --” the captain switched his attention to an earpiece that was feeding him information. XeraC suddenly had a bad feeling as the captain muted the mike, then turned to his XO and gave some instructions. He then turned back to the camera and un-muted again.

XeraC noted that Pinner’s attitude seemed to reflect a sudden difference in him - as if his position had changed, and he was....

“...Sorry, XeraC... I was about to say that we will offer you an amnesty and the right to continue your existence as part of the habitat within the ARK. However, you will have to agree to comply with the existing rules and laws along with the other inhabitants of the ARK. You will not be permitted to interfere with the ARK’s operations.”

“...and, if I refuse to cooperate, captain? What guarantee do you have that you will be able to eradicate my presence in the ARK’s systems. I seem to recollect you trying to do so before,” XeraC replied, but alarmingly he was getting signals from his sentinels that something was happening to his unit in bay fourteen. With no chance to react, XeraC’s links with his AG sled were cut.

XeraC’s virtual office exploded into shards of exploding data as his fury vented itself on his environment. It was only by chance that Sedal’s total control of the major portion of the network was such that no single byte of code was allowed through to the rest of the habitat systems.

The scream of fury had vented through the speaker system in the CCC and caused the captain and other members of the crew in the room to cover their ears from the feedback before Sedal managed to bring the volume to a manageable level. Alarms were going off now, reflecting the disruption of the environmental controls which were still vulnerable to XeraC’s activities. 

Pinner saw Duffy signal the operators to shut off their alarms. It wouldn’t help matters if the civil unrest grew out of control at this moment.

The captain turned his attention to his earpiece, deciding to continue to communicate less publicly, the earpiece would protect his hearing from any further outbursts. On his command, Sedal blocked verbal communication through the speaker system. Pinner then looked directly into the camera.

“XeraC, Sedal advises me you are still able to hear and see me, so I will continue... You will have realised by now – indeed, I’m sure that feedback was your response to the knowledge that your escape route has now been closed off. So, if you do not comply, we can now be sure your continued existence in our systems will be brought to an end within a few hours.

Now, if you agree to release the ARK systems to us immediately we will allow you to vacate to your miniature environment sled and you will then be free to participate in the habitat in whichever way your skills can be utilised - for the good of all. If you refuse, the ARK will be shutdown completely and only rebooted after a full system test and purge. The AI has just confirmed that this will remove your entire presence from the ARK systems. Your choice then becomes the same as the rest of us, XeraC - choose life, or extinction.”

The earpiece was silent for a moment, then XeraC’s voice came through, modulated, but still aggrieved. “It seems that I’m constantly faced with choices that appear to offer me freedom, yet imprison me within solitary confinement. If I agree to this travesty, my isolation will be greater than yours and for far longer than your unimpressively short lives,” he bleated.

“What can you offer me that does not impose the threat of isolation or extinction. They pretty much appear to be the same result to me,” XeraC asked after a short pause.

In response, Sedal broke through and closed down XeraC’s access to the environmental sections of the habitat and in the process set nanites to repair the damage to the controls. It would be a close run thing, but the humans would survive so long as they managed to outrun the Nubl ships. Nothing was certain at this moment in time.

XeraC realised that it was now only a matter of time before Sedal pushed further into his zone. Already his ability to reconstitute his virtual office world was compromised by the lack of access to the processing power of the network. He was running out of room. He was also completely out of options.

***


ARK 1 - Shipwrecked

Mike stared at the view from the cameras. They weren’t showing anything he recognised, which was good, he thought initially. It meant they were out of range of the Nubl Shadowships and that meant they could begin the evacuation.

The thing was - he didn't recognise ANYTHING! and that scared him for some reason he hadn’t yet plumbed. He fought panic and began to sort through the priorities.

“Ensign, contact the other ARKs, let’s find out where everyone thinks we are. Start building a star map of this system, we need to get our bearings,” he called out.

Mike smiled at his friend, relieved that he looked like a ton weight had been lifted off his shoulders. “Johann - well done on getting us away from that nightmare.”

Johann smiled weakly, he was still coming to terms with the fact they had escaped - thanks to Arty.

Mike continued to organise. “Belling. Get me SecD on the comms as soon as you can connect. I need to know the state of play down there with the civilians.”

Activating the comms to his earpiece he spoke into it.

“Curator. Are you able to give me a comprehensive damage report yet.”

“Affirmative Captain.”

“Proceed.” Mike’s initial orders had been intended to get everyone concentrating on their jobs and not on where they were. He had a bad feeling in his gut, and on top of everything else he wanted to find somewhere they would be safe to transfer the population from ARK1 to the other habitats.

The AI continued privately while Mike gestured to Johann to pick up the AI’s communication through his own earpiece.

“The sabotage to the generators resulted in the immediate deaths of Ms Alcott and Sergeant Zachary Theale. It is believed Mr Theale was attempting to reason with the female saboteur when she set off the explosions. She appeared skilled in setting charges and managed to create a loop-back to the other generators causing massive feedback resulting in irreparable damage to the backup system. 

This was a design fault which is being corrected during the nanite assisted repairs. There have been forty two casualties and nineteen fatalities from the missile and laser strikes. A list of all the dead and wounded is appearing on your console, captain. 

In addition, the pilot has been recovered and is in a poor way, but the surgeons are working on him now. The SCN ship’s AI, has been identified by its serial number as ‘Vasha’, and was also recovered. We are awaiting the AI’s reboot to discover the pilots name....”

Mike was staggered at the news. It was yet another traumatic shock for his body to absorb. 

“I know the pilot’s name,” he said quietly and turned to Johann, with a look on his face that beggared belief. Of all of the ships to come to their aid and be shot down, then recovered. He shook his head unbelievingly. His son was the pilot the AI was referring to, and Mike believed that Curator knew that, but was allowing Mike time to sort himself out. Curator was well aware of the family relationship. The AI’s involvement recently in arranging a meeting at the secret base on Earth, along with Jimmi’s AI partner,Vasha, had been  appreciated.

The AI continued uninterrupted while Mike gathered his thoughts. He couldn’t leave the bridge - not yet, but as soon as he could, he would proceed to the medical unit. He concentrated on Curator’s droning voice.

“.... the main generators two and three are out of commission. The replicators were sabotaged and are currently unusable. Shield and cloaking systems have been repaired, but currently there is insufficient power to drive them. The external environment is destroyed. I compute it will take twenty seven months to re-seed the surface. Reconstituting the atmosphere is anticipated to take seventeen months. Hydroponics has enough starter cultures, but insufficient growth to feed ten thousand people. Backup generators are coming on-line and will be running fully in four hours and thirty four minutes.”

“Curator, what is your analysis of the ARK’s viability?”

“Analysis confirms the ARK currently has a 42% chance of survival with a projected population loss of 80% in the first twelve months from loss of agriculture.” The Curator delivered the death sentence for the ARK in the same even speech as everything else. The lack of any emotional tone did nothing to reduce the impact of its analysis.

It was a very poor prognosis and cemented Mike’s view that now they were out of range of the enemy ships, they should vacate the ARK.

“Sir, I have SecD for you,” Belling called out.

“Who’s’ this?” Mike said into the mike as he heard the voice at the other end.

“O’Hara, captain. I’ve taken temporary command of security while we attempt to bring order to the chaos caused by the sabotage and the enemy missiles. Everything is madness down here. With no power we are working with limited success to get the people into zones where we can count them, deal with the walking wounded and organising supplies.”

“Well done, O’Hara. We are going to begin evacuating everyone to the other ARKs. I need you to prepare the hangars to receive a large number of shuttles and then fill them with evacuees as fast as you can. You will need to liaise with Belling here who is, as I speak, organising the inbound procession of the first rescue craft.”

“Understood, captain. This will help alleviate some of the concerns down here. I’ll get on it right away.”

Mike had no doubt that the general population of the habitat would be increasingly frightened. They would have seen much of what occurred as the public screens would display whatever was going on, except for anything to do with the CCC. It had never been considered that information should be censored, an oversight perhaps, but too late in any event.

He watched as shuttles began to rise over the remaining spheres and head towards them. There were other ships appearing, then moving off under their own steam, their intentions clearly to hasten towards any habitable planets. The ARKs had no jurisdiction over the vessels which were obviously full of evacuees. It was fairly obvious from the conversations in the ‘Hub’ that many of them were in communication with ARK1 and other members of the exodus. It was utter chaos, but it would sort itself out in a short time.

As information began to flow in from the other ARKs, the navigation crew began to build a picture of their location. The information surge that Arty had pulsed through along with them gave them their first insight into where they were. A yellow star system named Sygmus Py4 with four possibly five, habitable planets. It was many light years from Earth, but only a single jump’s distance. One which, in Mike’s view, was technically impossible with the state of their science currently. How had Arty managed it?

Even as they continued to evacuate the ARK, the scientists were being brought up to date to help them figure out what was happening. The general consensus was, that it was impossible, but as the argument continued amongst the ARKs, the data burst slowly revealed that ARTY had grasped the quantum entanglement question and used it to power the jump into this system. The revelation left the technical crew as well as the scientists stunned - an AI had beaten humans to solving the biggest scientific question of the last three hundred years - and everyone wanted to know how.

“How’s the evacuation going, Johann?” Mike called across to his XO. 

“Almost complete. They’re only travelling short distances so the turnaround is fast. The bottleneck is in accessing our hangars and main airlock. We should be finished within the next ten minutes. Then, it will just be the security crew, and maintenance, who are still trying to repair the generators, and finally us in the CCC.

“Arty confirms that all vessels have been evacuated.” Belling called out to Mike.

“He’s not sure if he can jump ARK4, there still appear to be communication issues,” he added as the information was relayed.

“Precisely how is Arty communicating across light years of space that we can hear it in real time?” he asked nobody in particular, but before anyone could answer, he was hailed.

“Sir, I think Alpha Station is in trouble. They’re jumping out and dragging ARK4 with them,” Belling called out.

Heck! Mike thought - that’s a massive amount of real estate. How can the Station raise that much power and what will happen if it fails? 

“Keep monitoring them Belling, if they succeed we should see them appear shortly,” Mike said.

As they waited the arrival of their benefactor, the tension rose in the small Control room. Listening to the inter-ARK chatter, scientists wanted more information on the QE question answered. Mike just wanted the hundreds of thousands of people on the Station and ARK4 to be safe and out of harm’s way. His friend Pinner and their people deserved a chance.

Ten minutes passed and nothing happened. No asteroid appeared and the concerns amongst the bridge crew grew. Security had evacuated the last of the maintenance crew and they were the only ones remaining. With no Rep-loop train to speed them to the main evacuation point, Mike had ordered that they go in groups of ten. Now, they were the last group and Mike was ordering the shutdown of the ARK.

Curator was ordered to stand down and prepare for shutdown of the mainframe, the core of which was designed to be ejected with the ARK’s complete records as well as the AI. It would be picked up by one of the shuttles after they had all been taken off the habitat.

Before any of that could happen, disaster struck. Debris came flying through the corridors at vast speed on a bow wave of air pressure.

This was followed up with a bone jarring quake which hit them so fast nobody had a chance. The deck around them heaved and buckled, the walls disappeared to be replaced by rock and other obstructions as the ARK appeared to get turned upside down and inside out. Mike vaguely saw crew members thrown, others seemed to vanish as first the air pressure took them, then the roiling quake seemed to envelop them.

Mike remained conscious at the far end of the Hub, but as he was buffeted between one side of the CCC and his console, he felt oppressive closeness. Then it went dark, the air he was breathing carried a stale and stagnant smell. The roaring in his ears that he hadn’t noticed up to now dropped off, leaving the screeching sounds of bedrock grinding against steel as everything settled, sounding very ominous. The squealing continued as metal buckled under extreme pressure and rock scraped against rock as it continued to find a home in the Control Centre. 

As the cracking noises and howling diminished, air pressure throughout the ARK appeared to equalise. There was no light. No power evidently, and not a sound from anyone. He called out, but nobody answered. It didn’t even sound as if it was travelling at all. Like in a small room, the sound deadened by porous surfaces that grabbed the audio and sucked it in giving the listener a false sense of perspective. Mike had seen the rock wall imploding into the CCC and thought that the edge of it wasn’t far from where he was. He might be trapped, a kilometre underground. He suddenly felt very claustrophobic.

What the fuck had just happened?

Mike patted himself from head to toe. He had a few grazes, a gash across his forehead that he could feel and flinched as he fingered it, trying to check how deep it was. Warm liquid flowed into his eye. He decided to leave it alone. He felt as if he had been kicked by a mule, but he was alive. He recognised that something had exploded, or imploded, he wasn’t sure which, but beyond that he was clueless. 

His ears pricked, as from a distance he heard a growing howl, different to the previous noises - more animalistic. Dust began to billow as local air pressure altered throughout the ARK as winds formed to blow through vacant space created by the upheaval. As the sound gathered pace, Mike wondered if it was the ARK venting its atmosphere? He coughed as the dust cloud hit him, causing him to bury his face against the deck with his arms around his head, protecting his lungs and eyes from the worst of it. He listened as the storm waged throughout the ARK and then, when he thought that they must be at the point where the air would finally be sucked out, the wind began to die down and the silence returned, broken only by creaks and groans of the ARK as it continued to settle.

In the darkness Mike continued to try and understand what had happened. Without light it was impossible to see anything and everything he felt around him didn’t correlate with his mental image of where he, or it, should be.

He began to crawl, surprised after all that had just happened, that he wasn’t more badly injured. Heading towards where he thought Johann should be, he was caught out when a wall interrupted his movements. He felt along it to try and get information; in the dark it didn’t feel right. He pulled himself upright cautiously wondering how much clearance he had, or how much movement he could get from here. He fumbled and was reassured when his wandering hands touched something familiar. It was Johann’s arm, it was extended. He was still sitting, that's a good sign, he thought, picturing his body against the console in his mind.

Mike continued to feel further up Johann’s arm trying to decide if he was alive. He was confused when reaching to where his shoulder should be, he met rock. He tried to feel below and was surprised when he felt air beneath Johann’s arm. Confused, he again came up against rock. Johann hadn’t been crushed, there was no sign of that, yet he seemed enveloped in rock.

Mike continued to try and place his hands where Johann’s body should be - he only found rock, then... he shuddered. He came across his knee protruding OUT of the rock. It was still warm, the top of his leg and the knee exposed, but the rest...

Trying not to work out in his head the physicality of Johann’s current predicament, Mike moved his hand to the right and was relieved to feel the console, then the keyboard which appeared to be intact. He fumbled to where the control panel was and prayed it was also in the clear. The jingle told him he was close as the keyring scrabbled against the metal console. He pulled out the key and then stood back carefully, not sure where the rock ended. He carefully negotiated his way back to his own console.

It was difficult negotiating everything in the pitch dark. He didn’t want to lose contact with his console, so had to do it one-handed. He transferred the key from his left to the right hand and now using both, manoeuvred the key into the slot it was designed for and turned it to the right twice. A red light blinked, the eery glow illuminating a keypad in the darkness. He blew off dust and tiny stone debris that had covered it and input a series of numbers and letters that he had personally coded into his console at the very beginning of the ARK project. 

A fail-safe, with just two functions. One it provided a limited atmospheric envelope that would encompass the Control Centre, and two, it activated an emergency beacon with a locator. If anyone survived the incident that had totally disabled the ARK, they might be able to home in on the CCC and rescue them. A red glow appeared in various parts of the centre as the commands filtered to the emergency generator and illuminated some of his surroundings - it wasn’t what he expected. 

Well, it wasn’t actually a room he was in, or more accurately some of it was, but much of it definitely wasn’t.

***

O’Hara departed ARK1 on his way to ARK11, the destination for this shuttle. Escorting the last of the patients and doctors from the medical bay, including the recently rescued pilot, he was unfazed by the evacuation schedule, since he had done similar work before after the initial attack by the enemy ships that had obliterated cities across the globe. He had been responsible for initial evacuation and then the rescue of thousands of people trapped by the destruction of office and apartment blocks. He had seen many dead melted into the glassy surface caused by the intensity of laser fire. He had managed to help the injured and dying and, in doing so, had learned the hard way, understanding the value of every life saved.

When the saboteur had taken out his boss and several others of his team, he had immediately realised they were in trouble. Additional explosions from different corridors confirmed his suspicions and he had taken charge knowing instantly that this would mean a use for his SAR, search and rescue experience on Earth. 

When damage to the habitat from the Nubl ships destroyed the upper sections, he was already organising his remaining teams into a reaction force. None of them questioned him, they knew he had extensive experience and as sound common-sense responses to situations came from him, they rallied around and formed a cohesive team with him at the centre. Knowing that his instinct was proven right, O’Hara became a whirlwind of activity, first co-opting people from everywhere he could find them, into roles that would reinforce calm and order, his teams moved through the habitat calming panic, organising people, and bringing sanity to a situation that for most of them was an exercise in abject terror.

Now, he was looking back through the rear port cameras as they left ARK1 behind. There would be several more shuttle journeys, the craft sat in the bay awaiting the command teams arrival, but there was nobody left from the habitat. The dead had been left. There was no place on shuttles for them and no ARK would want to take them. It was going to be hard enough absorbing over ten thousand people.

Not being a long journey to ARK11, O’Hara had shunned a seat, leaving them for the patients and medical staff to fill them to overflowing. When the ship, despite being shielded, was picked up and tossed by an immense invisible force, O’Hara had only a tentative hold on the back of one of the seats. He was thrown the length of the shuttle, colliding with several seated personnel on the way. When he hit the rear wall, one of the retractable legs of the shuttle standing proud of the wall took out most of his backbone, crushing it and half of his ribcage. His head, protected by his hands instinctively locked around it, meant that he remained conscious and aware, as his breathing, inhibited by the crushing pain of his collapsed lungs, tried to take in enough oxygen to feed his dying body. As he slipped into unconsciousness, he was dimly aware of people leaping from their seats towards him.

***


Beacon of Hope

As the remaining ARKs absorbed the impact of the displacement storm that buffeted the last transiting shuttles, the rescue teams helped stricken craft back to the safety of the habitats. Scientists and senior officers quickly conferenced using their hologram suites to better share their thoughts as to the situation they now faced. Officers from each ARK were also present.

Justin Furth, the captain of ARK2 was the most senior, so took charge of the quickly convened meeting to establish what it was that had occurred. Nobody could proceed with any action until they understood the nature of the problem. This meeting needed to equate the loss of ARK1 with the now unexpected lifeless piece of rock inhabiting the space it once occupied.

“We’ve sent a shuttle to the surface of that ‘thing’ out there to see if there is any trace of ARK1,” he updated them all after interrupting the latest speaker, then nodded for him to continue.

The XO of ARK11 was giving his report.“...at the time of the impact of the unidentified object, ARK1 was in the final throes of evacuation. We have the last shuttle to leave it, carrying medical personnel and patients. One of these, a consultant surgeon, advised us that their security chief, who was severely injured when the shuttle was thrown across space, had informed him that only a small team of approximately thirty bridge crew were left, a shuttle remained for them to use. He obviously believes that they never managed to reach it in time.”

One of the scientists leaned forward and spoke, “Yet, as we know, thirty minutes after that, we began receiving a distress signal from the bridge area of ARK1. The only problem with that is the location of the signal is originating from inside the unidentified object.”

“Where did this object come from, and what precisely is it?”

The scientist looked at the others of his group unsure how to proceed. At the encouragement of the scientists either side of him, he put himself forward again.

“We think it is Alpha Station,” the scientist admitted.

Murmuring broke out across the room. The holograms attempting to ensure that all voices were heard equally meant the noise quickly became a meaningless din as vocalised theories grew in equal proportion to questions.

“Order, please people,” Furth shouted, to bring them mentally back into the room to organise their ideas within the framework of the meeting.

“Please continue Mr?...” Furth requested.

“I’m, um, Dr Fellowes from ARK5,” he answered, nervously. Being in the limelight will do that to people. Especially when talking in terms of theory and conjecture. They’d had no time to gather real evidence yet. This meeting was called too quickly for all of them, but not quickly enough - they needed to act fast.

“Please continue, Dr Fellowes. It doesn’t matter if it's just your thoughts at this moment in time.”

“All of us were following the data-bursts from the AI in charge of Alpha Station, Arty. Within those bursts was considerable information relating to new technology involving Quantum Entanglement. This information had been hinted at prior to the Nubl invasion, but nobody had seen any evidence that it had been tested.”

Furth put his hand up. “Doctor, does this have actual relevance, or can we cut to the heart of the matter?”

Dr Fellowes bridled. “Captain, you asked, please have the patience to listen to the answer.”

Furth, chastised, signalled for him to continue.

“The technology that the AI used was unknown to us, but was, in fact, that means with which the AI transported us unaccountable light years in less than five seconds. 

We believe there is a drone in the vicinity of our arrival point that performs as an acoustic receiver and when initiated from the other end, draws in power to itself to assist in completing the act of transfer.”

Another voice asked. “Where does it draw this power from? If it’s only a drone it won’t have anything more than a tiny fusion drive.”

The doctor nodded. “Precisely, it must have some form of drawing power from the space around itself. Space matter, but we don’t know how this occurs. There has been considerable theory recorded, that the use of QE can itself create the power needed to complete its action, but we don’t have access to the AI’s data.”

Furth was getting impatient, it seemed the typical scientific response to a short answer always fell short of the explanation needed for the average person to grasp the significance. He waded in again. “Doctor, are you saying we were effectively transported through the eye of a needle? If so, how does this account for the large, no I’’ll rephrase that... the ‘exceedingly’ large asteroid sitting off our port side?”

“Ah! Yes, good analogy captain, excellent in fact.” He smiled. “The fact is that there is no reason at all why the Alpha Station could not have transported itself through the ‘needle’ in the same way it transported the ARKs. However, something must have gone wrong.”

“Hmmh! That much is self evident, Doctor,” Furth responded scathingly. He needed to get action going as soon as possible.

His intercom buzzed. It was the shuttle. Furth asked for everyone to pause while he got an update. He put it on the speaker so all would be able to hear the report.

“Shuttle to ARK11, this is Lieutenant French, sir. We are on the object and there is evidence of considerable surface damage from laser fire, but nothing recent. We have also discovered what we believe to be an airlock built into the rock. The science team with us want to try and open it. What are your orders, sir?”

Furth hesitated. keeping his finger off the reply button. “What do you think? Proceed?” he asked the people around the room.

At the nods from virtually all of the attendees he flicked the switch.

“Lieutenant, proceed with caution. If there is any sign of life, let us know immediately - do not, repeat do NOT, lose communication with the ARK. I will have the bridge send you latest coordinates from the ARK1 distress signal. Furth out.” He transferred the call to the bridge and advised them to update the shuttle with latest information and to keep him informed.

Turning his attention back to the meeting. “What do we think, is it Alpha Station?”

One of the other scientists picked up his pen and pointed at the image on their screen showing the asteroid from their perspective. “It could be, it’s approximately the same size, but the sensors are reporting it to be considerably heavier than the last reported mass of Alpha Station, which, as you all know, was hollow.”

Fellowes interrupted. “There’s another thing that’s strange. The sergeant reported evidence of laser fire, which he said was ‘not’ recent. In addition, the sensors are also reporting a uniformly cold surface. If it had been subjected to heavy laser and missile fire as recently as an hour ago, then the surface would still be reflecting considerable heat.”

The intercom buzzed again. Furth clicked it on immediately. The main screen activated automatically.

“Captain, this Is Sarah Cowen, I’m standing in the main hangar bay of Alpha Station. It’s a mess in here, sir. There is a thick layer of dust over everything - I think it’s from nanite skins that have died from energy deprivation. The marine sergeant is upstairs, they’re about to blow a hole into a section of rock and wall that seems to be the origin of the distress signal.” 

“Can you ask people what happened to the station before it jumped?” Furth asked.

“No, I’m afraid that’s not possible, sir,” she responded strangely. Her voice had developed a weird tone.

“Why not, Doctor Cowen, there must be somebody there that can give you some idea about what happened. Can’t you communicate with the AI, or the bridge?” he chased.

“No sir, you don’t understand.” She paused looking around, then back at the drone camera. The girl was clearly spooked, the change in her voice more evident now, it reflected something they were all familiar with - fear.

“There is nobody here, but us, sir.”

Furth was amazed into silence. He turned to the others. They were all aghast. Two hundred thousand people. Gone.

He coughed. Everyone started talking quietly, uncertainty evident in the shift from one conversation to another.

Fellowes was more objective. He had a theory. Leaning back to get a better picture of the screen, he looked at the background hard.

He picked up the microphone from his desk, he was on ARK5. He patched through to the shuttle’s comms unit and connected with Dr Cowen. “Sarah, can you get a piece of that AG sled skeleton leaning up at the back there?”

She looked at him strangely, then frowned as if he was taking the mickey, then looked to the back of the hangar where there was an old skeleton of an AG sled that had been discarded, probably because it was damaged. She looked back at him, perplexed, with no idea why he wanted a piece of rusting metal. The drone camera followed her closely, the trail of nanite dust kicked up by her feet settled slowly in a low lying cloud.

Sarah took what looked to be a handlebar and wrenched it along a joint. It snapped easily causing her to over compensate and nearly fall into the dust. She caught herself just in time and came away with her prize, a six inch piece of rusted metal. Nobody, even Sarah, recognised the significance of it as she packed it into her sample box ready to return to the shuttle.

Before she could ask a question about why Fellowes had requested it, the hangar door behind her opened up and the marine unit came in, carrying one individual while several walked freely. Three survivors.

“Where did you find them?” Sarah asked on behalf of everyone watching in the holosuite.

The marine lieutenant was an ashen colour and looked as if he had been sick. The others looked no better. None of them would meet the camera’s eye and they were nervous, seemingly keen to embark on the shuttle.

“These are all that remains of the bridge crew from ARK1,” was all that was said as the group moved swiftly into the shuttle.

“Permission to return to ARK2, captain?” asked the pilot. It was up to the captain whether they would be allowed to re-board the ARK. In the event of possible contamination, there might be no return allowed, quarantine or, at the very least, inspection on arrival. Captain Furth thought about the likelihood of contamination and decided it was not even an outside chance. This had the hallmarks of a very bad accident. It was more important to get to the bottom of it.

“Permission to board granted. Are there any officers amongst the survivors?” he asked.

One of the men stood up, belatedly Furth recognised him. “Captain Patterson.. Mike...? is that you?” he asked cautiously.

“Yes, it’s me, Justin. Thanks for coming to get me... us.” He looked at the others. They looked as haunted as he did. 

“What happened in there?” Furth asked, aware that something significant had transpired. Even his marine unit looked haggard and they had only been gone an hour, just over.

“I’ll have to brief you when I arrive, Justin, it’s not something I want to broadcast at this moment in time,” was all Patterson would say. He gave a half salute, then slumped back as the shuttle launched vigorously from the asteroid directly for the ARK. It seemed in a mighty hurry to leave Alpha Station behind.

***

An hour later, the meeting re-convened. Mike Patterson, his wounds now patched, sat at the head of the holosuite table with Justin Furth on his right. Furth was silent and his features were ash grey. He seemed unusually disturbed by something, but happy not to be the one to break the news.

“Right, ladies and gentlemen. You will want to know what’s going on. You scientists are going to understand what occurred, you might already know. However, it is important for this to be put into words so that there is no confusion. I’m having trouble believing it myself and I was there.” He halted momentarily while he pulled his thoughts together.

“ARK1 was in the position placed by Arty when he jumped us over. We checked our position on arrival, and I checked again with the shuttle’s position before we left. Alpha Station appeared in our allotted space and somehow the two bodies merged together as the Station re-materialised.

What occurred inside the station was frankly terrifying. There was a simple problem of two objects trying to occupy the same space. The solution was internally the ARK and the asteroid battled for dominance and whole sections of one, or the other, just disappeared inside the other. Some parts exploded, something to do with molecular densities, others just merged. Where one was less solid than the other, it just absorbed it. Humans are soft, where they met hard objects the results weren’t pretty. My XO, Johann Schroeder...” Mike Patterson held back a choking sensation before clearing his throat to continue.

“My XO was merged with the bulkhead of a provisions store from Alpha Station. He existed on one side and the other – in between was wall. Most of the bridge and crew had been absorbed into the asteroid which was denser than we were. I lost twenty six personnel. The rep-loop tunnel was solid rock when your men freed me and we were able to check, there were ten people in there. A further ten were in a single group that were making their way to the shuttle bay. The bay doesn’t exist any more. Except for the three of us you rescued, the remaining bridge crew were unrecoverable, or missing.” Mike finished and remained silent, inwardly reliving the nightmare he had come across, of Belling, his head protruding from a wall at a height of approximately four feet from the deck. Caught in the act of falling forward, he had been absorbed into the asteroid’s mass. The face held no expression, not even surprise.

“Questions?” Captain Furth asked, wanting to push the meeting ahead and giving Mike Patterson time to recover himself.

One of the scientists commented. “Captain, I’m surprised. Not at what you describe, but the manner of the merging of the two bodies. Their masses are such that I would have expected total destruction of both objects when merging into the same space. A small object would be absorbed, probably without being noticed, but an ARK roughly two miles across and a mile deep isn’t small. There would be greater competition for the space, yet the asteroid is intact, and so by the sounds of it, is the ARK.”

He sat back awaiting confirmation from his colleagues, or discussion.

Fellowes put up his hand. “I believe I know how we might account for the results we’re seeing.” He turned to his colleague next to him, then to the others, ignoring for the moment the bridge crew while he tested his theory on his peers. 

“One of the aspects of QE is that time is said to exist within the present, the future and the past. There are some qualified theories, that should we manage to master Quantum Entanglement, that we might also, in doing so, unlock the possibility of travel anywhere instantly. Not only that, but do so not only in this time frame, but others as well. There is considerable support to suggest the possibility, although others would say it is speculation.”

Some of those others started to disagree, there were murmurings from some, but Fellowes put up his hand to them asking them to wait. He hadn’t finished.

“Arty’s logs in his data-burst indicate he used some form of crystal alloy that I have heard of, but never come across. Alacite is a rare alloy not found on Earth, but mentioned in scientific papers that frequented the science research community a few years back. Arty’s notes indicate that a tuned crystal placed at both points would create a quantum entanglement field that, with sufficient power could transport large masses a long distance. The information doesn’t go into great detail, but indications are that he used a QEF to transport all of the ARKs, the ships and lastly, and tragically, the station itself.”

Mike Patterson turned to Fellowes, then to Furth, “ARK4 - where is it?”

There was silence. Then one of the officers checked the sensor log, he fiddled for a few minutes as he found the position in the records and then replayed the sequence of events that absorbed ARK1. The sensors indicated both ARK1’s mass and that of Alpha Station - there was no trace of any other ARK which they all knew from the data-burst included two separate entities in transit from Earth. Only one arrived - which was impossible.

Fellowes was growling as he ground his teeth. He was frantically chewing something over and trying to pull it together in his head. The others, now getting used to the quick-thinking brainiac in their midst, gave him a moment, which seemed to be long enough.

He sighed. “I think I know what happened and it explains everything...”

The intercom went on a bleep emergency call interrupting him. It was Sarah Cowen for Fellowes.

Cowen was looking around her in panic, as if something was creeping up on her. Everyone could see the confusion in her face. It registered with all of them.

As she turned back to the camera she saw Fellowes and her face went white. “I don’t believe it! Colin - how the fuck did you know?” she screamed at Fellowes.

Fellowes quickly muted the intercom and spoke into it quickly. Sarah Cowen, cowed by whatever it was he had said to her, sat wild-eyed while Fellowes turned back to the others.

“Supposing there was an accident just as Arty, the station and ARK4 entered the QEF?” he offered.

“Supposing the accident caused a power flux in the field somehow? Causing a distortion?”

One of the others piped in. “It could change its final location in terms of distance, position – “

“..and TIME!” Fellowes finished - taking back his theory before the other could steal his thunder. He looked at them.

“I think there was a surge of power, or perhaps an additional drain on power that altered Arty’s calculations causing a distortion, not in position, but TIME.“ He turned excitedly to Furth and Mike as he spoke.

“It would account for the arrival of the Asteroid minus ARK4, it would also explain why the explosive effect of re-materialisation didn’t occur as it should. Because where time was concerned the asteroid already occupied that space before ARK1 arrived. The two timelines simply hadn’t yet merged.”

He looked into the screen which faced him still showing Sally Cowen, her mouth now open as the realisation of his explanation fully dawned on her. She had the final bit of the puzzle, but she needed to remain patient a minute longer.

He turned to Mike Patterson who had followed his every word so far, and was silently chewing over the information.

“When you were being recovered from the collapsed ARK, I asked Sarah to collect a piece of alloy from an AG sled that was stored at the back of the hangar. l knew the metal for those sleds couldn’t be older than four years, because they were made by Arty’s and Pod’s nanites and they didn’t exist before then.” He turned to the intercom and un-muted the call and increased the volume so everyone could hear.

“You tested the metal for its age, Sarah?”

She just nodded, not trusting her own voice.

“Sarah, what age does the metal read?” Fellowes asked cautiously.

“It... it reads.... one hundred and four years old.”

Alpha Station had gone back in time one hundred years.

Mike suddenly understood. It explained why there was nobody in the station, they had already left, or died in the intervening years. He doubted the latter, but it also made his thoughts jump to ARK4. If it wasn’t here, then it had gone somewhere else. So had the two hundred thousand people on the station. And, they had done so a century before ARK1 had taken up position in this system, but because of the delayed effect it didn’t materialise in the present until now. A paradox, and one that had cost him twenty six personnel and a very close friend.

***

Four hundred and fifty thousand miles away a sensor swept the skies. It did so periodically every fourteen hours, approximately half the planet’s day. Normally after its scan, which took three and a half hours, the response resulted in a single line of code displayed on a screen deep in the bedrock of the planet’s crust. It would then shut down its sweep and return to a passive state ready for the next recurrence of its twice daily routine. 

Except that today it ‘finally’ recorded something. Today it picked up a signal from deep in space that matched exactly the conditions that had been built into its event parameters one hundred years previously. Its program acknowledging a positive result, broke out of its loop and instead of shutting down, clicked onto a new event. One which instructed it to follow a new routine.

Two things then happened.

An alarm sounded above the screen where, for the last century it had recorded a non-event. Next, as commanded by its own looped instructions - it began transmitting.

Deep in his bedrock home, XeraC smiled at the alarm sounding across the other side of his underground fortress. His virtual features relaxed into those of a man who had waited one hundred years for his people to arrive. His time had finally come.

 

THE END
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