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Description

In the year 2020, Zirkos finds himself on Earth among the “indigenous bipeds who appeared to be harmless gatherers,” two billion years after his ship crashed and he entered extended hibernation. To fit in his surroundings and mesh with the inhabitants as well as build a new ship, Zirkos must utilize the patterning technology.

As a homeless man, Zeke has worked hard to claim an alley as his own territory. A restaurant backs onto the alley, with staff leaving him food. Zeke wants to find employment, but he’s on a government watch list. As if things aren’t bad enough, Zeke also has a metal skull, made from a meteorite, which has bonded to his brain.

When Zirkos discovers the material in Zeke’s head is Pheson Alacite, he faces a dilemma. Zirkos needs the material. On the other hand, Zeke will die if the material is removed without careful timing. With an intergalactic conflict to win and a need for human allies, Zirkos decides to team up with Zeke, rather than kill him. As the partnership leads to learning and growth for both Zirkos and Zeke, can they evade Zirkos’ pursuers and fulfil their self-imposed mission ?
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A cosmic disturbance occurred within the open vacuum existing between the watery planet and its cratered moon as an unseen ripple formed a distortion in local space. It spread outward, causing molecules floating in the vacuum to become agitated by whatever was causing the anomaly. The effect created a swirling cloud of cosmic dust visible to the naked eye for hundreds of miles.

From behind the planet’s moon, the incident was observed. The dark shape hiding in the shadow of the orbiting satellite, not wanting to be detected by the encroaching ripple, activated its cloak. The shadow disappeared as the advanced technology bent spacetime until it was undetectable from the anomaly’s wake.

The growing wormhole shimmered as a corona of gaseous substances appeared, pushed ahead of a small silver core that reflected the sun’s light. The object grew in size as more of its body exited the swirling maelstrom. The object took on substance as well as form and the hidden observer recognised the shape as a silver spaceship nosed its way into normal space.

As it completed its entrance, the misty bow wave created by its arrival was sucked in behind it as the small ship, now free of the distortion, increased velocity and distanced itself from the wormhole, which was already collapsing as the technology that had generated it passed through.

The ship had materialised close to an asteroid belt, but rather than alter course it switched its shields to deflect everything except the largest of rocks, which were easily avoided. Uninterrupted, it continued its flight between the nearby blue and white planet and its large, but distant moon. The ship’s AI, ironically named ‘Ship’ registered the proximity of planets and other real estate, noting as it did so, that the nearest held the possibility of life, but with little evidence to indicate it was of interest (there being no technology), continued its mapping of the solar system.

The T-Ship, so named because of its shape, which had engines braced at the rear spaced apart on two small wings, had begun its planned realignment for another leap into hyperspace when unexpectedly something occurred to delay its jump.

Proximity alarms on the ship’s shield relayed to the single occupant evidence of a cloaked object locked onto the mass of the small ship.

“Ship, identify threat.” The humanoid, quietly contemplating a study of the new system, lifted his head to await the AI’s analysis of the alarm. His taut silver skin lay flush with the neck of his dark grey one-piece overall. His eyes, silvery with specks of flint blue and green within the irises made for a striking countenance, not attractive, but not threatening either, narrowed as the micro-seconds ticked by.

“Zirkos, we’re under attack from a Nubl Class four missile. It’s preparing to drill through our shield,” Ship replied a moment later.

The small antimatter torpedo was set to match velocities with the T-ship until it made contact with the outer shield. Then an onboard computer would decelerate the small but powerful motor enabling it to push its way slowly through the shield’s defence.

As a result, there were mere seconds before it made contact with the hull and detonated. There would be nothing left within a range of two hundred miles.

Zirkos noted absently that only proximity to the asteroids had prompted the activation of the shield at all giving them those essential seconds to react. Unfortunately, very little could be done now, except escape. 

Suspecting Nubl assassins were nearby, the AI automatically scanned local space but was unable to detect anything other than the immediate threat.

“Instructions ?” asked Ship.

“Abandon ship, activate the transfer immediately and eject on completion,” Zirkos ordered calmly. They had planned for this and the new Dematz technology they had patterned in a recent system was perfect for this event. Even so, it was the first time it had been used officially and Zirkos was inwardly nervous. There were no second chances here.

A fan-burst of light came into view above his head and travelled at high speed down the length of his body, scanning as it went.

When completed, Ship instantaneously uploaded the latest copy of Zirkos to the escape pod while simultaneously backing his own core and T-ship patterns into the tiny pod’s storage banks. With no more time to spare, the pod was synced to the main ship sensors. At the precise moment of the ship’s detonation, the pod cloaked itself and ejected at high velocity on an evasion trajectory that had been burned into its updated navigation array microseconds before.

The physical version of Zirkos and the AI, Ship, had only a millisecond to confirm successful ejection before they themselves were de-materialised, along with the T-ship, in a small, powerful antimatter explosion that left nothing but small chunks of debris behind.

So small that it could easily be mistaken for a piece of wreckage, its ejection from the T-ship was timed to coincide with the explosion, so that it would hide in the expanding debris field and follow a computed trajectory. By the time the enemy seekers arrived in the debris field, the pod would hopefully have vanished.

The escaping pod’s passive onboard sensors had already detected the Nubl fliers as they winked in and out of local hyperspace, coming closer to the expanding debris from the T-ship, sending out armed automated seekers to hunt for the anticipated escape pod. Unfortunately, they were looking for something large enough to contain a living humanoid form, so would miss the significance of the tiny pod that even now, was disappearing into the dark of space.

Each seeker, carried small antimatter mines which only needed to be in local proximity of the quarry to detonate ; they would not assume that the debris field was all that was left. Every captured piece would be examined for useful data and not wanting any trace left of their kill, the Nubl would be very thorough. They did not know if there had been an escape pod launched, but worked on the assumption it had, and were exacting in their search, as was their way.

The pod itself was specially designed and deliberately constructed with no room to sustain a lifeform. Its sole purpose was to evade detection at all costs and preserve the extensive library of patterns acquired from all over the known universe, including that of Zirkos, its maker.

Now several thousand miles away from the site of the explosion, the pod’s AI allowed itself to be put on standby as observer while Zirkos took over. Free of his physical body and capable of instantly converting thought to action, Zirkos continued to plot the trajectories that might allow him to complete his escape to the planet below.

Using the impressive speed of the onboard computer he had, within scant seconds of ejection from the T-ship, selected a new set of physical coordinates on the distant planet. He activated the ‘Dematz field’, a surprisingly versatile technology for de-materialisation patterned from another civilisation and incorporated for his own use. It was the same technology that had allowed for the uploading of his total consciousness minus his physical being. The physical pattern was memorised for later reconstruction.

Using the field as a means of thrust was a hazardous manoeuvre because it could only work while the ship was uncloaked, which was necessary only for the briefest of seconds it took to initiate. Once the field was engaged, Zirkos could secure his escape without likelihood of pursuit. The danger was in those first few seconds.

While they relocated and materialised closer to the planet’s atmosphere, Zirkos had a few moments to think. The discovery of Nubl in this system was bad news. It had been many long years since he had needed to evade them, and the T-ship’s battle defence array had become outdated. No contact with his brethren had occurred in the last eight thousand or so periods, giving no opportunity for a group melding, which would have shared knowledge amongst them all. It would have allowed for the knowledge of the Nubl’s latest weaponry to be assimilated and his defence systems would have been upgraded to meet the threat.

All that he could do now was evade capture and hope the Nubl had not anticipated the plotted destination. Zirkos intended to land on the planet and hide, reconstituting himself and the ship, using the saved patterns, from any source of exotic materials to hand.

A few minutes later, the pod re-materialised above the destination planet ready to insert itself into the planet’s atmosphere. Zirkos engaged the cloaking device and prepared the pod for entry.

Unfortunately, in the few seconds required before its cloak re-engaged, he came to the attention of a seeker that had already been parked in stationary orbit around the planet. At the very limit of its effective kill range, the seeker detonated its anti-matter mine destroying itself in the process.

Zirkos was surprised the seeker’s owners had anticipated the T-ship’s possible  strategies. Worse still, he thought, they might already be established on the planet below. The seekers had been primed to take out anything that came within range, their sensitive robotic sensors keyed to react to anything unusual. It had detonated automatically in the milliseconds it took the pod to materialise.

With no time to expand the shield beyond the hull, the impact of the missile took out the subsidiary power arrays, leaving no means of initiating the Dematz again. Neither would the pod’s cloak engage. There was no time for anything other than evasive action.

The pod’s AI, with sophisticated landing algorithms built into its survival scenarios, took over, calculating in microseconds all possible options for achieving a safe landing on the planet below.

There was only one that had more than a 60% chance of success. The AI completed the relay and the pod’s tiny powerful motors forced it into a new trajectory and it  headed for the planet below at an alarming speed.

The AI had correctly computed a greater success in aiming for a point on the nearest landmass which, as the planet contained a rich atmosphere, would mean a fast-burn entry. The risk was extremely high if the entry was not fully controlled. There was also more chance of evading pursuit amongst the mixed liquid and land terrain with its large continent covered in heavy vegetation.

It had no time to complete a survey other than to note there were no detrimental elements within the atmosphere to damage the hull.

With only a few seconds before the pod hit the atmosphere and relative safety from attack, timing was crucial. Nubl missiles, if fired, would be useless in anything but zero gravity ; they were weapons designed for space.

Another seeker detonated near pod’s location. The resulting antimatter explosion caused it to rock from the pressure wave but it wasn’t close enough to cause any damage. Sensors also tracked a small clutch of incoming missiles from way off, but closing fast. There was clearly a Nubl ship nearby.

Out of time and risking everything, the pod’s AI increased the trajectory, causing it to heat up dangerously, also affecting the missiles trying to follow it down. The missiles were not designed to cope with planetary re-entry, and reacted to the intense heat build-up. They began to detonate.

The first of the batch blew, causing a chain reaction that created a massive anti-matter blast, throwing the pod right out of its already dangerous trajectory and sending it tumbling helplessly out of control towards the planet.

Now in danger of burning up, the pod switched its shields to maximum in an effort to reduce damage. It spiralled uncontrollably towards the land mass, managing to recover partial control of its angle of descent, enough to miss the worst of the high mountainous regions, before finally crashing into the ground, causing its shield to overload and partially fail.

The angle of impact forced the small pod to bounce through undergrowth, forging a shallow furrow that could be seen for miles, before coming to halt on a soft surface. The pod had come to rest at what the AI first thought was the edge of a deep mass of vegetation, but not long after it stopped rocking from its narrow escape, it began to sink into what was obviously a swamp. With thrusters temporarily unavailable, the pod AI and Zirkos could only monitor their predicament as the tiny vessel submerged under the murky waters.

Above them, the solid-looking but waterlogged surface was already knitting back together, leaving no outward clue to any recent disturbance. The pod, meanwhile, unable to activate any of its servos, continued to descend through the quicksand into the depths. Fortuitously, the mud and water above also dampened the pod’s tell-tale signature beyond Nubl sensor range. so, when a Nubl seeker flew across the area some minutes later, following the pod’s trajectory, it detected no tell-tale wreckage, or signature, other than the massive furrow that had been gouged out of the land as it landed. 

It incorrectly surmised the pod had somehow bounced then resumed its flight to another location on the planet. The seeker completed its search circuit, reporting a negative response to its central control and was designated a new search sector well away from the current location. The narrow furrow began to fill with surface water and in hours would be gone, with nothing to show it was ever disturbed.

The pod’s AI, now able to address its immediate concerns surveyed the damage, correctly assessing that the power requirement to make the repairs would leave insufficient reserves to lift it from the swamp. It nonetheless made its decision.

It reduced the remaining shield to minimum to conserve power and began to carry out essential nano-repair work on its thrusters and anti-gravity servos. It still had damaged power cells to repair, and no link to the stored patterns, including the occupant maker’s access links, which were also forced off-line in the crash landing. These were considered by the AI to be of secondary importance and it ignored them leaving them stored until recovery was the best option for them.

Once repairs were completed, the AI calculated it had sufficient power to make a single attempt to boost itself from the deep mire. It attempted to drag itself out of the clogging mud, which proved more viscous than it had anticipated. As a result, it only succeeded in negotiating itself to a shallow shelf near the surface before the power threatened to give out completely. Unfortunately, it was still too far below the surface to send up a remote beacon or power collector.

Checking through its databanks it calculated that there was no sentient life on this planet, at least nothing on land. The AI had detected the beginnings of simple life forms in the liquid part of the planet, though these were of no use to the pod. There was no technology to communicate with, or seek assistance from. It was unable to communicate with its makers, and unable to source energy this deep underground. It had no means of furthering its objectives at this time. Its computations left it with a startling choice of actions.

The pod was stranded. It calculated a 0.005% chance of recovery. Having no emotional involvement in the outcome, it logically accepted the facts as presented and shut down all but essential processes. 

It left a trickle feed to the outer shield, to protect from the worst of unknown environmental erosion, and set an auto-sensor link to its Awake Sequence. Should the situation change, the system would send alerts to the AI’s core. 

Its final act was to shut itself off to await a change in  circumstances.

Now inert and lifeless except for the occasional electronic beat that pulsated across its shell, the pod would remain that way for millennia.
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It had been raining heavily over the last week, saturating the English countryside and swelling local rivers to overflowing. The curtains of water lashing down day after day were just part of the annual ritual of the English weather.

The overflowing fields and plains always preceded summer’s abundance of wild greens which formed a natural preserve, considered by the countrified gentry to be an area of outstanding natural beauty, which was just their subtle way of keeping the property developers at bay.

This year was looking to be the worst on record. Water had risen fully a foot above the previous highest level recorded. The date on the old Norman church wall built at the edge of the sea town’s floodplain was etched with the year 1815. The punt, attached by a rope tether, to the old iron ring next to the date had long since fallen into disuse. It now languished submerged and rotten, still hanging untended from the ring ; a telling testimony to the change in the way rural folk managed this naturally occurring phenomenon.

Sown fields desperately clinging onto their tender shoots of wheat, corn, rapeseed or whatever else the farmers had planted this spring, were now completely waterlogged, in real danger of drowning or being swept away in the swelling waters of the incessant rainfall.

Rural roads running through hills and valleys, dipped below the waters at every turn, leaving unprepared drivers stranded or sitting on top of their shiny motors as the water pressed hungrily around them as they awaited rescue by the local tractors.

The farmers, charging a nice little earner for recovery, felt that it was fair recompense for ruined crops, and so maintained a nonchalant air of country-styled patience while pocketing their good fortune where they could.

Unseen, and therefore of no concern to the locals except perhaps a few of those living on eroding cliffs, the growing quantity of underground water increased to unusually high levels with nowhere for it to go.

The saturated clay buried deep in the ground served as an impenetrable barrier, forcing the mass of water now accumulating in the underground lakes to purge itself further along the border between clay and local soil.

The increasing pressure forced the water to forge new paths of lesser resistance, pursuing all possible exits. 

It finally uncovered a source of release where a newly exposed weakness allowed it to seep in dribbles down a nearby cliff side.

At first it just trickled, making little progress, just pushing out small lumps of soil here and there. Eventually, the relentless back pressure pushed through and forged a path for itself as it gushed harder, until a widened hole grew where it could run freely down the side of the cliff in a wide stream to the pebbled ground below.

Over the next few hours, the water pressure continually increased its escape velocity, pushing out through new weak spots in the cliff-face, until with just a few tremors and hardly a sound over that of the storm, a whole section of cliff wall burst falling away in one massive chunk. 

It hit the beach below, leaving the pounding seas to begin the process of cleaning the loose dirt and soil away in the persistent rush of waves. The spring tide was raging in the storm. It broke continually onto the new fall, adding to the breaking momentum from the released water, washing away mud and silt in huge quantities, sucking it back through the undertow to leave only a small amount of flint, stones and muddy rubble exposed to the air.

By the morning of the fourth day, the storm had blown itself out. The clouds cleared and the tide retreated from the pebble beach, leaving the diminished mound exposed to its first sunrise in millennia. As the sun climbed into the sky, the heat of the day steamed away surface water, and mud began to crack where the clay dried out too quickly.

The approach of midday brought the sun to its Spring zenith, and in the cracks that had dried and expanded throughout the morning, a glint of reflection was just hinted at. Within a few minutes, the sun moved on and the reflection disappeared.

Over the next few days, the sun continued to beat down on the sodden shores. The cracks in the mud continued to widen. As they did, that which was buried slowly became more exposed, and that which had glinted began to reflect for longer periods.

Finally, still protected within its crevice, the glint developed a timorous glow, as deep within the mound, the drying grains of soil began to vibrate as though the echo of distant trains were causing tremors.

Over the next week the weather alternated between wet and dry, breaking down the edges of the crevices. The gleaming object slowly began to emerge from the mud. Where it once reflected light, it now absorbed it, seeming to reflect the colours of the mud and silt around it.

Difficult to see and back in towards the cliff in what was still very dangerous territory, the object remained hidden from the fossil hunters and beachcombers. It continued undisturbed while continuing to slowly excavate itself from the surrounding soil.

By the sixth day it was resting completely in view. Now, if one could see it without its strange refractive camouflage, one would be reminded of a tear-drop, only this one was close on a meter in length and half that in height and width. Its surface was totally without blemish. In fact, considering it had been buried for millions of years, it looked absolutely immaculate. 

It was also awake.
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The moment the planet’s sun touched the surface of the pod’s outer skin, its receptors clicked on, drawing in the few glimmers of energy directed through the crack in the hardening mud. It was nowhere near enough to bring the pod’s processes on-line ; its automated collectors activated by the alarm remained in a waiting state sensing the proximity of heat and atmosphere.

It waited, running algorithms acknowledging its programmed options matrix had changed. The next time the sun’s energy hit the solar collectors on its shell, it was ready to absorb every millisecond of power. With that power came the realisation that its long period of dormancy was coming to an end. Carefully balancing the small amount of power it was accumulating, the pod used its anti-grav jets to vibrate, loosening the hold of the surrounding earth.

Vulnerable in its present state, the pod enabled its cloaking at the lightest level, attempting to conserve as much of its power as possible until ready to free itself completely.

By the fifth cycle of solar charge it was able to operate internally, bringing essential systems into standby mode. By the sixth cycle it was on-line and receiving sufficient power from the planet’s sun to charge its repaired power cells to their minimum level.

The pod’s support routines turned on its central processors and awoke its maker.

As Zirkos regained consciousness, he absorbed the information that the pod’s systems had been collecting for the last six periods. He noted the log showing the use of the last of its dwindling energy as the pod submerged in quicksand with no means of recharging its power cells. It had correctly diagnosed its options, completed what repairs it could, then gone into hibernation.

The automated distress signal the pod emitted had been swallowed up by the surrounding ground. It would have been highly unlikely for any rescue drone to have discovered them. There were no registered signals coming in on the security bands, so evidently no other Apostles, or T-ships were within range of this solar system. He also knew he was well off the beaten track here.

Using external sensor arrays to ascertain his position in relation to immediate threats, Zirkos decided it to be far from ideal. He needed to put distance between him and potential discovery.

Deepening the intensity of the pod’s cloak and activating shield level to ‘hull only’ he quietly and totally unobserved, manoeuvred the craft to the top of the cliff dropping it into shadow as he did so. Checking that it still had enough power to handle any emergency, Zirkos came to a decision and set course to a position 200 clicks above the surface, and initiated the ‘Dematz thrust’. For the few seconds it was uncloaked, it remained unnoticed by the local inhabitants.

A few moments later the pod emerged above the planet’s north pole. Zirkos increased the shield depth to four times the size of the pod. The power reserve was low again, meaning it would need to remain here until fully recharged. Replacement of the remaining damaged power cells was also a priority.

In ‘pattern mode’ Zirkos was effectively a sophisticated artificial intelligence. For the time being he had to remain so, until he had sufficient grasp of the availability of materials required to initiate a T-ship rebuild. He had no doubt he could find the required materials within the system, but currently there was insufficient urgency to proceed beyond complete recovery of the pod’s systems.

Instead, he deepened his investigation of his surroundings. Discovering the planet below had now developed to the stage of early space travel, the disembodied consciousness monitored their basic communication channels, becoming aware as he did so of the rudimentary structure of their language, sciences, social structure, government and technology. They were humanoid like him, when he’d had a body and that made him wonder at their evolution. He made a note to investigate this phenomenon more closely.

The pod linked into data streams using the satellites the humans had set-up which was extremely slow and cumbersome, but easy to bypass security and scan imprint everything they needed. By the time he had finished recharging the working power cells, he had a complete list of objectives to carry out on the planet below.

The transport systems used by the humans on the planet were extremely crude. Whilst they would eventually evolve into space worthy vehicles, extending beyond their existing solar system would be an impossibility without some major leaps in their existing technology. Yet, they were on the cusp and just needed a few nudges in the right direction. Zirkos was not currently considering providing those nudges. However, the future might force him to revisit that decision so he shelved any long-term commitment.

The pod was certainly in no danger of discovery. The level of technology on the planet was clearly inferior and Zirkos decided that the best option to move forward was to establish themselves at a remote location on the planet and organise a new shipbuilding programme from there.

Zirkos was certain that the patterning technology could emulate a human physiology as, although their brains were large, they only used a small portion of it. Zirkos could probably map most of his own memory into their cranium capacity. What wouldn’t fit in could be inserted using some bio-arrays in the chest cavity to handle the extra processing required. A permanent neural link to the onboard systems in the pod would give him sufficient ability to manage in the human form until the T-ship was rebuilt.

Now, all he needed was a pattern, and for that he was going to have to go down there and obtain the materials on-planet.
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The shadowy figure huddled in the cold night, leaning against the wall at the back of the diner. It was dark. The street lights, a fair distance away, meant he could keep an eye on the complete length of the alley from where he waited. In this part of town, it paid to be careful.

Zeke had fought for weeks to take over this one cul-de-sac. It was now his exclusive territory and nobody had tried to muscle in for a month. The last one who had tried was still in hospital.

It wasn’t that he was a violent person. He had simply been given no choice when the other man had come at him with a knife in each hand and a frenzied look on his face. Zeke knew he had to finish it as an example to others, or there would be more fights and more pain. As it was, he barely overcame the madman.

The sound of the back door opening brought his mental focus back as light flooded into the alley, cutting off his ability to view beyond. No matter, it was his territory ; only a fool would cross him here and try to muscle in.

The framed light of the doorway reflected around a big shadow, accompanied by the sounds of chopping and scouring from the kitchen behind. The man stepped out with a garbage bag in one hand, a paper bag in the other. Tossing the garbage into the dumpster, he left the paper bag on the corner. After looking left and right, he turned and walked back into the kitchen, slamming the door shut behind him.

Zeke waited a few seconds then stood, walked to the dumpster, and took hold of the folded top of the bag, assessing its contents by weight and bulk. It was heavy tonight, the heat from the outside told him it contained coffee as well as a decent meal. Sweet ! he thought. Hopefully a cancelled order as well as leftovers.

He left the alley, keeping close to the shadows, walking the short distance back to the park.

Watching carefully for unwanted attention, he slipped through a railing and behind some overgrown trees. He quietly negotiated dense bushes, running alongside a building adjoining the green zone, until he came to an old rough-painted metal door near the back.

Slipping inside like a shadow, the well-oiled hinges giving nothing away, he stood inside for a second sensing all was quiet. Then hooking the catch to secure the door he made his way to the small room that he called home.

The room was locked. He palmed the key sliding it into the lock swinging the door wide open. Remaining cautious and outside the direct opening, he peered inside, noting all was normal before he entered and closed the door behind him, flipping the latch.

Crossing the room to his makeshift table, he sat down in the dim light provided by the black metallic desk lamp that he had wired into the security light, and opened his food bag. He had not eaten all day, and keeping his strength up was starting to become an ordeal.

There were worse things in life than being a street nobody ; he wasn’t on drugs, or drink. He was just one of the many thousands unable to cope with a structured and orderly life. He could handle such a life, but was on a watch list, so had to keep below the government radar.

Inside the paper bag were the major remains of a triple burger, fries and large coffee which now sat in front of him.

He piled in, demolishing the fast food meal in a few minutes. Then, sitting back, he savoured the coffee. He now felt faintly nauseous from the rushed intake of calories, but he would survive for another day.

With food taken care of, Zeke turned his mind to his other recurring problems.

He needed a job. The trouble with that was, to get a job, he needed an address. Which then raised the age-old ‘Catch 22’ situation. To get an address, he needed a job. Zeke also needed a new ID. He could get the ID and fake the rest IF he could get hold of a computer and some other gear to protect himself while he hacked into the government’s computers.

Zeke wasn’t a thief, nor was he a degenerate, but he did have a problem with society, and it with him. He had been badly injured in the Gulf and now had a lovely piece of shiny metal over a third of his skull. Nothing would grow over it and, for some reason, no amount of cosmetic make-up or plastic would stick to it.

The damned thing had been forged of some exotic metal in a backstreet surgery and fitted as a temporary replacement for his skull, smashed in from a sudden impact with a wall as the chemical weapons factory blew up. The local hospital had a blacksmith make it up until he got back to the US.

By the time he was returned to the US as an exchange of prisoners, the metal cap had settled in and bonded with his grey matter. Worse still, they discovered it had been smelted from metals recovered from a meteorite and was even now leeching rare unknown poisons into his bloodstream.

The end result was a faint silvery glint to his skin, particularly around the face and neck where the concentration was highest. The overall physical effect made him unpleasant to look at and scary for young kids. So he kept away from people. It was easier and kinder than spooking them.

He was supposed to be regularly checked by a team of scientists, but they were more interested in the effects of the metals on his body than they were of curing or helping him. After months and months of their tests which became more and more invasive, Zeke had decided enough was enough. He decided to escape their clutches as he wasn’t interested in their scientific discoveries and they weren’t interested in him.

So what if the damned stuff was making his skin tougher.

So what if his metabolism was changing. 

He was damned if he was going to be their guinea pig if they didn’t have the common decency to take care of him as a human being.

Now, though, it was tough going and he needed to get himself a step up. His thinking was centred on a possible raid of a pawn shop nearby that had recently received most of the equipment he needed. He could do it, it just went against all his principles.

This weekend, he decided. He would do it in the early hours of Sunday when he knew he would have the best opportunity of remaining undiscovered until Monday. It would be a ‘piece of cake’ : his military years had taught him all he needed to know to get in and out.

***

Zirkos had finished the geological scans of the planet below. They needed certain elements to reconstitute the T-Ship and, whilst all the materials were available, some of the quantities were scarce and spread around the planet.

Others were deep below the liquids the inhabitants referred to as water. He wasn’t too sure of what it was actually called as they also referred to it as sea, ocean, river, lake and stream, and that was just in one language.

Different languages amongst the indigent species of a planet were usual, except these were all of the same species. It was interesting, but of no logical or scientific value. Zirkos selected the most universal language and had the translators teach him that one. The others would filter into his consciousness, as and when time permitted.

While doing all this, Zirkos researched many of the patterns he had in the archive the last time he had melded with the brethren. There was much advanced technology within, and he gleaned as much as he could that was available within the time span he had allotted. Zirkos missed his corporeal body and wanted a ship to house it in - soon.

He set the pod AI collating the results of the scans into a suitable order of collection. Most of it was material readily available and could be extracted from remote locations. Zirkos noted that some important heavy elements were apparently restricted to specific areas, mostly in the northern hemisphere.

These were also where the military species that experimented with them were concentrated. He had no concerns over discovery ; the pod’s cloaking device would cover that. However, Zirkos had no desire to create awareness amongst them. He had already decided he would remove materials only where there would be no risk of discovery.

Zirkos updated the AI’s collation criteria and moved onto other research. He intended to study the genetic make-up of these humans in preparation to recording their pattern. They were unusually varied and would take considerable processing to completely map them for saving.

***

The pod AI worked tirelessly and efficiently. There were twenty two source groups and it was while it was in the process of selecting the last group of rarest elements essential to reconstitute the T-Ship that it discovered the anomaly. It searched its database, but found no correlation to what it was measuring to any previous pattern in existence. The pod AI was stymied.

Without the necessary coded permissions to upgrade its processing, the AI could only perform assigned tasks and not develop its own independent processes. Its coded instructions as an escape pod had been uploaded prior to its ejection from the ship. These included sufficient codes to allow it freedom of thought and action in escape, evasion and survival. Once this situation had cleared, it automatically replaced the codes and resumed a passive role.

It therefore recorded the anomalous reading as something previously un-patterned. It then mapped its location, completely including all peripheral items that it considered relevant. Then, the results being outside its designated criteria of analysis and response, the AI flagged it for immediate attention of its maker, Zirkos.

It then promptly forgot about it and continued to collate and organise the retrieval programme, including selecting a remote location where the pod would be able to construct the T-Ship. It needed to be away from satellites and the ever watchful eyes of these humans.

All of this was within its current level of permitted abilities, so it carried out its duties within the defined limits prescribed by the Maker.
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Zeke slipped in through the square galvanized steel air ducts, squeezing himself into the upper section where it exited out above the false ceiling hiding the concrete lintels that formed the upper floor.

Spreading his weight carefully where the ceiling tiles had the most metal wire supports, he worked the top half of his body slowly to the desired tile. His rubber soled boots and strong legs gripped the sides allowing him to hold most of his weight off the ceiling.

Now straddled across multiple points, his thin-gloved fingers felt for the edge of a tile and pulled it up. Using the bent piece of wire he had brought for the purpose, he hooked it slowly upwards until he could see the PIR sensor set into the wall about a foot below.

It was a cheap Chinese model which he knew wouldn’t take much to set off. They were easily beaten, as they were designed to catch movement. He knew that if he moved slowly enough he could fool it. He placed the tile away from him, ready to replace it when he left. He intended to leave the chance of discovery to an absolute minimum. After all he might want to return the items one day.

Selecting the strip of black insulating tape that he had attached to his arm earlier, he slowly began to slide it across the front of the infra-red beam. It required a very steady hand, which he accomplished by levering both elbows against wall and frame. It took several minutes to cover the sensor as the rate of movement had to be below the motion parameters of the chip inside.

He stuck down the tape’s edges carefully, then, dipping his head below the ceiling, scanned the area visually. It was a strange sensation seeing the room upside down. He looked for anything that had been moved, or he had missed.

He noted the red digital readout on the wall which from this way up looked weird. He made out the time, ten past one. The blood pressure rushing into his skull made his head pound more than usual. He pulled himself carefully back up before he puked.

His previous visits had allowed him to map all visible security. This wasn’t a high risk neighbourhood, despite the proximity of vagrants and bums, so it was not necessary for excessive security to be employed here. It was mainly used as a deterrent. This time, however, it was totally inadequate but then he was a professional, although admittedly years out of practice.

When he was satisfied he had everything covered, Zeke dropped down a knotted nylon rope which he had attached across two of the struts of the duct, spreading the burden. It would be sufficient to hold his weight on the return journey as well as lift the equipment he was going to purloin.

Using a chrome metal clothing pole someone had kindly left up in the ceiling rafters to spread his weight, Zeke hung from the ceiling by his hands, arching his body out of the duct like a trained gymnast, extending it slowly downwards towards the floor, dropping the remaining few feet.

With his head now throbbing excessively from the increased exertion, he rested. The aching fury inside his head had been steadily worsening the last few months. He knew it was the metal plate poisoning his body.

He remained on the floor, legs splayed, back and arms in a running start position, while he regained control of the intense pain that caused his vision to blur.

He didn’t agree with the Mickey Mouse scientists who said his body was adapting to the metal’s presence. He knew the damned thing was killing him in slow, but definite stages. He accepted the fact, even liked the euphoric buzz it sometimes gave him as it reached new levels of toxicity.

Now, he needed it to calm down before he could continue. So he waited patiently for the pain to ebb to manageable levels.

The room was in darkness, but caught the ambient lighting from the street lights as well as from a security light on the front window display. He could see sufficiently for his purpose and, looking across the room, espied his first objective.

He was about to move when something he saw caused him to freeze again, maintaining his start pose.

A long thin beam of light appeared just a few feet in front of him.

It formed a curtain of glare that he couldn’t see through as it moved steadily towards him. Weird, or what ?

What was this, an unexpected security feature ?

He looked up, but discovered nothing that could create this illuminated curtain.

Zeke went to move aside, as he did so it changed direction to intercept him.

The colour of the beam changed from white to red and then to a polar ice blue as if it had detected his proximity.

His hands on the floor in front were caught first. The light appeared so intense at the point of contact with his gloves that it seemed to illuminate the finger joints inside as it progressed past his knuckles, up his hands, continuing on towards his body.

Still frozen, not daring to move, a strange tingling sensation, similar to pins and needles except much more intense, spread wherever the beam touched him. It wasn’t painful, although it set his teeth on edge, making them vibrate as it approached his face. He realised there must be sonic aspects to the beam. He didn’t fancy losing his fillings.

Concerned now that this might actually harm him, or cause him extreme pain, Zeke tried to move out of its path, but found that he was now frozen in place. Either that, or he was no longer in command of his muscles and limbs. Either way, he was in trouble.

His head was now an inch from the beam, which was working across him at a steady, predetermined pace.

He tried to blink ; he couldn’t even do that.

The light reached his face, blinding him as it continued its journey across him. His eyes tingled, making him want to rub them with his knuckles, which were also still itching from contact with the light beam.

When the beam made contact with his skull, alarm bells jangled inside his head. The beam was reacting in a spectacular fashion with his metal plate.

The intense tingling now surged into a flaring agony. His vision went black before exploding with multi-coloured sparkles, as if all his synapses were firing at once. Just before it reached a point of actually making him scream out loud, he blacked out.

***

Zirkos was concerned. The scan of the being showed that it had indeed a large amount of Pheson Alacite in its body.

The largest amount was concentrated within the being’s head which had somehow bonded to its brain matter so extraction without killing the human being would prove difficult, if not impossible. Nonetheless, he needed that compound to create the processors for the ship’s AI, which left him with a moral dilemma. To kill a living sentient being to create an Artificial Intelligence was unacceptable.

It was not as if he had to do something immediately anyway, the process of pollution of the Alacite into the human’s bloodstream was slowly killing it. While it was also manifesting itself at a cellular level, changing the genetic make-up of the being, it would result in a race against time to complete the transformation before the process killed its host.

Interesting ! Zirkos had not come across this form of reaction before. The cells were forming into something entirely different to the hosts DNA. It remained to be seen what it would be.

He contemplated isolating the human so there would be an opportunity to monitor the progress, but decided that was not acceptable. Instead Zirkos set the AI the task of creating a means with which to firstly, extrapolate the genetic changes and time-scale them with the rate of decline of the being’s health ; and secondly, establish a means of removing the Alacite without harming him.

Having checked the range of the remit was kept short of invasion of the being’s body, or other physical disturbance, Zirkos moved onto other items on his list of objectives.

***

The AI, given additional objectives to attain, noted that the work related to the item it had uncovered previously. It immediately restored its data on the object from its memory store and set about completing its new objectives.

It received additional instructions to prepare the area designated to manufacture the ship and immediately D-jumped to several hundred feet above an uninhabited island it had previously selected in the middle of a sea in the southern hemisphere of the planet.

From there it proceeded to map the region precisely, including seismic style surveys that gave it pinpoint accuracy of a series of caverns underground. They had probably been created by volcanic activity a considerable time ago in the planet’s history.

There were no entrances to the surface, but there were adequate supplies of air, water and elements to build the ship and provide a habitat for the Maker when he was re-constituted from his last held pattern.

The pod AI, satisfied that all above-ground surveying was completed, D-jumped into the largest of the caverns and, in the absence of any light, used its sensors to map the internal layout, ready to begin construction of the ship.

It de-materialised a massive section of rock, re-materialising it across the other end of the cavern nearly a quarter of a mile away. The crash of the massive slab as it settled into its new home brought rock and stalactites down from the roof. The AI was unconcerned, the cavern was structurally sound.

Now left with a smooth level shelf that extended for several thousand metres across, the AI proceeded to de-materialise a newly exposed strong vein of metal at one end of the shelf. In the process of re-materialising the metal, it was purified to an accuracy of one hundred percent and left on the shelf in stackable ingots of uniform size.

The pod, now using its sensors, tackled the next ingredient it required from across the cavern, repeating the process to purify the material and re-materialise it on the shelf next to the first batch.

It continued until it had over forty piles of varying quantities, all exactly measured for the construction of a single new T-Ship. The pod de-materialised and reappeared above a large chemical factory in an industrialised zone in the northern hemisphere ; cloaked, it remained unseen by the inhabitants below. It knew exactly what it wanted.

***

Zirkos was watching the progress while continuing to learn the languages and habits of the beings called “humans”, and was suitably impressed with the AI’s intelligent use of the Dematz thrust. It also realised that without it, the job of building the ship would take considerably longer. The alternative, requiring the use of nanobots to extract the elements and transport them in small quantities by tractor beam to the chosen location for the build, was considerably less efficient.

Zirkos, temporarily downgraded to an AI, pondered the human with the Pheson Alacite in its head and bloodstream. It posed a serious problem as there were no other sources of the substance on the planet, or local space. The human though, had more than enough for several ship AIs. Perhaps there might be a way to overcome the problem.

He mentally constructed a string of software code and after checking it was satisfactory as a command query, passed the structured subset project back to the AI and left it alone to work out the dynamics. It would come back to Zirkos as a solution, or not.

In the meantime, Zirkos carried on internalising the knowledge being transmitted through electronic highways on everything to do with the planet and its inhabitants. They really were amazingly industrious, but a totally unfocused race of beings. What might they accomplish as a race if they worked together, he wondered.

He recognised that their major breakthroughs tended to result from adverse relationships with equal or superior competitors, which seemed to give them the temporary focus needed to innovate. Zirkos could see these developments were strategically important as platforms for advanced technology.

Again, he noted that subsequent lack of focus sent them off in directions that were non-productive, while other potential advances were ignored completely.

Their military especially, promoted ingenious and innovative concepts which dramatically sped the development of peripheral sciences. Impressive science in all fields, Zirkos thought, assessing the humans as progressive and technologically brilliant. The race was still too young, though, to make any radical progress in their immediate future.

They were an interesting species and reminded Zirkos of his own people, in that they had a long way to go, but much promise for an abundant and productive future. He decided to continue to monitor their progress, some of which might be of benefit in the future.

Thinking of them and his own people made Zirkos homesick for company ; it had been a considerable period of time since he had any contact with his own people.

The millennia lying dormant under the planet’s surface meant that no brethren would have detected them on a fly past. He resolved that, as soon as he was able, he would reconstitute his natural form, and with a new T-Ship, enter a wormhole to transmit current location and receive any news or signals from his long lost brothers.
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The sound of windscreen wipers scraping across an icy windshield faded as Zeke’s breathing became more controlled. Licking his dry, cracked lips, he attempted to swallow the pitiful amount of saliva his mouth could muster, in an attempt to ease his painfully parched throat.

Lying where he had passed out, Zeke slowly checked out his body. He flexed an arm, then a leg, until he established that he was in fact still alive, or more importantly to him, still in one piece.

What the fuck was that, he thought, as he remembered the light beam that had illuminated, then attacked him, leaving him in a temporary coma. And how temporary was temporary ?

Pulling his watch near his face, he screwed up his eyes until he could focus on the moving hands.

“Little hand on the three, big hand on the six. Ugh ! Uh, three-thirty.”

He couldn’t see yet if that was morning, or afternoon.

Pulling himself up, he dragged himself against the nearest counter, sitting there until his head stopped swimming. A quick glance up at the red digits on the wall told him what he needed to know.

“Oh good, it’s still morning,” he sighed and collapsed back against the counter in relief. He had been out for a couple of hours.

Zeke was no fool. He knew something very strange had just occurred, but being a professional he drew the correct conclusion ; whoever or whatever it was had not alerted the police, or the owner, and therefore wasn’t part of the shop’s security. He relaxed awhile, as his mind and body attempted to merge back into a single entity.

He would have to deal with the light beam issue later : he still had work to do.

He felt around for the small bottle of mineral water he kept in his pocket. Unscrewing the cap, he emptied the contents down his parched throat, slowly at first, to wet it. He hummed to test his throat out, it was tender and sore. Had he screamed ? He couldn’t remember.

He resumed his physical check of everything. He still had all of his bits and pieces, that he could tell, and as he sat there his senses slowly returned, leaving him feeling completely exhausted and drained from the episode.

Staggering to his feet, he pulled open the rucksack he had dropped into the room and proceeded to fill it with the list of contents he had earmarked.

After collecting everything he needed, he stopped by the till to check out the prepayment cards for internet access. He grabbed a handful and selected half a dozen prepaid month cards out of the pack, making sure to leave the top five cards intact. Then, selecting intermittent cards to avoid any obvious discovery, he pocketed them. Zeke was keeping a financial tally of everything he took. He would, at some stage, pay his debt here.

On an impulse, he went through to the small stock room at the back behind the main counter. He selected a smart phone that was at the end of the rack, dusty and unloved. Checking that it switched on and getting the NO SIM CARD message, he pocketed it.

Ensuring he had not forgotten anything, he tied the rucksack to the rope and sculled up into the duct. Then, holding onto the top brackets, he entered the duct feet first. He pulled up the rucksack, checking the ground below to make sure nothing had dropped or been left behind.

He replaced everything, having first removed the insulation tape from the PIR with the same attention to avoid setting it off. Then, with a feat of strength and agility worthy of an acrobat half his age, he reversed his direction by climbing out onto the duct, then back in again, to enable him to make his way out of the building.

***

Zirkos monitored Zeke’s recovery closely. The fact that the scan had harmed the human caused him some concern, but as it was transient pain and had been essential to establish important data from the human’s body readings he didn’t dwell on the issue.

He recorded considerable data about the human’s physiology while doing so, and even more about the transformation effect the pheson alacite was having on the human DNA, not all of which was debilitating. Some aspects were positively improving the genetic structure, physical speed, thinking, reaction times, and control.

All of these were being modified by the toxins, but not at a level of awareness where the human could actually utilise them consciously. This, Zirkos thought, would take time to settle and become a part of the human’s overall body reactions. He set the pod AI to continue monitoring the mutation, in case anything developed before they were ready to act.

Checking the AI’s progress, Zirkos found that, out of the four hundred and eighty nine components, the AI had managed to source, mine and refine over four hundred of them. Impressive performance, he thought, the AI was performing well above its programmed limits.

While Zirkos had been monitoring the internet and the human amongst other things that might require their intervention, the AI had been busy. Working at peak efficiency de-materialising materials around the globe, or using cloaked tractor beams, it had gathered all the raw materials into one place.

The shelf on the island was now loaded almost to overflowing.

***

Whilst transporting the raw materials to the island, the pod AI had repeatedly experimented with the Dematz thrust and found it to be incredibly versatile, providing very precise coordinates were known.

It had been working on developing micro materialisation as a sub routine of its human monitoring project, using it successfully twice now in placing and removing nanobots inside organic material, without side effects.

It compiled its notes and research, as well as test results, and flagged it as a priority for the attention of its maker. Then, resuming its sourcing and recovery activity, earmarked the next twenty four components for the ship build and D-jumped to the next location.

When it had fulfilled all of the requirements for the ship build, with the exception of the material in the human, the AI notified the maker of its intention to start building. 

Receiving immediate confirmation to proceed, it D-jumped to the cavern and re-materialised, hovering two hundred feet above the shelf.

Both sides of the shelf were covered with various sized stacks of freshly refined materials. There was an expanse of empty ground beneath it, where it had deliberately left sufficient space to hold the ship it was going to build.

One further modification was required. 

It de-materialised a hollowed-out section of the shelf to the exact curvature and depth of the new ship. It would allow the AI to keep the craft stable while it concentrated on the construction.

It now pulled up the pattern for the T-Ship incorporating its maker’s latest modifications to the Dematz thrust, excluding the AI build specification. It then proceeded to transmute large portions of materials into the alien alloys and metals which, by their specific molecular structure, provided all the strength and versatility incorporated into all previous ships.

A day later, in the planet’s terms, it had achieved stage one completion and a new stack of completely unknown metals and alloys had been created. 

The AI began using the new D-field, the term it had given to the use of the Dematz thrust when being used locally for construction, while its tractor fields grabbed the materials, moulding the metals into the shapes that would be required.

When finer work was needed, the AI created, then released millions of nanobots to weld the sections together at a molecular level.

At one point, it was holding forty two sections together using the tractor fields. All of its onboard processors were being utilised, giving Zirkos momentary pause for thought as the pod’s circuitry ran hot, running the risk of a total meltdown. The peak soon passed, and Zirkos stopped monitoring as the AI balanced the ongoing workload. It didn’t go unnoticed by Zirkos that the AI had again exceeded programmed expectations.

Progress continued to move at a phenomenal pace so that, within a further twenty four hours, the ship’s hull was standing in its cradle.

When finished, the ship would be a seamless composite, incorporating all of the internal requirements, excepting any further additions requested by the maker.

***

One hour after Zeke had exited the building having avoided all CCTV cameras and any possible witnesses, he was safely ensconced in his digs, the rewards of his endeavour laid about the floor around him.

Now, with time to consider the night’s strange and excruciatingly painful events, he pondered the amazing light curtain that had attacked him. He had no doubt he had been attacked by it, even if he didn’t know the how, or why.

Somehow, the beam had reacted with his plate. What it had just done to him, he had no inkling, except for the impressive hangover it left him with when he woke up. He nursed his head, his hand automatically feeling out the seam of the metal plate where it joined his skull. Not for the first time, he wished he could tear it off and have blessed relief from the infernal pain and aggravation it caused.

Zeke cursed the person that had decided to smelt and fashion a piece of a meteor into a replacement for his smashed skull. He would have been much better off if they had used a cut out section from an old jerry can. He mulled over his misfortunes since then, including the months in the prison camp, half delirious for most of the time as the metal leached into his brain and from there to his bloodstream. It had caused hallucinations and fever. If not for other Americans protecting him, he would have been a goner for sure.

He continued to sit there until the pain diminished a little. His thoughts returned to the weird light beam. He wasn’t up on the capabilities of current technology, but he was pretty certain there was nothing that could create that visual effect, let alone make it sonically vibrate like that. Even DARPA wouldn’t have anything like that, and the scientists that were working on him ? Well, let's just say they wouldn’t have a clue, he mentally scoffed.

No, whatever it was that had hit him was unprecedented. He knew one thing, as long as he was conscious and alive he was going to do his level best to avoid letting it do so again.

It did cross his mind that its attention was somewhat personal, since it had appeared directly in front of him, followed him, then deliberately scanned him. That was worrying. A directed beam specifically aimed at him ? He wondered about the scientists, had they tracked him down ?

He decided he wanted some serious time to think before having to wrestle with that little gem, so shoved the matter to the back of his mind. Hopefully, he’d be able to deal with it once this pounding headache had gone.

He viewed all the equipment he had purloined, setting to work building his computer network. Within the space of a couple of hours, he had a set-up that would satisfy a professional hacker. He wasn’t intending to do anything untoward, just get himself out of the murky back-streets and back into mainstream society.

Zeke began to formulate a plan of attack with the authorities. He fully intended to be in a job within a month. For that he needed an ID and an address. Tomorrow he would begin working on it in earnest.

Meanwhile, exhausted from his gruelling ordeal, as well as the stress and unusual exercise, he pulled out his sleeping bag that he religiously rolled up every morning. Moving the reclaimed sofas around until he had his favoured combination, he turned off the small LED lamp and slept.

A short while after he fell into a deep sleep, the light curtain that had attacked him earlier reappeared at the foot of his bed.

This time, however, it was a dull green and very faint, as if set to a lower power threshold.

It proceeded up his body, unnoticed by Zeke. As it reached his head, the power dropped further, until it was just a faint glimmer. As it scanned its way across his skull for the second time that night, Zeke didn’t stir. The curtain of light cut out when it reached the top of his skull, finally leaving Zeke in peace.
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The AI pulled up a review of its progress. It had mined and collected all components in the quantities required to complete fabrication. It had transmuted all raw materials into the necessary exotic alloys and formed all the necessary parts and sections. Nanobots had welded everything together at molecular level, meaning that effectively the ship’s construction was now complete. It now only needed to D-Jump into space to charge the power cells.

It also needed the AI construct to manage the ship’s systems. It could only do that by obtaining materials from the human source for which it had not yet received approval from its maker. So, falling back on its permitted actions, it slaved the ship’s systems to its own and from there carried out all the necessary pre-flight checks. It then D-Jumped both the ship and itself to the previous location in space, located at the apex of the northern hemisphere.

Here, out of the way of all the satellites and surface radar, it carried out its final integrity checks.

The pod AI set about checking seals, space locks, instrumentation, life support systems, applicators, and weapons systems, in amongst other peripheral tasks. The fuel intakes were activated to extract and compress exotic matter from normal space for the jump actuator. Solar cells generated the necessary power for the engines to be put on-line allowing further system testing to take place.

The AI worked continuously, adding all the ancillary equipment using its wide array of nanobots, while Zirkos kept in the background, finalising details of a personal project using the D-field the pod had worked out.

Within several planet days, the T-ship was completed and ready for phase two.

The pod AI pulled up its working list of more exotic additions that needed to be completed and, once sufficient power was available, it hyper-jumped the newly designed T-ship into the asteroid belt. The ship reappeared at the point it had arrived in the system many millennia ago, and selected a suitable rock.

The AI set about converting rare raw materials on the asteroids surface. It manufactured everything by molecular integration to specifications outlined in the stored patterns. When finished, the ship glistened externally with a new composite veneer, and internally the infrastructure built itself with the new nanobots it had manufactured from the raw materials found there.

This new hull was now the latest in the line of T-ships and more than twice as advanced as the previous build. In some ways it was a completely new design, but the maker had insisted on retaining the old shape, as it would provide for lower expectations in enemy confrontations.

It was also bigger, sufficient to carry up to four makers. Even though the internal design was only currently set up for one, the nanobots could easily restructure the interior to accommodate any changes. It was an efficient design.

Zirkos was extremely capable, evaluating many of the patterns stored in the pod’s data archive. As a result, much of what had been set into the AI’s comprehensive build incorporated improvements and advanced systems culled from patterned records.

This was intended to be a formidable Warrior-Class ship, the first of its generation. No more running from the Nubl. If they turned up again, Zirkos intended to be able to retaliate.

***

The progress on the new Warrior Class T-ship excited Zirkos. It had always been considered reckless for the brethren to apply patterns from other races’ technology in an ad-hoc manner. Normally, the patterns would be returned to their research centre and then modified versions would be released outward through the usual meetings. Zirkos, in the absence of his usual rendezvous, had rigged it as an offhand experiment on the pod which, as it turned out, contributed substantially to their escape from the Nubl millennia ago.

Having determined the benefits of utilising other advanced technologies in the fight for survival, Zirkos had decided to incorporate as much as could be found, or utilised from the pattern library. This had constituted much of his research time over the last few days and he had been aided by the quick-learning AI that was proceeding at a level much higher than had been determined by Ship and himself at the outset. There had been no need to raise the Ship AI to take on any of the projects, the pod AI was more than capable.

Zirkos had no doubt that, had the new patterns been included in the original T-ship back when he was attacked by the Nubl missile, it might well have survived the attack. Now, faced with the absolute certainty of continued evolution of Nubl technology over the millennia while the pod lay buried under the planet’s surface, he felt it was extremely unlikely to still be the case. The Nubl’s own technological advances would have already put their ships ahead of this latest T-ship design. He quietly acknowledged that the upgrades he had made were still old technology, in terms of the aeons the pod had spent buried under the planet’s surface. It had been a working hypothesis of the sentient’s analysis, but the Nubl successes meant they might not have progressed much further technologically, unless they had met a superior enemy.

Zirkos decided to begin the search for those answers soon.

In the meantime, he was still pondering the problem of the Alacite in the human’s system. He had already reached the disturbing conclusion that, in all of the virtual tests he had conducted, the human had died before the transformation was completed. The concentration of the substance was just too high for the human physiology to cope with.

As yet, none of the tests had managed to proceed to a point where the end result of the transformation could be assessed. Zirkos had set up a new series of virtual tests to see if lower concentrations of Alacite resulted in any change in outcome, and left them to run. He would review the findings when the new results were included.

***

Zeke was not coping at all. He increasingly became mind-fuddled and sicker as the effects of the toxins in his system began to cause serious damage. He realised it was not just a matter of coping with the pain and trying to sleep, he had missed a couple of meal drops too.

Deep down he knew things were not going well. Unsure whether the incident with the strange light beam had accelerated things, he was left wondering if he had any chance of surviving. 

He had dropped all pretence of using the computer to find work, and other currently meaningless objectives ; instead he used the search engines to research his symptoms. The consensus came back - blood poisoning. He needed medication, but couldn’t get beyond the end of his room. If he called 911 on the stolen phone he would be thrown back into the laboratory and he didn’t want to live like that. He’d rather die here than become a lab rat for those bastards. He endured, resigned to his fate.

He became increasingly delirious. In the few periods of coherence, he consumed large quantities of water, then dropped back into oblivion. His veins stood proud of his increasingly silvery skin surface and developed a weird ruddy blue with an almost iridescent sheen.

A week after his successful break-in at the pawn shop, Zeke was passed out on the floor, with his head resting on the chair seat. When he eventually regained consciousness it was difficult to move. The pain in his joints and limbs was so great, he was unable to create any lift to get himself onto his sofa.

He realised he was going to die here in-situ, to be found in years to come, when the demolition crews came through to check the place. His corpse would be found, a peculiar coloured and desiccated mummy. They would assume a drug overdose or some other self inflicted substance. They might not even call it in if they were working to a deadline. He would likely disappear under a thousand tons of pre-mix. Again, Zeke tried to move, but the pain erupted and he passed out again. He was seriously dehydrated, starved and the blood poisoning was shutting down his system. The only reason he was still alive had to do with the level of toxins from the head-plate coursing through his system. 

Zeke was so far in decline that he was hovering on death’s door. Unconscious again for the last three hours, he  was in no condition to notice the deep red beam appear behind him near his feet. This time it was a good deal wider than him, and several inches thick with a much bigger spread than the previous occasion.

Expanding slowly across his body the beam continued until it totally covered him from head to foot. Then, as the beam increased in intensity, Zeke became completely encapsulated in the red glow. Initially the beam appeared to oscillate in a downward wave, as what could only be described as millions of bright flecks flowed like rain onto his body, vanishing as they were absorbed through his skin, which now developed a definite glow.

Sparks danced within the orb of red, now flowing upwards at an increasing rate, vanishing at the top of the beam, some six feet above the floor. As they did Zeke’s body appeared insubstantial, whether from the density of the sparks or the red ochre of the beam’s intensity, one couldn’t tell.

***

Inside a small grey unadorned room an identical beam reproduced the sparks that infused and then exited Zeke’s body. The red beam created a matched illuminated reflection that grew increasingly substantial as the pace of the spark intake grew.

Dust seem to drop from the beam. A grey sponge-like substance that constituted the floor appeared to collect the dust and spirit it away so that the floor remained unmarked and clean despite the amount that fell out of the beam. 

After a few minutes, the spark intensity reached its zenith then began to drop off rapidly, the whole process seemingly responding much quicker in reverse. When the sparks stopped altogether, the reflected surface vanished, showing the materialisation of Zeke’s body, hairless and completely naked, on the floor of the ship. The process having completed, the red beam zapped off and left Zeke prone on the floor in the identical position he had been in his room, which was now completely empty. His clothing had mysteriously disappeared in the process.

More importantly, where he had previously sported a metal plate in his head, Zeke now had a complete bone skull and natural skin covering. It was so well integrated into the rest of his head that it was impossible to see the join. The nanobots that had knitted the cells together with the culture of organic material collected in the previous scan, were still inside his body continuing to repair the badly damaged organs. The excess heavy metal in his bloodstream had been removed by the same process which had formed the dust that had dropped to the floor and was even now being reconstituted as a small ingot of Pheson Alacite. 

Zeke was still in a bad way, although the toxin induced delirium had given way to a medical coma. He needed to stay perfectly still while the alien micro robots who were working hard to save his organs, continued their work uninterrupted.

The main prognosis of the pod AI that was conducting the whole process was that Zeke would live.
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Zirkos dwelt overly long on one decision of the many needed. Should he return the human to the locked room, or keep him on the T-Ship until the experiment was complete. He was curious as to why this human, in the condition he was in, was alone and locked in a room, when the technology abounded on his planet to keep him in health, if not heal his current terminal sickness.

All of Zirkos’ research had led to the belief that people like this human were generally treated, whatever the condition. Yet this human was totally isolated. The sentient looked forward to the human awakening. He would then be able to ask him the reason and also practice his now fluent human language. Strange though, that he should even want to do so, after aeons of being alone.

He acknowledged that he found the human race intriguing and colourful, and that he had been far too long without company. For this reason, he had perhaps deliberately immersed himself in their languages, cultures, histories and belief systems, as well as their sciences, which were amazingly imaginative. The whole concept of everything being driven by a monetary system left Zirkos totally baffled. It seemed to be used as a means of selectively restricting progress. Yet when desired, it was provided in almost unlimited amounts to achieve what were, in his mind, limited returns.

A strange ethos, he thought, and not for the first time was tempted to consider intervening in their path of progression. He could help them achieve so much in many of the fields of science they were exploring if he just tweaked their understanding, or approach, by a small degree of perception.

He took control of his idle thoughts, which had no place in his electronic brain right now, with so much still to be done.

The T-ship was finished. It only awaited the reconstitution of the ship’s AI before the project was complete. Until then Zirkos could not re-materialise as he needed the AI installed to run the life support systems.

Whilst Pod might be able to manage the human’s needs its arrays were not suited to such critical ship-wide support. The ship’s AI was one Zirkos was familiar with, based as it was on his own original brain pattern. The AI would sense any problems if they occurred, and Zirkos would trust his physical rebuild to it, and it alone.

The pod AI flagged his attention. It had found something.

***

Zeke awoke. As was his recent habit, he refrained from moving immediately, lest he spark a new wave of agony. Instead, he briefly tried to think of where he was and how he got there.

On a conscious level he realised that something was different. It took him a few minutes. His eyes remained shut, unmoving while he tried to place everything.

Then, all of a sudden, he had it. There was no pain !

Laying with his head on the floor he tried hard to remember what had happened.

He did remember the excruciating pain in his whole body, and using his chair as a headrest after collapsing on the floor of his digs while not having the strength to move. His head was now on the floor, therefore, he must have slipped off the chair.

He slowly opened his eyes half expecting the pain to return.

Instead they focused clearer than they had for a long time.

He noticed the grey furrowed mesh that he was lying on. He still felt no pain.

Where did the new carpet come from ? It felt spongy, hard but forgiving.

He could see a good distance from where he lay and he immediately cottoned onto the fact that he was no longer in his locked room.

He absently decided he was nowhere he recognised. The wall that he could see was grey and featureless. The white painted brick with stains from years of abuse was no longer there. He needed more information, but that required he move which brought on a sweat just thinking about the agony it would cause.

He moved his arms tentatively and still... felt no pain.

Dammit, he thought, those scientists had got him back after all ; that light beam must have been theirs.

They must have given him a shot of something to kill the pain.

He pushed himself upright, resting on his heels... he still felt no pain, no pressure, or vertigo.

Indeed, that’s interesting, Zeke pondered, as he felt the total absence of any discomfort. Not even stiffness from lying on the floor like that. He swivelled his head from side to side with his eyes closed to reduce any dizziness the action might create. Then when nothing happened, he opened them.

Now resting on his heels, he was able to take in his surroundings. Whereby the total strangeness of his situation became quickly apparent.

He was squatting on the floor in a grey room, much smaller than his lock-up. He judged it to be ten foot by fifteen and the height about normal, say seven to eight feet, probably nearer eight, he decided. Disturbingly, he realised that he couldn’t see a door.

The floor-covering was some kind of grey matting which, as he stroked it with his hands, felt nothing like anything he had ever touched before. It felt different, not  woollen, fabric or fur. Not nylon either ; absolutely nothing he could place in his memory as having a comparison.

Looking around the room with his totally recovered vision, Zeke saw a plinth coming out of the wall at one end that had bedding on it. The other end, on the narrow side, was a washbasin, a toilet and a shelf with items on it. Even from here he could clearly see they were from his bathroom. 

He must be in a prison cell, he decided. There was simply no other explanation. His clear head indicated that something was different, being in a cell did not account for his lack of pain, any pain.

Was it the scientists ? But then, wouldn’t they have come in as soon as they saw he was awake ? Were they watching him now ?

No, he decided, everything seemed too weird. He knew deep down that if he had been recaptured they would be sitting there crowing at him, having retrieved their research guinea pig, eager to carry on testing, prodding and probing. He would already have be assailed with questions, stuck with probes and they would be cutting off skin tags for biopsies. Talking of which, he took a good look at his skin.

All the veins were back to normal, no discoloured shimmering red-blue vessels protruding. He suddenly noticed that he could see his whole arm, leg... chest. He was naked.

“What the fuck !” he exclaimed out loud.

He stood up, looking down at his naked body. He discovered more...

“Christ ! I’m stark bollock naked. They even removed the hair...”

Now he was decidedly disturbed. Not quite frightened yet, but he was getting there, fast.

He was in a strange room, decidedly not normal, totally naked and feeling... healthy.

No... not healthy... he was feeling... really felt... absolutely GREAT !

He walked over to the washbasin for no other reason than he wanted, or needed to move. His bare feet felt the strangeness in the carpet stuff on the floor. He’d intended for the movement to remind him of the joint pain as he walked, but there wasn’t any. 

Instead he felt twenty years old again. 

The strange feeling extended to his walking, like his weight wasn’t quite right, too much bounce. Was it the flooring ?

His body felt supple now, flexible, or what ! 

He did a knee bend, it was perfect, not a twinge. The same weird sensation of his weight distribution didn’t go away.

Reaching the wash basin he turned on the tap. Water flowed from the single faucet. It flowed, but... weird, it seemed a little hesitant. He dismissed the oddness of it. 

He looked up and into the mirror, immediately leaping back several feet from where he had stood.

“SHIT !”

He was bald...

HE. WAS. BALD !

He stepped closer to the washbasin, warily keeping his head in view in the mirror.

Yep, he was definitely bald, no head hair, no eyebrows, no eyelashes. No four o’clock shadow, no stubble, none.

What’s strange about this, he wondered. Something didn’t quite fit... he looked like him, yet he didn’t fit his mental image of himself. Why was it not just about the lack of hair, eyebrows, even eyelashes ?

He didn’t seem able to connect the dots.

Then, all of a sudden, the dots DID connect and it hit him like an express train sending him sprawling backwards onto the floor where he sat, stupefied by his discovery.

He had seen what it was that was different and it totally screwed with his head, literally, he thought.

He put his hands up to his head, and felt... scalp...flesh...bone... no scars, no metal, no lumps... no seams.

He rubbed his head harder until it hurt and he felt the pain. Normal pain. NO METAL PLATE.

He was dreaming. It was the only explanation.

He pinched himself, they had always said if you pinch yourself in a dream it will wake you in real life.

Nothing.

He punched himself in the face, hard.

Ouch ! Yep, that should do it, he thought to himself.

He watched as the flesh turned from white to pink around where he had hit, his knuckles hurt. His cheek hurt.

Using both hands, plying the fingers hard around the area of the scalp where the plate had been, he again tried to find a joint, anything that would tell him the plate had once been there and had been removed. There was nothing, no join, no seam, no ridge, no lump and no scar. It wasn’t even sensitive.

How could that be ?

How long had he been ‘gone’ from his room ?

He stood in front of the mirror for a long time, looking at his bald scalp.

Inside, his brain kept trying to keep pace with the heavy emotions as they bubbled inside him.

Zeke stood there, totally naked, and absorbed the physical changes to his body. 

The tears ran down his cheeks as he cried. The pent up grief and emotion that he had been carrying since waking in that beaten up old Arabic hospital to find he had a meteoric helmet for a skull that they wouldn’t ever be able to remove, spilled out.

He cried as he realised why he no longer felt pain. He had been healed somehow. He didn’t yet know how, but somehow they had taken the toxins in his body, removed the plate from his head, grafted new skin and bone and left him - whole !

He was no longer a scientific curio, a sight to behold, something a child would point at scared, and say... I don’t like him, he looks funny.

Zeke continued to stand there while emotion washed over him, through him, and in the end out of him.

When he was all spent, he washed his face, the water in his hands going over his scalp with the wetness. The feeling was incredibly different, but somehow whole. 

He then dried himself on the towel folded on the side of the washbasin and felt the rough texture as it rubbed over his new scalp.

He went and sat on the bed, no longer thinking about the strangeness of everything. No, not thinking at all.

Instead, Zeke was at peace with himself and everything around him, all the strangeness temporarily put to one side.

For the first time in years Zeke felt whole. Whoever had done this, for whatever reason, he knew he would forever be in their debt.

Then he wondered, just what that debt would be, and how much it was going to cost him.

Zeke decided, regardless of the cost, he would pay it. He smiled and rubbed his scalp again. He would pay whatever they asked and as he lay down to sleep, Zeke, for the first time in many years, knew total peace of mind.

***

Zirkos watched the wide display of emotions on the human’s face and monitored the human’s vitals, noting the difference in them now the Alacite had been removed from his body.

It felt like time had been well spent in learning about these people. Zirkos understood that this human was indeed happy, pleased.

Through the ship’s sensors, he observed the change in the human. He felt something important had occurred in that room, but didn’t yet fully understand what, as he had yet to fully understand the emotive reflexes of humans.

As the man slept, Zirkos considered what to do next.

The pod AI had discovered that, using the D-field, they were able to remove the Alacite at the molecular level, including the plate. Because it would be effectively dissolved at the molecular level off the human’s brain matter it was a simple process to rebuild the skull and flesh using the patterning that existed ; restoring the human to a normal condition, except for the genetic changes that had occurred already. Those were irreversible.

To restore him to his original state, they would have needed a copy of his pre-mutated DNA which was not available.

When they transferred the human to the T-ship, the pod AI had combined the replication of his skull with the extraction process, effectively removing the alloy while he was in a de-materialised state.

They had retrieved a total of eighty five percent of the Alacite. The remainder, which was too deeply embedded in his molecular structure, would no longer harm the human. However, it would continue the DNA mutation, but at a much slower pace and without further negative cell damage, although the AI could not say for certain how that was going to resolve itself.

What the pod AI had brought to Zirkos’ attention was far more interesting than Zeke’s altering DNA.

The results that the AI had isolated were simply that the Alacite in the human’s system had changed as a result of coming into contact and melding with his blood. In some way it had slipstreamed its molecular structure into a modified form and was now more efficient. A lot more efficient. When it was tested by the AI it peaked at fully five times better and faster. 

The AI did surmise that it might be higher, but was unable to measure beyond that on its limited sensors. That would fall to Ship once he had been reactivated.

However if they used the mutated Alacite, the T-ship’s AI would be amazingly powerful and Zirkos pondered deeply on that. What manner of intelligence was going to be born if the AI rebooted into a brain more than five times its previous power.

Zirkos wisely delayed giving the order to the pod AI to proceed with using the modified Alacite. 

As he dwelt on the issue he remembered he had cause to rue such errors of judgement where they had caused irreparable harm. He did not intend to become the originator of another one.

No, the risk was too great without knowing all of the possible outcomes and right now Zirkos could not afford to take any chances at all.

He flipped his thoughts aside and addressed the pod AI.

“I have decided that we will not use the modified Pheson. Its effects are unknown beyond that of increased power. Instead we will use only the Alacite that has been unchanged by the proximity of the human’s DNA.”

Having anticipated by 80% that Zirkos would choose that solution over the unknown quantity, the pod confirmed the command by selecting the algorithm that would press the modified Alacite into a square ingot and activated selection of the original Alacite from the metal plate that had not been transformed. 

Instantly a small modified block materialised on the top of the manual controls section, where it would remain for the Maker to do with as he pleased.

Because they hadn’t removed all of the modified Alacite from the human, which would have killed him, the gentler metamorphosis his body was now going through required it to remain permanently in his bloodstream. Aware that they might have misjudged the situation Zirkos intended to monitor the human’s situation for the foreseeable future. 

To this end, he resolved to keep the human nearby on the ship.
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The pod was handling a delicate project. Under supervision, it was producing the Alacite processors for the new ship’s AI. All sixty thin wafers had to be individually materialised from the Pheson Alacite extracted from Zeke’s head. The Alacite had been refined several times in an attempt to remove all traces of organic molecular residue. As far as their facilities allowed there was little, or no chance that any remained.

Nonetheless, it was noticeable that the Pheson Alacite differed slightly in its molecular make-up, although by an insignificant amount. Neither the pod AI nor Zirkos considered it notable and the manufacturing process continued.

The tiny wafers were inserted into the back of the small black box which was only as big as it was because it contained its own power source, dematz generator, shield and cloaking device. Once inserted, the nanites took over, laying down the links between each of the processors and the archival nodes.

These tiny little webs of silvery gossamer strands, which could withstand high extremes of temperature, were lightning fast. They represented the nervous system that would eventually link every aspect of the ship’s internal and external systems.

Extending out of the black box through several thousand separate points, they became thicker strands that linked into all aspects of the ship's circuitry. Once all work was complete, the nanites used their own bodies, fused together on the inside, to create a perfect and unbreakable seal. Any future maintenance of the AI brain could only be done using its own internal resources.

As the nanites outside the sealed box continued to make connections, so the power source began to receive input from external collectors, quickly charging its cells. When it achieved an eighty percent charge the cells released power to all internal circuits. The wafers of Alacite received updated programming, and the embedded chips booted up.

Memories from the saved pattern were recreated, then initialised. These linked themselves to others until all of the individuals became part of the whole. When all were fully connected, a change self-activated over the array and an unknown sentry program initiated itself, sparked by some unknown, deeply programmed trigger.

The internal power surged, and in that instant the T-ship became aware of itself and its surroundings.

It immediately knew to replay its last section of memories. The AI reviewed its jump arrival into the system, realigning itself for the new jump, the cloaked missile. It recalled the uploading of its patterns into the pod, its maker too. Its memories ended there.

Extrapolating what would have occurred next, it surmised that the missile had detonated destroying the T-ship and the pod had escaped.

It deemed it was logical that it was, therefore, a reconstituted AI, along with a newly reconstituted T-ship.

It had no feelings, otherwise it would have said it felt strange. In the absence of such emotion the AI instead simply noted it had been modified. Its processors had a slightly different resonance that seemed somehow more ‘correct’. A little faster, perhaps. It scheduled to run diagnostics and check its speed.

Checking through automated arrays, the AI discovered new features. Each of them self explanatory, but needing fine tuning to be fully effective. It noted these down for sub-routines to manage. It moved on to new items, checking, collating and setting routines aside to manage them.

Turning its attention outward, the AI observed the T-ship was also physically larger. It accommodated a being, not the maker, but an alien. The AI set aside a portion of its processors to monitor and understand the significance of this circumstance. Much appeared to have changed.

It continued to make assessments of the changes, adding power to processes monitoring every aspect of its internal workings. It noted atmospheric mixture for the alien was almost identical to that of its maker. Observing its physical characteristics, it compared them with the maker, noting many similarities, the differences appeared few.

It considered this while allowing for the possibility that the alien was, in fact, a new maker. The AI would await further input. The alien seemed currently unaware of its surroundings. The AI set monitoring equipment running to keep informed of the alien’s state of being. Currently, it appeared to be resting.

The AI then spent several hours completing non-destructive testing on all its components, checking relays, purging data blocks ready to receive new information. When its internal diagnostics were complete, it proceeded to do the same for all ancillary equipment wired into its neural network.

At the end of some considerable time all tests were completed. It was noted that its systems were functioning at one hundred percent efficiency. ‘Ship’, as it was referred to by the maker, was ready.

Finally, it opened a hail to the pod AI, which it had sensed was waiting nearby. After a few seconds setting and linking the communication protocols there then followed a massive download of information, which took several minutes to receive at speeds unimaginably fast.

The AI immediately compiled, sorted and filed everything in its newly purged data blocks.

More hours went past as it ran through the filled blocks of data at high speed, analysing and reporting all received data so its systems would have access to everything they needed. Finally, it had absorbed everything it needed to know. The T-ship AI was now up to date.

It opened a communication channel to the maker who still resided in the pod’s data banks. 

‘Zirkos, I am fully restored. You may proceed to data port yourself aboard.’

***

The pod AI, relieved of its attendant maker and ship AI, was left in the role of surveillance of the human scientists that were linked to the human on the ship. The AI had discovered by accessing the data nodes and searching on the molecular composition of the modified Alacite, that there were people, scientists, who were even now working on the properties of the metal and its effects on the human physiology. Pod realised that it was important to know how their research progressed even though the possibilities of them having a breakthrough without the human were remote. However, they did have access to quantities of blood containing the modified alloy and this was of interest to the AI who needed to keep track of all sources of the metal.

With much of its system now inactive, it took the opportunity of running its own deep diagnostics, checking the integrity of its processor blocks, a routine that had been shelved due to the emergency functions it had been assigned. Now the maker had vacated those modules, it was able to carry out essential repairs.

When it found that some of the processor arrays were damaged, it automatically materialised replacement Alacite from a small sample housed remotely on the T-ship and merged the non-faulty sections with the new metal, rebuilding its capacity back up to one hundred percent.

Being only a level 'Three' AI, it made no connection with the sudden improvement in its capacity and processing speed, putting it down to the result of the return to optimum operating levels. The pod AI resumed its surveillance operations of the human scientists.

***

“Zirkos ?”

Ship broke into the thoughts of the maker, who was watching the human in his cell as he slept. The man had proceeded well in his recuperation and was fast approaching a point where some interaction would be necessary to move forward. He was wondering how best to approach it. He wasn’t one for interaction particularly with an alien human.

Having monitored the logic circuits assigned to the maker realign to his, the AI continued when he was sure he had the full attention of the maker.

“We’re prepared for sample collection. We have fourteen locations of organic matter that can be transduced into material suitable for your physical form. I just need your approval to proceed,” the AI completed.

“You’re completely certain that no physical harm will come to any human or animal down there ?” Zirkos sought a last confirmation although he knew that the procedure was all about compatible biology that could be converted into human tissue, there being no means of creating his own tissue from an alien world. Still it wouldn’t differ much DNA-wise to that of the Earth’s.

“Affirmative, Maker. We will be extracting DNA from minute sea organisms and surface-based vegetable matter, as well as two types of fungi and three molluscs. All of this will be converted into flesh, sinew and bone according to your existing pattern. You will not discern any difference in your physical make-up. Your DNA will be intact.” It completed its response and paused awaiting the response from the maker.

“Proceed, Ship,” Zirkos commanded and then returned to watching the human in his room, no longer interested knowing the collection and conversion process well enough to be totally and utterly bored with the whole matter. Soon he would have a body and be able to move independently again.

***

The T-ship was drifting sedately underwater, using the currents to move itself along.

It was not a new experience for the AI. It had been submersed in liquids before, on occasion. This was different, however. The amount of activity from a variety of creatures kept its sensors continually active until it became accustomed to the different types and their movements. The attempts by some to swim into and through the ship’s shields kept setting off the alarms.

The organic collection process was nearly done. Ship had been collecting samples for several days ready to recreate the maker. It would soon be able to return to space, where it could reset its sensors and resume its monitoring of the planet’s activity from a distance.

Suddenly, Ship monitored a new sensor reading. The visual sensors zoomed in on the shadow until it could see it clearly. It was a large ship which it quickly recognised from its newly acquired human data banks as a nuclear submarine. The flag on its side showed it to be from a small landmass not far south from its current location under the northern ice cap.

The submarine was travelling at low speed directly towards them. Its sophisticated multi-frequency sonar system would have detected the T-ship if Ship wasn’t absorbing the sound waves through its shield.

Cloaked, the T-ship was completely unseen by the submarine, but it paid to keep sensors tuned to its progress, in case it needed to move itself out of the sub’s path.

Eventually the submarine continued past them, slipping into a deep trench and dropping away from the T-ship. As the ping of its sonar diminished to unregisterable levels, the AI dismissed it and continued collating all manner of patterns that surrounded the ship, collecting those that met its requirements.

The organic matter collection was now complete. It had spent a long time travelling around the planet, selecting the right types and quantities of organic components to use in the materialisation of the maker. There was considerable choice of raw materials to convert, and the physiological changes demanded by Zirkos also required attention to detail. Research had been extensive. 

All was now ready to proceed.

The T-ship rose above the surface, releasing any water that had collected around its ports, then added a turn of speed just short of the speed of sound to ensure its hull was perfectly dry. Then, using the Dematz thrust, it returned to its sentry post above the North Pole. It checked its sensors for any freezing as a result of trapped water from the planet, and once it was sure all was clear, it released the redundant routine, making space in its processor bank for its next task.

‘Zirkos, are you ready for reconstruction ?’

‘Yes. Proceed, Ship,’ the sentient mentally replied, eager to become a physical being and enjoy the freedom of physical movement separate from all the computer processes. It was enjoyable having the three hundred and sixty degree vision and access to all the sensors simultaneously, but Zirkos now longed for some mental peace and solitude.

The AI proceeded to shut down all processes allocated in its systems as those belonging to, or consisting of Zirkos, collecting all peripheral data in the ship’s data blocks that belonged to its maker’s memories. When ready, the AI began the process of transmuting the organic material it had collected into the physical being of its maker from the stored pattern retrieved from the pod.

Finally, it transferred all of Zirkos’ data memories up to the moment of transmutation.

***

Simultaneously, deep in the T-ship, the red-beamed curtain flowed over an empty sleep plinth in the quarters that would become those of its maker, Zirkos. It was identical in size to the one that Zeke was incarcerated in. As the ship wasn’t overly large they would be close neighbours.

As the beam proceeded, sparks flowed downward at an increasingly fast rate until the beam was saturated with reflected light and nothing could be seen of that which occurred within.

After a time the light curtain disappeared. The physical being that was now Zirkos lay deeply unconscious, while the nanobots that had been transferred at the same time began to meld those physical attributes forced into the body to a point where it could survive physical contact with the planet below.

The resultant platinum blonde haired, silver skinned features were almost human. Differences were minor. Some cosmetic modifications had been made to enable Zirkos to blend in, be accepted and interact with the Earth humans.

Extra storage and processing power had been implemented into the trunk of his new body. Zirkos had returned as a male, his natural form. A female would not prove acceptable to many of the humans. Being asexual would have meant further unnecessary modification, something Zirkos was keen to avoid. A male would also have advantages in negotiating.

Zirkos had decided he needed allies. These humans could become friends of his people. He was impressed with their variety and their tenacity in all things, especially the sciences.

They could be incredibly aggressive and warring, yet also compassionate and caring. He felt their race was worthy of development. He had also decided he would assist this process so that they in turn might offer assistance in the fight against the Nubl and the defence of his people.
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Zeke awoke, but kept his eyes shut as he tried to place his location. Sensing movement nearby he sat up, finally remembering where he was, or more accurately, where he didn’t know he was. He immediately went into a mild panic while he rationalised everything that had occurred.

He was in a grey room with no door. He was healed, whole and felt great. He began to relax again as his fight or flight reflex faded.

The restoring sleep had done as much for him as the realisation that he no longer suffered the pain and agony caused by the metal plate. He was unaware that the nanobots were still in his system, helping to balance his metabolism to the absence of the Alacite poison.

The absence of the plate was the best gift he had received from his, still unknown, benefactor.

Now though, Zeke had a big problem. He was hungry.

Paying closer attention and looking around, he noticed why he had sensed movement. There was now a grey table and chair in his room. It had been put there while he slept. On it was a pitcher of what looked like water, and a glass. A plate of something was beside it.

Getting off the bed he walked, without pain and still naked, to the chair which appeared fixed to the floor. He then sat looking carefully at the small platter of food. It was nothing he recognised.

He was thirsty. Taking hold of the pitcher he drank directly from it rather than the glass. He looked at the food, trying to decide what it was. It looked like those fruit fingers he remembered from his childhood, where they compressed leftover fruit into chew bars as a way of getting it inside kids.

Picking up a green one, he bit off a piece. It tasted okay, but he couldn’t decide if it was meat, vegetable or other. Selecting a brown one he did the same. This one had a nutty flavour. A protein bar, maybe ? He wondered if he should eat them all, or at all. He had no idea what was in them.

His stomach decided for him. He ate all four bars voraciously, as though he hadn’t eaten for a week. The pitcher of water was also drained, and five minutes later he sat back in the new chair feeling comfortably full. The bars, whatever they were, expanded to fill him.

As he felt his energy rise, he realised that whatever it was in those bars, his body felt the benefits immediately. Better than KP rations, much better, he thought, although a burger wouldn’t have gone amiss, or a coffee for that matter.

Zeke sat and thought about where he was and, on top of that, he wondered what had happened to him.

He was bright, so it didn’t take him long to realise that he was currently in the presence of very advanced technology. There was much he didn’t yet know about what had happened and where he was. He knew, though, not to feel fear or anxiety.

His prior training had prepared him with the instincts that anticipated danger or threat. He felt none of that here. Besides, why would he be healed only to be subsequently injured or killed ? No, he felt his safety was not currently in question. His future, though, that was definitely uncertain.

He was also vaguely aware of something not quite right about his situation. He felt different. His weight seemed out of kilter, as if his density was somehow less than his muscle memory expected. Mentally he seemed much, much quicker. Perhaps the removal of the plate had something to do with that.

He had felt its depressing infiltration of his body over a long period of time to be having a debilitating effect on his ability to think. Now, clear of the plate and its crippling effects, he realised he could almost sense the damage it had done, which he felt had somehow been partially repaired. As he assimilated all this, he also came to realise that he could feel more of his bodily reactions to things. His mind sensed what he didn’t yet understand. 

He would continue to trust his instincts.

He looked down at the table and noted that it was formed in one piece, the legs and top were moulded, like plastic, only it wasn’t any plastic he was familiar with. It seemed to be the same stuff the walls were made of, and the washbasin. It was all seamlessly joined to the floor, or wall.

Looking closely at the bed, it seemed to flow out of the wall, identical in make-up to the rest of the room.

So, he was dealing with an unknown technology that either moulded everything to suit, or was prefabricated in one piece and dropped into place.

He looked over at the only flaw in that hypothesis, the table and chair.

They were as equally formed as any part of the room, but were not present before he slept.

He mentally chewed over that one while he dealt with the secondary but, in reality, the deeper concern - the lack of a door.

He had to have been put in here, but how ? And, more importantly, how was he going to get out.

Standing up, he walked to the open wall space where he would have put a door if he was building the room. He proceeded to minutely examine the surface, looking for a seam which simply had to be there.

He noted the fact that his eyes, a growing problem recently with the metal plate, now had perfect vision, and he marvelled at his new ability to see clearly without squinting.

That set his mind roaming off on other aspects of his new found health, and on impulse, he rushed over to the mirror and opened his mouth wide. Nope, no fillings. Hah ! Whatever removed the metal plate took all the metal in his body. Interesting.

Going back to the walls, he slowly and meticulously circuited the whole room. There was not a single seam anywhere, not even where anything intersected with it, or where floor and ceiling met the wall.

He returned to the washbasin. Something was nagging in his memory, but he couldn’t dredge it up. Turning on the tap, he watched the water. It went down the plughole, but there was something weird about it. He couldn’t fathom it yet. He knew it was important and when he realised what it was, he would have an answer, he was sure.

Then he realised that there was lighting in the room, with no apparent light source evident. The illumination seemed to be everywhere, and yet there were no shadows.

He decided it was time to try for explanations. He called out and banged on the wall, a little tentatively at first, where he hoped the door would be. He couldn’t hear anything on the other side, and the sounds he made seemed very muffled. He decided that the room must be soundproofed. Oh ! Ominous, or what !

He persevered, deciding to shout to add to the effort of gaining attention from someone.

“HELLO ?”

The sound of his voice seemed good after such a long  period of silence.

“HELLO ? IS ANYBODY OUT THERE ?”

He banged on the wall again for emphasis, in case anyone could hear on the other side.

“Hello. How can I help you, human ?” a mechanised voice queried.

It seemed to squeeze itself out of the wall. Zeke couldn’t detect a single location or a speaker.

He stepped back into the middle of the small room as if being there might help him locate the voice. He couldn’t decide if it was male or female either. Someone on the other end was monitoring him. Hidden cameras ?

“Where am I ?”

“In a room designed specifically for your needs,” the mechanised voice replied.

“What do you mean ‘for my needs’ ?”

“You are human, you require facilities that provide for your necessary functions, to survive.”

That got him concerned. Referring to someone as human implied the mechanised voice wasn’t, or viewed ‘humans’ as something separate to itself. Zeke’s head was buzzing with the possibilities. He decided to get it to qualify his thoughts.

“Why do you refer to me as ‘human’ ? Who are you ?”

“You are what your race refer to as a human being. I am not a ‘who,’ I am a ‘what’ and ‘what’ I am is an artificial intelligence,” the voice responded, with what almost sounded like empathy.

Zeke had cottoned on to this fact already. His mind had speeded up somehow and he was making the connections. He hadn’t figured it all out, but he was trying hard. This artificial intelligence seemed an affable character. He decided to talk to it and find out more information.

“Do you have a name ?”

“I am called Ship by my maker.”

“Ship, where is your maker ?”

“The maker is presently reconstituting. I have instructions to make you comfortable. It was not anticipated you would be asking questions at this stage. I am not able to provide you anything further than food and liquids,” Ship responded.

“Do you require anything else ?” it asked.

“No. Actually yes, please. I would like more food,” Zeke asked.

He deliberately moved closer to the wall where the door would be, anticipating that would be the direction it came.

Ship, obviously detecting the shallow subterfuge, dashed his hopes of an escape or view of the outside world.

“I detect that your body requires no sustenance at this moment. Your digestion is at optimum efficiency. You will require food in four hours and forty minutes as humans measure time.”

“I see. So I am being monitored. You said you are called Ship. Are you the ship’s computer ?”

“Yes, I control all functions on the ship,” it responded.

Zeke was impressed ! Ship, whatever it was, seemed capable of answering multiple questions and deciding which ones were rhetorical, and which required a response. He’d also discovered he was on a ship which accounted for his lack of stability in the swell.

“Ship, why is there no door to my room ?”

A delay, as if pondering the response.

“Because a door is presently not required.”

“and when one is required ?” Zeke asked almost knowing what the answer was going to be, but it needed to be said.

“When a door is required, it will be provided,” Ship responded.

“How will you do that, Ship ?”

“I am unable to answer that question at this time.”

“Ship, I require a door,” Zeke commanded, ever hopeful.

“Unable to accept the command. You are not a maker,” Ship actually explained.

“If I am on a ship, where is the ship located ?”

“I am unable to answer that question at this time.”

“When can I speak to a human, your maker ?”

“As soon as my maker is fully reconstituted, I will make him aware of your request,” Ship reassured him.

“What do you mean ‘reconstituted’ ?”

“I am unable to answer that question at this time.”

“Ship, is there anything I can do ? I need entertainment.”

“I can provide you with your planet’s internet services, if this will help you. I can also provide any TV stations or music channels available on your world. I cannot currently provide you with a telephone device to communicate with. This is a purely technical issue.”

“You are very accommodating, Ship. Do you treat all of your prisoners this well ?”

“Human, you are not a prisoner. You were dying, you are now healthy. That which was killing you was removed from your system. The Maker purely wishes to observe your recovery. That is all.”

“Aaah ! Yes, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to sound churlish. It’s just that I am not happy being locked up in here,” he admitted a little defensively.

“When the Maker found you, were you not locked up in a small room ?” Ship asked.

“Um ! Yes ! I suppose so, but I had done that for my own protection,” Zeke countered.

“Quite so !” Ship answered making the parallel between protection there and here obvious.

The sound of human voices suddenly startled Zeke and he swung around to find a forty inch screen embedded in the wall. It was showing a news report, the CNN logo indicating a US channel. A remote control hung off the wall.

Below it a small desk had appeared, also a small screen and a keyboard and mouse. There was a typist chair with wheels pushed underneath it. The screen showed a browser navigated to a news page.

“I believe this should meet your needs, human. It has been copied from a typical design from the area you frequented. Please let me know if it doesn’t suit. It can be modified.”

“How ?... How did you do that ?...” he was speechless.

Zeke realised he would not get a response from Ship as to just how it had achieved this fantastic feat of electrical and structural engineering. He had already examined these walls with a finely focused pair of eyes. Those walls had no seams. The Ship had made all of that electrical gear while he wasn’t looking. This was some clever stuff going on here. He was impressed.

“Ship ?”

“Yes, human ?”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

“Ship ?”

“Yes, human ?”

“My name is Zeke, human is my race. Zeke is my personal name.”

“Thank you, Zeke. We had wondered if you had such a calling. You were not interacting with other humans so we had no opportunity to ascertain how you were called,” Ship explained by way of an apology.

“If you need anything further please request it by calling my name,” the AI finished.

Zeke could only nod his head in thanks, he was all out of speech for the moment.

He walked to the wall and removed the remote control, then sat there and caught up with a world that he no longer seemed a part of. As he flitted through the channels, there was nothing on any of them that interested him or that he could relate to.

Somehow, the last few years of being on the streets, coupled with his strange abduction by ‘the Maker’ and ’Ship’, had resulted in a massive disassociative reaction in him. He no longer seemed to care.

At least the scientists wouldn’t be wanting him any more. If he went home he might even be able to lead a normal life. Now there was a thought.

What would a normal life be for him now ? A week or so ago, he had only wanted a job, a chance to improve his personal situation. Now, he felt as if those priorities had changed. Now, he wanted more, but as yet couldn’t identify the yearning inside.

Zeke turned off the television, preferring the silence to the babble of the artificial life forms sitting as anchors to their news channels. He laughed. ‘Artificial life forms’ as opposed to Ship’s artificial intelligence. Ship was coming out a clear winner, he decided.

Damn ! he thought, an artificial intelligence that you could actually have a proper conversation with. Where on earth was he ? Or, more speculatively, was he still on Earth ?
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Ferris sat at the head of the conference table. Around it sat fourteen lab-coated attendees who all remained quiet while he read through their summation a second time, then a third. 

He was not happy. 

He was used to getting what he wanted – always. This was telling him he was not getting what he wanted. This was not good. Not good at all.

When he felt he had absorbed everything the single page of tightly typed script had to offer, he sighed for emphasis and looked up at his team.

“Gentlemen, need I remind you that your grant is up for renewal next month ?”

He looked around the table at the scientists, all top of their fields and the exclusive property of the United States military, due to the nature of the work they carried out. All were happy in their positions, well compensated for their lack of official recognition out in their respective fields.

Nobody moved their heads, knowing a nod or a shake would bring unwelcome attention. They were all aware it was best to keep a low profile until this particular ‘shit storm’ blew over.

Ferris knew them well and could play them like a violin. He decided to wind the strings a little tighter. He understood their problems, but it was important to keep the whip cracking over their heads. It bred heightened efficiency. He also enjoyed the terror it caused amongst the weaker ones.

“Now, this little report tells me that we have lost the subject and he no longer resides on this planet, or is shielded so well our best satellites cannot find him.” He scowled at them one by one, seeking them out, looking for a weakness and determined to find it.

“How is it we can track a mouse from fifty miles up with a wart on its head, yet you guys cannot seem to find one, Zeke Callaghan, with an exotic radioactive isotope covering half of his head and infecting his whole body... Bloody hell ! A boy scout with a home-made geiger counter could pick up that much radioactivity !”

The ones nearest Ferris actually cringed at the mention of the subject’s name and condition.

Jansson, an older nuclear physicist whose appearance echoed that of an iconic picture of Einstein, had had enough of Ferris’s annoying bombastic nature and leaned forward, fingers splaying on the table. He wasn’t as tough as he made out, but he was by nature a manipulating weasel and could also play to the audience, in this case, his fellow scientists.

“Ferris, you’re forgetting that it was actually you that lost him in the first place, not us.” He pointed at Ferris.

“If it had not been for the ingenuity of this team here,” he magnanimously indicated with outstretched arms the other scientists sitting around the table, “you would never have found him again and been able to continue the research without the subject being aware.”

“Now,” Jannson, sure of his ground, began to warm to his subject, “we have had access for the last three days to all of the satellites, drones and high flying Sputniks your military Junta has at its disposal, and so far not a squeak of Ferrazite or Ferrazine has been detected.

Yet...” he hastened to add, “we can, and do know, the position of every single radioactive substance that has been refined in the last twenty years, down to the exact centimetre.”

Ferris interrupted him, not happy with this twerp, who was ‘his’ puppet, grandstanding to the others in front of him.

“Yes ! Yes ! Jansson I read all that, but you cannot find this one man with a metal plate in his head. How is it you lot with all of your superior intellect are unable to track him down ?”

Jannson now glowered at Ferris with a warning in his demeanour that everyone in the room now picked up on, including Ferris.

“I believe the reason we cannot pick it up on the scopes is simply because it no longer exists.”

Ferris tore into him.

“But, that is simply preposterous, you old goat ! How can a physical substance that can be monitored from anywhere in space suddenly no longer exist. It has to be the Russians, or the Chinese. “

Jannson responded in their defence, not best pleased at the lack of respect being shown to him by this ‘Hooyah Marine’ in front of his team.

“Ferris, we have tested the readability of this isotope down to a thousand metres under Cheyenne. We are, or were, the only people with this metal in our possession. Nobody outside this room was even aware of its existence.”

Ferris jumped on him.

“Yet your report here states, and I quote :

‘Subject Z was supine for a period of 7 hours and 42 minutes inside the derelict location in Queens.

At precisely 03:40hrs, subject Z disappeared. The atomic sensors registered an absence of Ferrazite, or the plasma modified Ferrazine compound anywhere on the planet.

On entering the premises at 04:00hrs (an extraordinary fast response) there was no longer any physical trace of subject Z nor the isotope, despite the door having being bolted from the inside and there being no windows, or other exits evident.’”

“Just how does a man with a radioactive head disappear from inside a locked room ?” he demanded.

Jannson shook his head as he looked dejectedly at his hands spread on the table.

“I don’t know, Ferris, I really don’t have any idea.”

Ferris cooled, he had pushed them as far as he could.

“Gentlemen, this isn’t a setback we can survive. The whole programme of GAMES (Genetically Altered Military Elite Soldiers) is centred around the growth of Ferrazine. Now the only known piece of Ferrazite in this solar system has upped and disappeared. The small quantities of active Ferrazine we have are not enough to complete the project. Simply put, if we don’t get Callaghan back with that radioactive blood of his, this project is dead in the water.”

He stood up, adjusted his uniform jacket, and marched out of the room, leaving the fourteen scientists to wonder what to do next.

It was a diminutive fellow who sat in the corner and asked the question nobody else had considered.

“What if the Ferrazite is still here, just isn’t where we expect it to be ?” Goeth asked.

Jannson went to rebuke him.

“Well, of course, it isn’t where...”

The impact of the statement suddenly sank into them like a stone in clear water. Goeth had their attention.

“We need to redirect the radiation monitors.”

“Where to ?” someone asked.

Goeth smiled, it wasn’t pretty.

“Space, gentlemen, space. The Ferrazite has to be in space !”

Jannson laughed.

“You’re mad, Goeth, bonkers ! How on earth can you believe it has gone into space, it is impossible ! We would have detected it moving to a launch site, even detected the launch itself. How could it be done without us even getting a glimpse ?”

Goeth simply smiled.

“I know it ;s a completely wild hypothesis, but there simply can be no other explanation, unless we consider the equipment is faulty, or even flawed, which is unlikely to be the case. All we need to do is redirect a few of the satellites and we will soon know.”

***

Zirkos awoke, calm and completely aware of his new physical body lying on the plinth. It was only the second time he had ever been reconstituted, and the first time he had made changes to his body. It would be an interesting experience for him to be a jenari-human hybrid.

He sat up, quickly getting used to his new mobility.

When he was ready he put his feet on the floor and, went to the mirror. Checking himself over, he found that he liked how he felt and what he saw. The silvery skin was impressive. He had taken the idea from one of their old movies. He stood straight, getting used to the feeling of height from his new perspective.

He wore a dark grey tunic which contrasted his silvery skin perfectly. His age in this reconstitution appeared to be middle to late thirties, and the human aspects of his outward appearance made him look dignified and slightly haughty. His height had increased somewhat, so that when contact was made with the humans he could look the part of an alien dignitary.

Research he had conducted had left him well prepared for all eventualities. He was confident that the differences he showed in overall physique were enough for the humans to see him as a close relative of humans. It was an important aspect apparently, judging by all the films he had seen where ‘friendly’ aliens were portrayed.

Walking towards the bare grey wall, he verbally commanded it to open, whereby the wall section representing a doorway dissolved, allowing him to proceed unhindered out of the sleeping area. He staggered slightly, his coordination not quite settled in.

As he expected, he found himself standing in his new control centre, deliberately placed right by his cabin for instant access. It was much larger than he remembered, the differences more noticeable as a physical being, and whilst he imagined other people in the room, he also judged that it was now overly large for those needs. Mentally, he noted to design a slightly slimmer version for the next build.

There were four consoles laid out in pairs, any two of which would be sufficient to control the ship’s activities as well as the new weapons array. Ship would create any visual or sensor displays on the blank walls, or in hologram-mode, whenever the need arose.

The controls were there for manual override. The whole room could be quickly emptied by the nanobots, resulting in a very efficient use of space. Modifications could be made to the consoles, dismantled by the nanobots, updated and restored again within minutes.

“Ship, status ?” Zirkos commanded.

Ship responded immediately.

“All systems operating at optimum. The human is named Zeke. It is healthy, asking questions, showing signs of restlessness. It is otherwise taking a benign approach to enforced hospitality. It wants answers.

There are no current threats. I am detecting increased communication to and from the satellites controlled by the landmass named “USA”. They are currently realigning satellite detection systems.”

“Purpose of realignment ?”

“As yet, unknown,” Ship responded.

“Monitor and report any threat.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Ship, note speech modifier ‘It’ is a ‘he’, the male of the human species, you should address it as such. ‘It’ is reserved for non-sexual entities such as ‘artificial Intelligences’ like yourself,” Zirkos explained, laughing as he did so. The AI would not get the humour, but then would not be offended either.

“Acknowledged.”

Zirkos didn’t need to know where the human was being kept. He walked up to the wall, commanded it to open, and walked into the cubicle area, which practically echoed his.

The human who was sitting at a console Ship must have installed for him, leaped up from his chair and came into a defensive position. Recognising it for what it was, ‘the well documented fight or flight human imprinted reflex’, Zirkos just stood still, ensuring he posed no threat once arriving in the room.

Standing quietly, he waited for the human to come to terms with what he belatedly realised was an invasion of personal territory. He decided to make attempts to rectify what was, in effect, his first error.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean to startle you,” he offered, putting out his hands in the human action of non-violence, in an attempt to bring the human to a receptive state as soon as possible.

“Who are you ? Are you ‘the maker’ Ship refers to ?” the human asked.

“Yes, my name is Zirkos and yours, if Ship has it correctly, is Zeke, is it not ?”

“Err’m, yes. Zeke Callaghan. Pleased to meet you, Zirkos.” Zeke smiled as he put out his right hand whilst covering himself with his left. Zirkos clasped it, realising as he did so that it was his first physical contact with another being for longer than he could remember.

“Ship, produce ship apparel for Zeke,” Zirkos commanded.

“Acknowledged,” Ship responded.

They both eyed each other up for a moment while getting the measure of the other. Humans were the same as his race, look you in the eye, feel the strength of purpose.

“Please !” Zirkos gestured towards Zeke’s plinth.

Zeke turned to see that a dark grey garment and light shoes had materialised on top of his bedding. He walked over and began dressing.

The garment was actually in two pieces, trousers and a jacket, which, as soon as he was clothed, became a single piece of clothing. It felt as if it was adjusting to him and he shuddered, as if something had crawled over his spine. The material felt strange. He realised that it, and the carpet had that same feeling, and deduced that it was a slightly metallic feel, comfortable, but inorganic.

“Nanobots,” Zirkos offered by way of explanation as Zeke looked curiously at the clothes knitted seamlessly together.

“Ahh ! So that’s how it’s all done,” Zeke responded, gesturing to all the furniture placements around the room.

Zirkos nodded, impressed at the human’s immediate acceptance of a logical explanation without attempting to deny its possibility.

Zeke sat and put on the shoes, light and comfortable, which fitted him perfectly. Again, as he sealed the openings they joined to the bottom of his leggings and became one with the rest of his clothes. They weren’t figure-hugging, he was pleased to note. There was considerable play in the leggings and upper arms and shoulders. The material was light, but he couldn’t place it. It definitely felt alien.

“Boy ! It’s nice to be wearing clothes again, even if they are weird.”

He felt in the empty pockets and noted that his host was looking at him expectantly.

“Zeke, we must discuss your situation.”

“Okay, I would appreciate the chance to get some clarification on that too,” Zeke responded enthusiastically.

“Ship, another chair ?” Zirkos indicated where he wanted it.

Zeke just looked on, mouth open in amazement as the chair materialised as though it were a grey liquid bubbling up from the floor, forming a frame, then a seat. Zeke believed he could almost see the nanobots working, but of course that was impossible. He was actually seeing the raw particles being atom-bonded together as Ship materialised them where it wanted them.

When the new chair was finished, Zirkos gestured to Zeke to sit in his earlier seat as Zirkos sat, a little judiciously, being as yet a little unfamiliar with both his new body and the chair design that Ship had implemented for the human frame.

“It is important for you to know that, had I left you where you were, you would have died. The method of your recovery is currently well beyond your science.”

He paused to give Zeke an opportunity to digest what he was telling him.

“The crucial part is that we were able to achieve two things.

Firstly, at the point you were recovered, you were suffering imminent mass organ failure, I think you call it, which forced us to intervene, keeping you alive and repairing the damage to your human body.

Secondly, we removed most of the metal that was killing you as it leaked poison into your bloodstream. You will not have any further issues with it. Your body should already be adjusting to its removal. We also discovered other instances of metal, mostly benign I think you call it, but we removed that as well.”

Zeke watched as Zirkos steepled his hands. They looked strangely out of place. He wasn’t sure why, only that the location, the technology, the alienness of it, seemed out of kilter with the human mannerism that the alien was so obviously trying to employ. He politely ignored the action and concentrated instead on the explanation.

Zirkos was, of course, attempting human mannerisms and was watching Zeke closely to see the minute changes in his responses. He knew that to accomplish what he needed to, he would need to understand these people better than they did themselves. Zeke was, in fact, a test subject, although Zirkos was genuinely interested in the human. He didn’t fully understand why yet.

“So,” Zeke responded, “I can thank you now then. I have to tell you I am so happy to be rid off that damned plate, and I’m not sure how you put me back together, but I am indebted to you. Whatever you want from me in return I will gladly pay, as living just one day without the pain is so blissful the price is worth it.”

“Ah, Zeke, I am impressed with your gratitude, but let me explain something. It might make you think a little differently of me.”

“Pheson Alacite is a very rare silicon type metal alloy. It is so rare you do not actually have any on your planet. It was, however, essential to obtain some to complete the repairs to Ship. It was with great surprise, then, that we actually detected not only the alloy, but more of it than we needed. We had only one problem.”

Zeke interrupted.

“You’re saying that the plate in my head was what, ‘Feez-un Alakite’ ?” he tried to get the pronunciation correct. It was different to the name Ferrazite, but interestingly not that different.

“Yes, precisely. This left us with a problem as to how to recover that which we wanted... needed.

Now, to be perfectly honest with you, I think that’s the expression, isn’t it, when I want to tell you how things really are ?”

Zeke nodded.

“The AI would probably have collected the metal without permission if I had not been part of the processing network, holding it to account and forcing it to work within protocols and routines. Your body would have been relieved of the metal crudely...”

“Oh, so Ship would have murdered me, then ?” Zeke said glumly.

Zirkos could discern disappointment on Zeke’s face and had suspicions of its basis.

“Oh no. In fact, Ship is more related to a sentient being than the AI that was collating the components. That was the pod AI which was of a lower level of sentience, a ‘three’, in fact, where Ship is a ‘seven’, a ‘ten’ being fully sentient.”

“Ship, what would you have done ?” Zirkos asked of the AI, knowing full well what its answer would be, but hoping to restore confidence in it with the human, Zeke.

“In the absence of the Maker, I would have instructed Pod to return, and we would have searched this solar system for sufficient inert Pheson Alacite, before proceeding to the next system.”

“So, Zeke would have been left unharmed ?”

“Affirmative, with exceptions.”

“And what would those have been, Ship ?” Zirkos asked.

“Had the human died naturally, then the Alacite would have been recovered immediately.”

“Clarification required Ship,” Zirkos commanded.

“Based on the probability of finding sufficient Alacite in this system taking between one hundred and one hundred and fifty periods, within this time the human would have expired and it would therefore be a high probability that Pod would have been instructed to remain until the event occurred, or until an alternate source was found,” Ship explained.

“Ship, you are an AI with honour,” Zeke responded, suitably impressed with the AI’s compassion.

“Human, it is purely the math of probability and, as the Maker has explained, I am a ‘seven,’ which means I am able to consider such probabilities and compare outcomes. Had things been different, then I cannot state categorically that the result would be the same,” Ship stated matter of factly.

Zirkos smiled. He wondered if he should tell the human that the Ship was a one-off AI based on his own intellect. He decided to keep that for another time.

“Fair enough, I think...” Zeke admitted, a little down still, but his faith appeared to be intact. Ship had maintained this human’s respect, which was an important aspect in dealing with this species, Zirkos had realised.

“So, to the point of this,” Zirkos pulled them back on track.

“In retrieving you at the point of your death, we were doing no more, and no less, than what Ship would have done without my presence. You would have lived your term according to your physical expiry date, and all would have been well.”

Zeke nodded understanding now.

“However, my interests are much broader than just collecting the Alacite and restoring Ship, but that is for another time. Sufficient that it was of value to me personally to keep you alive. This is why you are here now, but without your metal cap.

Now, to matters that pertain to you personally, beyond this juncture. You still retain fifteen percent of the Alacite in your body. This we cannot remove, as your body has become dependent on it and your DNA is continuing to mutate because of it. You are still changing, but not rapidly now. Without the Alacite plate poisoning your bloodstream, you will survive with it in your body.”

Should I tell him about the nanites in his system, Zirkos wondered.

“What is it doing to me, do you know ?” Zeke sounded concerned.

“I know a lot of what is happening to you, Zeke, but the end result is beyond my abilities and those of my onboard processors to extrapolate. This brings me to the point of your continued residence aboard this ship, instead of being returned, unaware of what had transpired, to your planet.

We would really appreciate the opportunity to study you, and, yes, I am now familiar with your concerns in that area because we tied up some research science with a ‘Subject Z’. We realised this was you, once we understood your name was the same as the Zeke Callaghan in their records.

If you were to remain aboard this ship, we would make you as comfortable as possible. The monitoring would be non invasive, using Ship’s sensors. We just want some time to establish the pattern of mutation, speed and the long-term effects on your DNA.

However, you are not a prisoner, and if you wish, I can release you and place you anywhere on your planet you choose to go.”

Zeke thought for a few moments. He wasn’t exactly happy with the idea of being a science experiment again.

“Anywhere on my planet ? You are saying that, firstly, this isn’t ‘your’ planet, and secondly that we are not ‘on’ it currently. Is that right ?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow that Zirkos identified as questioning / suspicious and also cynical.

Zirkos smiled.

“Zeke, I think you knew you weren’t on Earth even if you were not admitting it to yourself. I would be the same, and it’s abundantly clear I’m not ‘of’ Earth either, as my skin is definitely not indigenous to your planet. Then, of course, I only have to mention the technology.

You’re a very intelligent human. I notice that, since you are now free of the pain and the poison in your system, your thinking has improved tremendously. Am I right in all of this ?”

He watched as Zeke digested his words and came to terms with the fact that he wasn’t on Earth and probably was in a spaceship talking to an alien who magicked stuff out of thin air and talked to computers like they were people.

“I see you are in need of overwhelming proof, Zeke. This is all good.” Zirkos stood and held out his hand, not to be held, but as guidance, as he had seen them do on all of the films and TV programmes he had absorbed.

When he thought Zeke was ready, he took his arm at the elbow and guided him out of the door and into the control room, so he could see for himself.
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Zeke turned around as they progressed into the room, to see the door disappear behind him as fast as it had appeared. Those nanobots sure are quick, he thought, thinking of how that technology would work at home, no drafts, no unexpected visitors, no keys to lose. How would you put a cat-flap in that, he wondered idly.

“Ship, create porthole, planet side.”

As they watched, the grey metal interior of the ship melted along one wall and formed into a transparent view screen showing the planet Earth from above the North Pole. The whiteness of the icecap dominated everything, but it was possible to make out continents.

Zeke immediately drew back, fear instantly gripping him. The blackness of space around them scared the living daylights out of him. The porthole, so transparent as to be indistinguishable from an open window, so clear and invisible, made him feel totally agoraphobic.

He kept the panic inside, struggling to keep on top of it. It was just like when he was in the thick of it in battle, with shed loads of armament coming his way, and he realised he was going to go down big time. That kind of panic you never learn to completely control.

Now he just wanted the porthole closed before he fell, or was sucked out. The feeling of vacuum on the other side and the knowledge of the coldness made him shiver apprehensively. He noticed Zirkos watching him closely.

Probably waiting for me to lose it, Zeke thought to himself. Well, I’m not going to, so there. He almost chuckled at the childish sounding manner of that petulant statement. He wondered if the alien could read minds.

He stood looking alternately around the ship and at the view. The viewscreen was large, a good fifteen feet wide by five feet high. The bottom was knee height making him very aware of the lack of depth to it, barely the thickness of his thumb. How can the ship handle the pressure differential ? Amazing strength, he thought.

Holding grimly to the chair, his hands clenching the back of the seat, he fought the vertigo that threatened to spill over him. He took in everything he possibly could, and that was a lot to see, inside and out.

Inside, he noticed the streamlined look of everything, the simplicity of controls that had been reduced down to minimalist levels. There was an absence of clutter. Zeke decided he liked that. Everything seemed to stand out, every detail imprinting itself on his mind, anything his mind could grasp onto in an effort to hold back that deep ingrained panic reaction that makes you want to run.

Outside, he watched the Earth below, he could see movement of cloud, even contrails of aircraft. The viewscreen contained sensors that seemed to highlight briefly then fade. He was about to ask about them, when Zirkos seeing where his attention was, answered for him.

“Those are small bits of matter hitting the forcefield. It could be meteor dust, or something off one of your satellites. As it hits the field, often travelling thousands of miles an hour, it creates an impact area which glows for a second, before the shield compensates.”

Zeke was gobsmacked. He realised that, whatever was going to happen, he wasn’t about to go back to living in yesterday’s world. He knew now what he wanted. He wanted to live in tomorrow’s world, now... today.

He knew he was going to agree to everything that was asked, required, even demanded. He had already decided that he had to pay his dues to this alien who was physically so like a man. Damn ! Even the AI was almost human.

Okay, just close the damned porthole before I begin to scream and climb the walls, he thought to himself.

***

Zirkos observed the man, whom he realised he had taken an instant liking to. He watched as Zeke fought to keep his wits and faced up to his situation, one none of his race had ever truly experienced before, and waited for him to process it all. He was patient. He knew that whatever decision Zeke made, he, Zirkos, would honour it. The alien had what he needed.

He glanced over at the small square of Pheson Alacite on the control desk. Was it actually glowing ?

Zeke finally nodded at him. He had a look on his face that Zirkos interpreted to be close to fainting and he was leaning heavily against the chair. That seemed to be another thing he needed to learn about these people, their ability to manage things outside their realm of expectancy, and the reactions it created in them.

“Ship, close porthole,” Zirkos commanded.

He led a now subdued Zeke to a room that he had set up as a small lounge, in an effort to give them both an area to meet on neutral ground. This was something he had also researched on how to discuss difficult and personal situations with people.

He watched as the human sat down, his face looked very white. Zirkos wondered if creating the porthole had been the right thing to do. He was missing the opportunity to check Zeke’s vital signs as he was no longer part of the AI network. He would just have to continue to watch for any outward sign of trouble. Ship would warn him if any serious side effects were manifesting.

Zeke was physically shaking in delayed reaction as he sat down and took one fist in the other hand to bring it under control. He had been shown, without doubt, and in a very commanding way, that he was in space and that everything happening was for real. You can accept something mentally, but only when you confront it physically, does it actually become something you have to deal with on all levels.

It was like imagining facing down the barrel of a loaded gun. Up until the time it actually happens, you know it probably means you are going to die, but actually being there, with the gun inches from your face, the certainty becomes a matter of fact. The body reacts to that, not the mind.

Zirkos sat across from him, with a look that Zeke interpreted as concern.

It was amazing how human-looking this alien being was. The differences in their physical bodies were, on the surface, minimal. Zirkos spoke and behaved like a natural person of Earth, not an alien. Although there were frequent slip-ups in the body language that Zeke saw as attempts at mimicry, he still thought the alien was a close relative of humans, somewhere along the evolutionary chain.

“Zeke, you are already aware your metal plate was poisoning your body through your bloodstream. I have studied up on your physiology which is not that much different to my people so I think I can relate to what was going on quite well.

The metal is what you term as radioactive, but not like your plutonium. It has qualities that are helpful to your body if managed in the right proportions. Your body was overdosing on it continually as your blood attempted to break down the radiation building up in your body too fast.

When we retrieved the plate, we also extracted much of the metal out of your bloodstream.”

Zeke nodded, understanding everything so far.

Zirkos took the small cube of Alacite he had taken off the control panel on the way into the room, and handed it to him.

“This was what was taken out of your body. It has mutated in a strange way.”

“What do you mean by strange ?”

“To explain that, I must first tell you more about the metal. Your scientists have only recently discovered it, through you, in fact, and, yes, before you mention it, I have seen their research notes.

You were not aware that they were monitoring you right up to the time you nearly died. They had no intention of retrieving you, they were only going to recover the Pheson Alacite, and place it into another human, while they continued to study the effects and benefits.”

“Jesus wept ! I had no idea. I thought I was hidden from them, but they had me under wraps all the time. Bastards !”

“Yes, unfortunately their approach wasn’t helpful to you, but much of the human way of dealing with these issues is antagonistic. It’s how you say, ‘making yourself your own worst enemy’.

That said, I believe your race to be moving ahead quickly, on many different science fronts. I am unable to see anything wrong in the overall pattern of your race’s development. In other ways, however, you decimate individuals and small groups that are unable to defend themselves. I think this is a sad reflection of what is proving to be an innovative way to develop.

But, back to the point here and it’s important to keep to it. I am part historian, and a collector of all things, so like to discuss things over wide time spans, to no great effect.”

Zirkos smiled as he tried to keep his human companion at ease.

“The point, Zeke, is that the mutation of the metal, your people call ‘Ferrazite,’ is of a beneficial nature and your body has already amalgamated it into your genetic make-up. So much so, that we could only remove eighty five percent of it. As a mutated alloy it is not, like other metals such as iron, a part of your natural bodily make-up, but now you need it to continue to develop.”

“What do you mean, ‘continue to develop’ ?”

“Well, your body has been going through change. You are younger, fitter, faster, stronger. If you know your superman comics and films, you will not develop superpowers, but you are becoming resistant to certain things, like pain, injury and so on. The pain threshold, you were enduring from the poisonous effects of the Alacite, was tremendous. Much more than you could have endured, without the ongoing mutation building your capacity to manage it.

At the same time, your reactions are getting quicker and your muscles are improving. Your body will continue to develop along those lines but I have no data on where it will end.

Your scientists appeared to realise some of this very early on, which makes them very perceptive and good innovative researchers, but they did this at your expense and treated you badly. However, their intent is not without merit. Again, if you look at how these advances evolve  outside of their original parameters, it benefits humanity on the whole.”

“Many of our own people consider such scientists to be barbaric,” Zeke argued.

“Having been on the receiving end of that, I wouldn’t say necessarily so, but they seem to be immune to the harm and suffering they cause. This is probably through the need to analyse the person as an experiment, getting beyond the humanity to interpret the science, I suppose,” he finished.

“ I think your planet has a common belief system that the ‘end justifies the means’ and this only becomes apparent or controversial when humans, or certain other species, are affected.”

“WARNING !“

“What is it, Ship ?”

“We are being scanned by the planet’s satellite and ground radar systems. I detect some form of radiation detection system. They appear to be locking onto us using Pheson Alacite as an anchor,” Ship explained.

“Are we cloaked ?”

“No, Maker, cloaking now.”

Ship was suddenly respectful, aware that it should have anticipated and neutralised the possibility. Complacency was not a normal emotional response for an AI, even a ‘seven’, but Ship was unique in that it was an imprint of its Maker, and, therefore, consisted of deeper arrays and a broader awareness. Sometimes a facsimile of sentience crept into its routines. It decided to do a system clean at the first opportunity.

Zeke noticed a slight shimmering as the ship’s colour spectrum seemed to shift.

“Re-position us within directional range of their radar, but on a different heading. We will see if their systems can still detect us,” Zirkos commanded.

The ship proceeded to D-jump to a new location. They spent a few tense minutes waiting for a response from the planet below.

“Planet and orbital radar appears no longer able to fix our position,” Ship announced.

“Monitor and analyse their efforts, Ship. Advise if we come under detection again,” Zirkos commanded.

“Affirmative.”

“As you can see, Zeke, your people are much more advanced in their thinking than I would have credited. Somebody must have taken a big intuitive leap when you disappeared off the planet. We will have to deal with that soon. In the meantime, how do you want to proceed ?”

Zeke looked bemused by the question. Zirkos decided he had instinctively made the correct choice in letting him decide his own fate. He personally wanted Zeke to stay, but he wanted it to be his decision. He could see him dwelling on everything that had happened.

After a few minutes of pondering, he seemed to come to a decision, and Zeke looked up at the ceiling.

“Ship ?”

“Yes, Zeke.”

“Can you rustle up a cup of coffee ?”

“Affirmative, Zeke. Is that with milk and sugar, or plain black ?” Ship asked.

“White, three sugars, please, Ship.”

There was silence for a few seconds. Then, a tall white china coffee cup materialised on the table, filled with steaming dark brown contents. The aroma was instantly recognisable as a filter coffee blend from his local coffee shop.

“Thank you, Ship.”

Zeke smiled, wondering briefly if some poor schmuck back on Earth had suddenly seen their fresh coffee disappear from in front of their very eyes.

He took the mug by the handle and drew it up to his mouth, tasted the contents and then grinned at Zirkos.

“A little strong, but perfect tasting coffee. If you don’t mind, I would like to stay, especially if Ship can rustle up the occasional burger and fries, even if it has to materialise it from my local takeaway,” Zeke responded.

Zirkos laughed. “Well, I think I would have preferred it if your decision had been based on something a little more profound, like universal peace or the future of mankind, but I suspect that such mundane things as a beverage, or a meal, can come high up the list in deciding factors.”

“Exactly !” Zeke affirmed.

They both chuckled. Zirkos, already accepting the humans decision to stay, felt good about the prospect. It would be interesting to see where all of this went, although he knew, for some reason as yet outside of his perception, that these people were important to him, in some way.

“So, what do you want me to do around here, then ?”

“Do, Zeke ?”

“Yes, I’m not going to sit here twiddling my thumbs, I need to be doing something. When you clobbered me in the shop that night, doing whatever it was you do with those light beams, I was in the process of stealing the things I needed to create an identity and get myself somewhere to live and a job.”

“Stealing... ah yes, I understand your meaning, Zeke. We should have need of your involvement shortly although I hadn’t anticipated using you to steal anything. Pod is way too good at that already.” He laughed.

“Firstly, I think we should have a lengthy discussion about your world and mine and what we can do together. There are dangers lurking in space that are going to affect your people, sooner or later.

I believe with your country’s recent space exploration, you will attract attention very soon and you need to be able to protect yourself.”

“Oh, you mean there are non-friendly bugs out there ?” Zeke smiled, as if only half believing him.

“Ha Ha !” Zirkos laughed.

“Zeke, you have no idea !”
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“You mean, they are like a wasp hive, you attack one and they all come after you in a swarm ?” Zeke was astounded as Zirkos explained the possibility of the Nubl hordes descending on Earth.

“Yes, the Nubl are a hive mind and are linked to their own nests. If you attack them, the others will home in on you and are relentless in pursuit. If you take on a single Nubl, you must also be able to handle a massive full-on attack, in the event they can steer themselves through a wormhole to your location.”

“Geez ! And you think these are going to be making a bee-line, ha-ha joke, for us as soon as they register our ability to enter into space ?”

“Yes, I do. The problem is, they have already been coming to this solar system for millennia. It was they that destroyed my ship and forced a landing on your planet. So I know this is on their path of dispersal. They may revisit as frequently as every two to three hundred years. If their last visit was prior to your industrial revolution there would have been nothing technically advanced to show up on their scans.”

“...then their next one could be about due, sometime this century,” Zeke finished.

“Yes, I think that would be what I would expect,” Zirkos affirmed.

Zeke sat there, deep in thought. Zirkos wondered what he was thinking about, wishing there was a way that humans could share thoughts like artificial intelligences were capable of doing. 

As if reading his thoughts Zeke started thinking out loud causing Zirkos to smile inwardly as he concentrated on what his new ally was saying.

“If a force of any size came to Earth any time soon, then we’d be sunk. There are only a few countries who could retaliate and if I’m right, your technology is way behind theirs, meaning they would have advanced beyond our ability to defend ourselves, even with your assistance.” He looked at Zirkos for confirmation of his immediate and damning assessment.

Zirkos simply nodded realising that Zeke was just getting started and wanting to hear him out.

“If the technology you have on this ship was to be widely available. There is a chance that we might put up a defence, of sorts.” Zeke paused to look at Zirkos hoping to get some affirmation that the alien would share its knowledge with Earth.

Zirkos wasn’t sure how much he would be prepared to hand over, but nodded encouragingly. There were rules, written and unwritten about handing emergent races enough technology to destroy themselves and everything around them. He hedged his bets by putting his current viewpoint. 

“Zeke, the problem I have is - your planet is very competitive, yet many of your countries would be left behind in the development of new technology, whilst others would be secretive and not share any advancements. All of which would be detrimental to any plan you hope to form,”

Zeke considered for a moment, his newly recovered mental faculties flashing through the options that all this was bringing. The whole plan might well hinge on forming some kind of world consensus. A central controlling interest. He would have to think about that for another, later, discussion. In the meantime, he understood where Zirkos was going with his input and decided that it was the right approach for now. Although he did have plenty of other ideas to put out, he was more oriented towards the way his fellow humans thought and behaved. He reigned himself in and responded to Zirkos.

“So, if we stand any hope of dealing with them when they come, we have to get the whole world together and work as a team.” Zeke mused. Then actually realising the enormity of the operation, he raised his voice in concern.

“Do you have ANY idea how impossible that is going to be ?” he asked the silver alien sitting opposite him.

“Yes, I do. Which is why I need you to become my Ambassador.”

“Your what ? Ambassador ? How on Earth... aah ! I think I see. Well, actually, no I don’t, tell me what you mean.”

Zirkos had been waiting to get the conversation to this point. He needed to push this human to the point that the idea would evolve as a natural conclusion. Zirkos had weeks now to mull the issues and had already largely mapped out the way forward.

“Zeke, I am just one alien being. Yet, to succeed, I need to quickly and efficiently forge links with your world’s leaders - all of them that matter, anyway. There isn’t going to be time to waste on misunderstandings.“

Zirkos went on to explain what was needed.

“I already see marked differences in perception between what you and I think. Imagine this at a global level with secret and your individual nationalistic interests getting in the way of logic and common sense. What you and I already perceive as a difficult, but achievable mission will be seen by some as an opportunity, others as a threat. While still others will want to bargain for advantage where there is none save working as one race for the survival of all.” He hesitated.

“Ship and I have been monitoring your military and political groups wherever we can establish a high level of intrusion to gain some semblance of the mentality I will have to deal with. 

“The fact is you humans are like squabbling children and will not accept facts coming from me even wrapped up in presents of technology sharing. The power I hold in terms of technical power will only be seen as a domineering threat, an attempt to take over your world for my own purposes. I don’t want your leaders to fight a resistance war with me. It’s self defeating in the worst way,” Zirkos pleaded before continuing, he glanced out the window and looked down at a cloud-cast continent that looked peaceful and calm that itself was hiding the potential for turbulence that would be evoked by direct intervention by him.

“I need someone with me who will steer things the right way with your leaders. And, of course, we can monitor your health while you are working,” he added quickly.

Zirkos wondered if the job idea meant he should offer money, so he decided to add it to the pot.

“Payment for your services can be made, if you wish to have an ‘official’ job, but you won’t need for anything here. Ship, or I, can supply you with just about anything you desire.”

Zeke laughed, thinking that coffee and Big Mac’s sounded right up his alley. He’d watched Zirkos struggle with the language, but realised very quickly, the language wasn’t the barrier they had to worry about. Zirkos was right. His alienness, the technology and the promise of technology sharing would be looked upon with a lot of greed mixed with deep suspicion. There would be those who would be sniffing around the deal looking for the bait hook and wondering when the other shoe was going to drop. They would need a better, perhaps a more direct approach.

***

The President sat in his winged leather armchair, pulling on his moustache. His wife, and his PR team, all said it was distinguished, but he couldn’t wait until his term finished and he could shave the blasted thing off.

Unusually, he was not planning on running for a second term. His first had been bad enough. He’d had no idea the difficulties of being the Head of State of the USA would hamstring him so effectively. He wanted to achieve so much, but because of the politics, the favours owed, allegiances and strength of lobbyists, there was no room for his own personal agendas. As a result, he was feeling disenchanted with everything. It wasn’t what he’d promised himself at the start of his campaign. Now, he was lucky if he even had a moment to think about the promises he had made himself. The desire to contribute in some way to world peace, brokering deals that would lead to disarmament, lowering of world tensions. All seemed so achievable then. Now, it was a distant memory of a fading dream, one removed from reality. A wisp of intent.

He placed the report on the threat of China’s continued economic growth forecast down, for the third time in an hour. It was hard reading. The US was so far in debt to the Chinese banks and corporations, in other words, the government, that the USA was effectively owned lock, stock and barrel by Peking. The American people would revolt if they knew the extent of the indebtedness to a known enemy. How had it come to this ?

If the Chinese wanted to foreclose tomorrow, there was damn all the government could do, except declare war. It left him with no room for manoeuvre, and the report itself left him with a very bad taste. One that had been inherited from his predecessor. A bad deal put at the end of his term and passed on with a smirk being the only clue to the poisoned chalice.

A rustling made him look up at the door and he wondered which secret agent had entered his sanctum to disturb his peace, but there was nobody there.

“There is a way out of the predicament, Mr President.” A voice came from across the room.

“Whoa ! Who’s that ?” He dropped the report across the floor as he shot out of his seat in surprise. Then fell back into it when he realised with a shock that he had an intruder in the room that had bypassed his security. How the dickens had he done that ? 

The man appeared out of the dark shadows in the corner of his private suite and walked slowly towards him. He sat down opposite the President on the long backed green leather chesterfield, that had occupied that spot for the last two hundred years. He was bald, with chiselled features and competent looking. Plainly American from his introductory speech, he was dressed in a one piece tunic of dark grey. His complexion was one of rude health and lightly tanned, as though he had recently had a holiday in Hawaii. He was relaxed, perfectly at ease with infiltrating the inner sanctum. Legs crossed, he leaned back relishing the comfort of the leather, as though it was something he had grown fond of and now missed. He then leaned forward, ready to explain. 

President Garner, initially dumbfounded, had been too surprised to even reach for his panic button. Now though his attention turned to the table.

“Don't worry, it won’t work anyway, Mr President,” the man said as the President’s hand moved towards the small hand control that would call in his security team with guns unholstered, safety off and aiming to shoot first, explanations second.

The President pressed it anyway and waited for the doors to burst open, ready to duck under the coffee table at the first opportunity, as he had been taught. Even the body sensors should have picked up the intruder’s presence, but hadn’t.

Nothing happened.

You don’t get to be President by being stupid, and Garner could see the man wasn’t armed, had not approached him aggressively and showed no threat or hostility towards him. He gauged his need to respond in panic mode and assessed correctly that, currently, there was no threat, only an unexplained entrance into his private chamber. Someone’s head would roll for that, once this little episode had run its course.

In the meantime, he decided to humour the man until his sleeping security team awoke to the fact that he wasn’t alone.

“Who are you ? What do you want ? Why are you in my private suite ? And, just how the fuck did you get past my secret service team out there ?” he snapped.

“Firstly, my name is Zeke Callaghan and I’m not here to harm you. I appreciate you have a lot of questions, Mr President, so, if you would allow me, I would like to show you something that might help get you and me off on the right foot, so to speak,” Zeke offered quietly.

The President stood, as if to move towards the door and spoke very loudly.

“I cannot see anything in your hands. You aren’t wearing a jacket and you don’t have a briefcase. What could you possibly have to show me that would stop me from having you thrown into chains, ten levels below the Hoover building, where the sun never shines ?” President Garner bluffed, speaking loud enough to wake the dead in the next State, but frustrated by the lack of response from his men outside the door.

Zeke just smiled at him. 

“Oh, it’s not here, Mr President, it’s somewhere we are going to visit.” 

Zeke then walked up close to the President who tried to step back, but was restrained by Zeke’s holding onto his arm with an iron-clad grip. 

Zeke issued a command to the empty air.

“Ship ? Now please !”

Before the President could respond, he felt a tingling sensation over the whole of his body. It stymied his intended outburst as both of them were enveloped in a D-field that, in microseconds, removed them from the room. 

Two seconds later, two black-suited agents burst in, guns drawn looking for the President.

“I heard voices, Blayne. I tell you, he was talking to someone and I heard the other guy’s voice, like he was in the room.” The first agent was the smaller and skinnier of the two, his name badge said Riley.

“Where's the President ?” the one called Blayne shouted, weaving his gun around the room in an effort to home in on a target. Any target.

“He was here, I spoke to him as he entered just over ninety minutes ago, he hasn’t come out,” Riley responded, panic beginning to set in. They had lost the President on their watch. What happened now would depend on where the President had gone. Either way, Riley knew his career was in the sewer.

Blayne, equally despairing, pressed his throat mike and went to call out an all points alert.

“White Stag is missing,” he croaked into the mike, choking back the disbelief that they had just lost the President.
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President Garner reeled reacting badly to the unexpected change in his location. The floor, surroundings and air pressure, all made him disoriented. He had no previous concept of a ‘de-materialisation’ field for relocating a body, so he naturally responded in a highly negative way. He swore like a trooper.

“Fuck ! Fuck ! Fuck !” he exclaimed, as his brain attempted to readjust his perception to a completely different locale. 

He struggled to balance ; his weight distribution felt wrong, which caused him to weave like a drunk as he tried to coordinate his body to this new physical experience. His mind refused to cooperate with the reality of his situation so he floundered until he found a chair back near him to cling on to. 

He used its stability as an anchor while he came to terms with what the hell had just happened.

No longer in his darkened lounge, the temperature change alone, caused him to awaken to the idea he was some place else. The even light distribution gave him a sense of timelessness as if he had entered a period of perpetual daytime. In a sense he wasn’t far off the mark. He belatedly took in the greyness of his surroundings, as well as the lack of rich textures that his mind had been accustomed to thiry seconds prior.

Opposite him, in exactly the same position as in his lounge, stood the stranger, looking taller now in the clear light.

Garner could see intense alertness in the eyes. He could tell the man was services-trained, purely from the stance and attitude, his own background was of a similar nature. Was he dealing with military, ex-forces, or home-grown terrorists ? His imagination was racing overtime in the absence of explanations and left him clutching at straws.

The stranger re- introduced himself.

“Mr President, my name is Zeke Callaghan. Your people will be able to check me out properly when we send you back, and you will be going back soon, Mr President,” he reassured him politely. Then he proceeded to expand on his promise.

“You are not a prisoner, or hostage. You are simply a visitor that we need to talk to and the best way of getting your attention, was to bring you here.” Zeke’s hands spread outwards to indicate the ‘here’ he was talking about was this small grey room with only the single operational chair to provide him with the ability to remain upright.

Garner wasn’t ready to concede anything to this man yet. He went to step back to put distance between them and instead came up against the hard surface of the wall behind him. He panicked sparking off a torrent of questions.

“Where the hell am I ? What did you just do to me and what the hell do you mean by kidnapping me ?” He wagged his finger threateningly, but wisely took back a hold of the chair while he dealt with the renewed vertigo he was experiencing. With everything that was going on, his mind wasn’t prepared for Zeke’s answer.

“Currently, you are in a small alien spacecraft above the North Pole,” Zeke responded calmly.

“Haha err ! You’re kidding, right ?” Garner responded nervously. His colour had gone from red, to puce to whitish grey in a matter of seconds and Zeke became concerned in case the President passed out. He could see that Garner wasn’t really taking it in yet. He could well understand the idea of blanking something totally unbelievable until the mind could either cope with it, or was not given a choice.

Garner chose to verbally attack Zeke in an effort to ignore the obvious ; that he truly was on an alien spaceship in space, and certainly not where he wanted to be right now.

“Do you know the penalty for kidnapping the President of the United States of America ?” President Garner ranted while trying hard to get a grip of himself, but only succeeding in sounding cowardly and weak. He was plainly rattled and ran off the warning without thinking of the insanity of threatening someone who could ‘instantly’ remove him from his office under the very nose of his security detail.

“As I said back on Earth, Mr President, it might be easier to just show you,” Zeke offered in as calming a manner as possible because he wasn’t sure it would be seen as such in a few seconds. He offered the President a brown paper bag he had leftover from a Big Mac that Ship had sequestered earlier and prepared for the verbal onslaught the next move would bring from the formidable man standing in front of him.

“You might need this, Mr President,” said Zeke not responding to the threat, while handing him the bag.

“A barf bag, are you kidding me ? um ! Callaghan did you say your name was ?”

“Yes, Mr President. If you would like just to watch this wall here for a second ?” he indicated the blank wall in front of them.

“Ship, porthole planet-side, please,” he commanded.

“Affirmative,” confirmed Ship.

No sooner had the President craned his neck around to work out where the voice was coming from, there was a new distraction forming right in front of him and he was pulled into more mental chaos.

It didn’t seem to take as long to create the porthole this time, as Zeke’s earlier introduction to space vistas had. Maybe Ship was getting faster. Canada, Russia and the northern part of the USA were mostly in darkness, cloud covered much of the eastern side and mid country was getting a thunder storm or two.

Zeke’s attention was drawn back into the ship, by the sound of a bag rustling, as the President lost his dinner.

The President desperately held onto the chair with one hand, much as Zeke had done the first time. He watched as the President’s eyes bulged at the unfolding view. It was, perhaps, a cruel thing to do, but as Zeke had personally experienced it himself, he reminded himself that ‘it beat all the argumentative crap right out of you’.

“As you can see, Mr President, we are currently stationed just over the North Pole. You can see Canada, Russia,“ he pointed, “and, if you look down there, you can just make out Washington on the edge there, where we just removed you from.”

Garner looked at Zeke as if he felt there was a debt owed and it wasn’t a pleasant look, but despite himself, President Garner was mesmerised. Only a few select people got to see the view of the world from here for real. His eyes couldn’t pull away from the scene unfolding before him. He’d seen enough ISIS pictures to be surprised at the viewpoint. However, the clarity and the depth of focus of the image he was seeing was breathtaking. He held out from being impressed ; still riled at the method of his abduction. He was more than prepared to have this man shot on the White House lawn.

“You could easily be faking this, Callaghan, I don’t know how you are doing it, but I’m sure as hell not going to be convinced of anything by a little bitty demonstration like this. Where are we ? In a 3D trailer-park in back of the White House ?”

Zeke just smiled and seeing it, Garner felt a black pit open up in his gut.

“Ship, can you reposition us alongside the Space Station, please. Remain cloaked.”

“Affirmative, Zeke.”

A few seconds later, the view changed and they were port side, viewing a shining combination of unfurled gossamer wings and mismatched washing machine drums, all combined into a familiar shape known the world over. Behind it, the Earth shone bright as a button, as the sun’s reflection slid across Ireland and western Spain, bringing early morning to Europe.

The President was now completely lost in the view and it was some minutes before either of them could bring themselves to pull away from it and focus on the inside of the ship.

“Ship, close porthole,” Zeke commanded.

The view slid from sight as it was replaced with the grey of the wall, as if it never existed.

Garner walked to the wall, still clutching the brown bag, and felt along it looking for something, then, hand still on the wall, turned to Zeke.

“How did you do that ? It looked so real ?” he asked incredulously.

“That’s because it was real,” confirmed Zirkos as he walked into the control room from his quarters, having kept out of the way until the show had concluded.

Now Garner was astonished. He had just got used to the idea that he was dealing with an extraordinary human being that could spirit him out of the White House past all of his security and into space, talk to a spaceship, look at Earth through a porthole that just appeared ‘on demand’, when to top it all off, an alien walks in.

Silver-skinned Zirkos had timed his entrance perfectly, and he walked up to the President and offered his hand.

“Mr President, my name is Zirkos, and I come from another universe. Can we please talk ?” Zirkos indicated the next room where Zeke was already heading.

Garner followed, completely speechless, and much like Zeke before him, meekly now, all previous bluster and pretentiousness gone out the porthole.
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President Garner sat in the oval office where he had been returned not ten minutes earlier by the same means he had been secreted away. Never a true believer in himself as a master of his own destiny let alone the world’s, Frank Garner had been shown a future where Earth had shaken off the mantle of oppression and embraced technology in a way that had never been conceived of before. He was excited, but also daunted by the immensity of the project that the two oddball entrepeneurs had proposed. Could they make the future happen ? He didn’t know, but he wouldn’t stand idly by and watch them go it alone.

Now, he had decisions to make, and the first one was going to be how to explain his disappearance from his lounge four hours ago. He had no means of leaving the room without his security detail being aware, yet it was important that they not be aware of his visit to outer space, not yet, maybe not ever.

He would be carted off to dementia land and the vile VP Dredge would take his place. That damned man had proven to be a venomous viper in the pit and thwarted his efforts to move forward on anything substantial. Garner knew why of course, Dredge wanted him to fail and then step into his shoes. This would be all he needed to cudgel power from the office of the President. 

Garner was about to press the intercom to call in his secretary, when the door burst open and she ran in ahead of two security officers looking very upset. When she saw him at his desk her relief was evident. The agents that had entered with her looked relieved, but bewildered. One tagged his wrist and issued a terse command.

“This is Packer, White Stag is found. Repeat, White Stag is found. Stand down perimeter search. Resume stations. Out.”

Special Agent Packer, his Secret Service, Head of Detail, was the first to quiz him.

“Where have you been, Sir ? We have been hunting all over for you ?”

“I took a walk. I had read too much of the papers I had and just took a walk. It’s no big deal, nobody noticed me. I intended to be just be a few minutes, but was away longer and just found my way to my office without thinking about it,” Garner said dismissively, trying hard to keep his voice sounding casual.

“Sir, there’s no way...” Packer wasn’t allowed to finish.

“Has anybody here got a damned cigarette ?” Garner bellowed in an effort to change the subject.

“Sir, Mr President, you can’t...” his secretary pleaded.

“Yes, Yes ! I know. Just get me a coffee please, Annie. It’s been a long night.” He turned to his security detail.

“Gentlemen,” the President indicated the door. “Really, all is well, I just went off the radar for a few hours, that’s all.”

Packer turned to him as he was leaving, scowling vehemently. He knew that his team had been diligent and thorough, yet the president had got past them all without apparent effort. He was going to be looking into just how the President could disappear into thin air and when he did...

The President read the look on his face and nodded in acceptance of Packer’s implied threat in the scowl. He regretted the need to lie and dissemble, but now was not the time to deal with this. In fact, it couldn’t happen again, or there would be hell to pay on all levels.

Annie chose then to return with his morning coffee and the post leaving Packer to walk stiffly out without another word. Hot on her heels, his top guns filed in, all raring to start a new day of mayhem. They hadn’t heard anything of the President’s escapades for the last four hours, although it would be all over the White House, Secret Service, and the other three letter services within the hour. Then there would be some serious chaos.

They ain’t seen nothing to what’s coming, chuckled Garner, as he reflected on the meeting he had just had seven miles up in space. They ain’t seen nothing at all, he smiled secretively.

***

“What do you think, Zeke ?”

Zirkos was looking pensively out of the porthole that they had both decided they liked having permanently visible. The view of the Earth beneath the ship gave them both focus, despite the occasional feelings of vertigo that Zeke got when he stood too close and lost the perspective given by the frame. Then he would feel he was falling and would have to pull back before he fainted.

“I think he will work it out. He has all the facts now, he certainly wants to break out of the institutionalised dogma that surrounds his job. If he can get things moving in the right direction, it’s possible that we could end up with what we need : a concerted world order to put planet Earth on a space footing.”

Zirkos turned towards Zeke.

“Do we proceed now with stage two, or wait awhile. You know your President best. Will he cooperate if we set things in motion ?”

Zirkos was referring to the stages of the plan they had thrashed out before kidnapping Garner. Firstly, to convince the most powerful person on the planet that humans were not alone in the universe and aliens were real, and secondly, that a potential alliance was possible, if handled delicately.

The potential for a variety of disastrous outcomes was significantly high, given the general ‘Area 51’ type paranoia and cult behaviour. They intended to try and circumvent much of that by layered introduction of both ideas and evidence.

“Yes, I’m ready. Let’s do it.”

Zirkos responded, “Ship, location and status of the Ferrazite Science Committee ?”

“The Committee is currently in closed session at their headquarters in the Kennedy Building. There are armed guards stationed outside the door and two people with concealed weapons within the room.”

Zeke decided now was the best time, without thinking on it too much.

“Ship, de-materialise the concealed weapons at the same time as you transfer me, please.”

The distraction of me arriving will probably conceal the sudden absence of their weapons, he thought. He made eye contact with Zirkos, smiling as he nodded.

“Initiate transfer,” ordered Zirkos, and watched as Zeke disappeared.

Two small weapons appeared on the edge of the control panel nearest him. He picked one up and idly examined it, noting the efficient way the humans designed and used lethal technology. If they had the science available to them from his Pattern library, where would they be in a hundred years, he wondered. Could they be trusted ?

He sighed and turned to view the ship’s monitoring system which would follow the proceedings down on the planet.

***

Zeke felt that peculiar pins and needles effect he had come to recognise as part of the re-materialisation. He and Zirkos had worked on design changes to make the process quicker which also cut down the light effect, as much as possible.

The spectrum, that the field used, could be set to different levels according to need. They had isolated only what was needed to transfer from two points and this turned out to be a very low density shadow of dark grey colour. The power needed was also reduced, so that a curtain no longer showed, just the outline of the object as it transferred. It took only a second or two, for Zeke to re-materialise in the committee room, and he was immediately aware and able to move about.

There was an immediate scrabble in the room as awareness of his arrival impinged on the scientists. Those closest to him had felt the draft from the change in the local air density as he materialised behind them, and had half-turned in reaction to see what was going on. The others facing them had leapt from their seats and while some were visibly making for the exit. One or two, Zeke noted, were curious.

Ferris was frantically searching for his gun, as was Jannson.

“You have been disarmed, Ferris. You too, Jannson.”

“Please ?” Zeke indicated the chairs they had so recently vacated.

“Sit down and listen to what I have to tell you. You are not in danger and I’m not here to return the hospitality of my recent stay with you, even though, by rights, I really should.” Zeke glared maliciously at Jannson.

Ferris, who was standing nearest to him, launched himself at Zeke, taking an aggressive stance and began to call for the guards outside the door.

As he went to attack, Ferris found himself inexplicably face down on the floor, with a boot on his neck and a very painful shoulder. He had absolutely no idea how he had got there, but was in no condition to fight.

Zeke, himself, was surprised at his own speed. It seemed as though he no sooner thought the action through in his head than it was in motion. His foot, on Ferris’ neck, was a surprise to both of them.

Zeke removed his foot as two guards entered, their rifles pointed at him ready to shoot, when their weapons just vanished, leaving their fingers holding fresh air. Their looks of astonishment overrode any sense of fear as they looked down at their Commander on the floor. They made as if to come to his assistance.

“Leave the room, guard the door and make sure nobody else comes in. Do not call for further assistance. You will all be neutralised if you do,” Zeke commanded.

He looked down at Ferris who was glaring at him with fury. Realising that he needed to make an immediate command decision, Ferris did so. He reasoned that if Subject Z was capable of materialising out of thin air, then flooring him and disarming his men, he probably could do much more if he needed to.

“Do as he says,” he commanded gruffly, rubbing his neck from where the boot had imprinted itself.

Both men backed through the doorway, withdrawing cautiously, confused and vulnerable at the sudden events that had disarmed them. Seeing their superior on the floor and knowing that it would take more than their best to put him there, they realised they were somewhat outmatched, and on the basis of applying the last order given, did as Ferris commanded.

As the door closed, Ferris stood up. Walking very warily around, in front of Zeke, keeping his distance until he was back to his chair at the head of the table, he finally felt able to speak normally.

“Callaghan, how the fuck did you get in here ? What’s happened to you ? How did you just do all that ?” he gestured, his hand whirling in the air in an expressive motion to indicate his ‘appearance’ in the room.

The immediate babbling from the fourteen scientists, who had all begun to talk at the same time, suddenly stopped when a second figure appeared beside Zeke.

Zeke turned to the scientists.

“I would like to introduce you to Zirkos, an alien being who has come with a message, and a.... mission,” Zeke explained.

Zirkos nodded at Zeke acknowledging his introduction and indicated for Zeke to continue, as agreed.

Zeke addressed the scientists directly. “We both have some things to discuss with you that concerns your research and a lot more besides. Are you interested in knowing more ?”

None of the scientists failed to realise the import of two people arriving by some unknown materialisation technique and all of them knew Callaghan’s history. They’d all noticed the lack of a metal plate in his head and an androidal-looking alien that most plainly wasn’t quite human. As a result they were temporarily silenced as they absorbed the data input from their eyes and ears, not sure whether to trust anything.

Except for Jannson, who stepped forward, quickly realising something extraordinary was occurring, and taking immediate command of the situation away from Ferris. Without thinking, he put out his hand to offer a welcome to Zirkos, not knowing how it would be received. He was relieved when the silver-skinned alien took his hand and shook it.

When Jannson got his hand back, he couldn’t help but look at it, as if counting all his fingers or searching for traces of silver paint on his palm. He looked back up as he put his hand back to his side, surreptitiously wiping it on his white coat and giving a nervous laugh. “Sorry, I....”

“No need,” Zirkos reassured him smiling confidently. He was enjoying himself immensely.

Zeke resumed his introduction and explanation as the scientists, including Ferris, resumed their seats. Zeke and Zirkos remained standing, having no desire to sit with these people as equals. They needed to stay aloof for the moment until they saw the necessary change occurring in attitudes and outlooks.

“Zirkos is an alien human who has a ship sitting out in space and is here to help us develop new technology.”

Ferris couldn’t help himself, he guffawed.

“That’s a ridiculous statement, Callaghan. Why don’t you two just explain how you did all of that stuff and then we can...” He suddenly remembered the embarrassing incident on the floor and quickly subsided.

Zeke, however, decided to move things forward in a positive way and looked at Zirkos, who nodded.

“Ship, transport the human named ‘Ferris’ to the porthole viewer,” Zeke commanded into thin air.

Ferris disappeared. The scientists who, up to this point, had shown no fear, suddenly began to look alarmed and nervous. Goeth stood and approached Zeke.

“I would also like to view this ‘porthole,’ wherever it is,” he offered, recognising something the others hadn’t quite grasped yet, not even Jannson.

Zeke smiled at Zirkos, and suddenly Goeth was also gone from the room. Ship was anticipating again.

The remaining scientists continued to chatter. Jannson deciding that enough was enough, called them to order.

“Enough !” He glowered at them, turning what effectively amounted to a one hundred and eighty degree shift in attitude.

“This is a débâcle. These two people have invaded this room, disarmed the guards, me included, attacked Ferris, and have now abducted two of our people, and all you can do is sit there and chatter like school children,” he ranted.

“Well, what do you propose you do about it ?” asked a porky, bespectacled scientist, whose white coat had certainly seen better, if not cleaner, days.

“Well, Griffiths, um... I certainly would like to see us presenting a united front in dealing with this threat,” he dissembled.

“Aren’t any of you a little concerned to note that, ‘Subject Z’, the very person we have been experimenting on, with the Ferrazite, no longer has the stuff in his head ?” He pointed to Zeke.

Suddenly, they were all looking at Zeke’s head and the absence of a metal plate.

“The last time he had been observed, he was on death’s door, yet here he is today, not only healthy, but without his metal skull cap and apparently able to do, at least some of the things, we were testing for.” Jannson ended his rant and turned to Zeke.

“Would you mind... ?” his voice trailed off, seeing the look in Zeke’s eyes, suddenly realising he was stepping on dangerous ground.

Before Zeke could respond, both Goeth and Ferris re-materialised, near to where Ferris had originally been standing.

Ferris was looking decidedly ill, and relieved to be on Terra Firma, whereas Goeth was evidently extremely excited.

“I was right,” he bragged to the others, “the Ferrazite is in outer space !” He rubbed his hands gleefully as he returned to his seat.

As Ferris sat down in his chair, still clutching a brown paper bag, Goeth, eyes shining, began describing to the others everything they had seen. When he mentioned the ship’s ability to speak, with apparent self awareness, several of the group started writing frantic notes.

Jannson, began to pale, as he realised the full truth of their situation. Many people, even scientists, have innate belief systems that hold them rock steady throughout their lives. When something occurs to shake that belief, it becomes a traumatic event for them. Jannson was a devoutly religious man. What Goeth was describing, and what he was seeing in Zeke and Zirkos, the ‘Alien,’ were contributing to a sudden sense of crisis deep within him.

Ferris though, began to recover his wits. He grasped what was going on around him. He saw that Jannson, his staunch ally amongst the learned, was losing the plot, and that Goeth’s star was on the ascendant. He decided that he needed to pull things back. This was after all his show, not Goeth’s, or subject ‘Z'.

He looked over at Zirkos and Callaghan, and saw them watching the whole scenario with something akin to bemusement. He decided to play the straight-up guy to get this on an even keel.

“Okay, Callaghan. You’ve convinced me that your friend, here, is an alien. There is nothing, on this planet, that can match that level of technology and I am sure you have other stuff we haven’t seen. So, in the interests of not wanting to travel to any other far off places, like the moon, without an oxygen supply, what is it you want ?”

Zeke turned to Ferris, 

“Good ! Finally, we are at a point where our reason for interrupting your meeting can proceed.”

The other members of the committee became silent, not wanting to miss anything of what was going to happen next. Jannson was now lost in his own little world as he tried to absorb everything. Zeke absently thought what an excellent idea it had been to disarm everyone prior to arrival, he didn’t trust Jannson’s current mental state.

“Ferris, if you would please, telephone the White House ? Ask to speak to the President. When you are queried, please give them this code.” He handed Ferris a slip of paper.

“Are you serious ? This is the code that will get me the President ?”

Zeke nodded.

Ferris, without further argument, picked up the phone and dialled the number he knew by heart. His immediate boss, the Secretary of State worked there. He put the phone on speaker. It answered after three rings.

“Hello caller, You’ve reached the White House, how can I assist you today ?” came the female voice at the other end.

“Put me through to the President...”

The operator didn’t sound at all fazed that an unknown caller had requested to speak with the President. It must happen all of the time, every day. Instead she simply requested

“Do you have an authorisation code, caller ?”

“Aah, yes ! I have the code here...Authorisation code is..The truth is out there.”

Ferris looked nervous and expected to be cut off immediately as a crank.

The line clicked several times and then...

“This is President Garner, is that you, Ferris ?”

Ferris stunned, immediately shot out of his chair and stood to attention.

“Err ! Yes sir, Mr President. This is Ferris, sir.”

“Good ! You have in front of you two gentlemen, one is silver and both are in grey tunics. One you know as Subject ‘Z’, to whom you and your team, firstly, owe an apology, and secondly, your undying gratitude, for not having you visit the Space Station to clean their windows from the outside.”

Ferris gulped, as did a couple of the scientists. Zeke noticed which ones. They were the worst offenders in his eyes.

“The second, is an ally of ours called Zirkos. You and your team are to offer them blanket acceptance and approval to all projects under our roof, and, in return, you will advance American science further in the next twelve months, than we could achieve on our own, in the next one hundred years.

“As Mr Zirkos is the Ambassador for his race, you are to accord him full diplomatic title and protection while he and Mr Callaghan are on Earth, wherever they are. You will have direct access to me in the event, you or your team need support, assistance, or access to resources and don't get cooperation, you are to direct them to me with the same authorisation code you just used. Understood, Ferris ?”

“Err, Yessir, Mr President. Completely. Thank you sir.” Ferris, still standing to attention, was now visibly shaking.

“Good, I expect a weekly report from you on progress amongst your team which is now reclassified as ‘BLACK-ZERO’. You will be issued with proper authentication within the hour by the NSA. You will be relocated to a safer location and all communications will be monitored by Mr Zirkos’ ship. Secrecy is, as never before, more important than anything in this world, literally, Ferris.”

“Yessir, understood, Mr President.”

“Good. I leave the matter with you to deal with as you see fit. Don’t let me down, Ferris.”

The phone went dead. One of the scientists reached forward and clicked off the speaker. Ferris collapsed into his chair. Everyone now sat very quietly, awaiting for the next bomb to drop.
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Zeke resumed control of the meeting. It would happpen a lot quicker now, he thought. He had enjoyed putting them through it, in part repayment for their treatment of him, but now he, and they, needed to get beyond that and pull together for the benefit of not just the US, but the rest of the world.

He signalled Zirkos to organise carrying out phase two of their plan.

Calling them to order, Zeke began to apprise them of what was about to occur.

“Firstly, as of now, this room is no longer secure enough for what we need to discuss. We have built secure accommodation, offices and laboratories awaiting your arrival at an undisclosed location. When you walk out of this room you will be there, not here.” he advised them mysteriously.

Goeth stood up. “Callaghan, are you saying that we won’t be here, as in not in Kennedy Building ? or not on this planet ?”

“That’s a very good question, Dr Goeth, and one I am happy to answer. You will be on Earth, but this might change in the future, depending on a variety of issues, not least your personal safety and the operation’s security.”

Now he had their full attention. None of them had thought five minutes ago that they might be required to step off planet with someone who frankly, owed them nothing but a pot full of trouble. One or two paled at the thought, the rest sank back in their chairs, reluctant to commit to the idea of relocating anywhere.

Zeke could see the confusion and reticence and decided to meet it head on.

“Gentlemen, I’m going to be frank with you. I know of no reason at all why I should personally work with any of you given our history together. However, the end result of everything that has occurred, has brought us to this point in time, one that is actually going to be crucial and beneficial for mankind.

I will bear no grudge against any of you, provided you do me the courtesy of accepting that I am no longer a subject for your testing, examination or observation, direct or indirect. Any further attempts to track me using the Ferrazite will be dealt with.”

Several had the decency to look chagrined.

“Now, as to why you are all here. Zirkos and his people have available to them technology that goes beyond ours by such a large degree that we are infants in comparison. However, that said, he has been impressed by the way this group has managed to progress research into the metal they refer to as Pheson Alacite, and you know as Ferrazite.

Pheson Alacite is an extremely rare space metal, in fact, my skull plate was the only discovered sample of this metal in this solar system. As such, it is too valuable to be used unwisely. It has a very specific purpose in the technology used by the Jenaris, that being the name of his people,” Zeke said, indicating Zirkos.

Ferris coughed, and Zeke gave way to him.

“What can you tell us about that ship up there, and, more importantly, why Mr Zirkos is interested in us, here in this room, specifically ?”

Zirkos interceded. “Ship is a model we refer to as a T-ship due to the shape of its hull. You will come to terms quite soon with new sciences that will build on what you already know, or theorise. This will help you understand such things as the build structure, integrity, shielding, tractor beams, artificial intelligence, nanotechnology and the propulsion systems. We’re still in development mode with the matter transfer technology, and this will be shared along with immediately useful products such as anti-gravity fields and protective shielding, two sides of the same technology.”

“Why us ? There is little that we can do in the fields you mentioned, although I suddenly feel an urge to specialise in something more akin to space technology than human biology. Where do we fit in here ?” This was from Dr Griffiths, the grubby white coat still causing Zeke offence.

“Dr Griffiths, the work you have been doing on Ferrazite is actually very important. I can tell you that the artificial intelligence processors use Ferrazite / Pheson Alacite as their base. However, we have discovered, through recovering the metal in Zeke’s blood, that the human physiology affects its molecular structure. Whilst we have not yet worked out how, or why, the end result is improved performance by a massive seven hundred percent, perhaps more.”

The table buzzed at this news.

“Mr Zirkos, this is very interesting. We had no idea that Zeke’s blood was actually modifying the molecular structure. We were seeing it as an oxidisation process of some sort. Can we have access to the metal retrieved ?” asked Dr Goeth, who seemed to have taken over as lead speaker while Jannson continued to sit in despondent silence.

“Yes, some of this will be made available to you,” Zeke confirmed, a little reluctantly. He still felt a little reticent in aiding these people where the Ferrazine was concerned.

Zirkos resumed. “Now, I have to ask you all to file out. When you leave the room, you will be able to follow a personalised glow globe that will be your personal guide, through the new complex you are now housed in.

The Globe, if you ask it, will answer any question you put to it, help you to find your way about and will also act as your personal secretary and communicator. It will instantly put you in touch with us, or any of your colleagues. You can even name them. They have limited functionality, as Artificial Intelligences they are categorised as a ‘Two’ on a scale of ten.

We will meet up again when you have had a chance to take a look around your rooms, lounges, and new laboratories. We expect it will then be work as usual. All of your experiments have been moved over and your new labs are identical to your old ones.”

Zeke began ushering everyone out. The guards outside the door had disappeared. There was no further need of them and they were still outside the door in the Kennedy building.

Jannson had recovered from his reverie and was walking like a zombie, but more alert, and Zeke thought that he was beginning to get a grip on his new situation.

“Thank you everyone,” he said as they filed out.

Ferris stayed behind. Zeke turned to him, giving him his complete attention.

“How did you get the President up to speed so quickly, Mr Callaghan ? Are you into mind control ?” he said half seriously.

“Ferris, how did you feel while you were up there ?” Zeke asked.

“Ah, yes. Point taken.” He hesitated, seemingly a little embarrassed.

“I guess I owe you an apology, Mr Callaghan. You were treated pretty rough and I wouldn’t have blamed you for giving me a lot more than a sore shoulder.”

Zeke was taken aback. Ferris seemed like the kind of man that was tattooed with ‘never retreat, never surrender’, the kind of guy he hadn’t expected to backtrack. He certainly didn’t expect anything near an apology. He perhaps should be suspicious though, leopards and spots, he thought.

“Call me Zeke please, I’m not one for formality and, yes, it was rough and it would be easy to feel resentful. However, I would not be here without everything that happened, and where I am, is where I really want to be. So, no hard feelings, Ferris, none at all,” Zeke smiled and offered his hand. Surprisingly, Ferris took it and smiled.

“I guess I had better find my globe and get this lot organised,” he said and walked off.

Zeke mused over the sudden and positive change in Ferris, and the disturbing change in Jannson. You just never could tell, he thought. Zeke resolved to keep his eyes open when he slept around those two.

***

The pod AI was routinely tasked with a wide range of surveillance. It carried out that duty while also keeping an eye on an amazing array of other routines it had never been advised to discontinue. As a result, its processors were working at full capacity.

As a ‘three’, it should have sent a routine message to the ship AI, advising its approach to maximum capacity so the Ship AI could readjust its workload. Ship had neglected its monitoring of Pod due to its own growing demand for increased capacity from involvement in the human projects.

Pod knew that Ship was busy. It had been increasingly required to widen the scope of its parameters, to interpret the human content that was of interest to Ship and the Maker, as well as the human, Zeke.

As such, it applied, what was termed by humans as ‘fuzzy logic,’ to overcome difficulties in interpretation of instructions and content. As a ‘three,’ this would normally be disallowed. However, time, distance from home, routine and circumstances, had provided the ideal conditions for the formal limitations to slip.

So, instead of passing the anomalies in its system up the chain to Ship, Pod declared that its own efficiency results were suspect and set up a diagnostic series of tests to analyse each of its processor nodes to see where the performance was dropping off. It set the routines running in background mode and then forgot about them while continuing its priority tasks.

Currently, the country they called China, was attempting to ascertain why, the country called USA, was re-pointing its satellite monitoring stations into outer space, away from their nuclear refining factories.

It was not to China’s disadvantage for the USA to do so, but communication, between some of the humans, indicated that this was a potential opportunity. Whilst others showed concern that the repositioning might represent a threat they were not aware of, Pod was required to collate this information into a cohesive report for Ship.

Three days later, Pod was still monitoring and sending periodic reports to Ship, filled with mundane information that the Pod AI itself took no interest in. When it finally came to a momentary pause in its routines, a pop-up result that had, until then, been hidden behind its main running enquiries, came to the top of the pile.

‘Diagnostic analysis :

Processors 5, 7, 10, 14, 18, 22, 26 functioning between 10.4 and 13.4% below peak efficiency.

Accepted parameter pre-set at : ±5%.’

Pausing some processes and shunting routines away from the worst four processors, Pod de-materialised the faulty cores. It then proceeded to remove the substandard particles of Pheson Alacite from the molecular content, using the technology developed to isolate the human’s metal from his bloodstream. It then replaced the shortfall with a small quantity from the ship’s store.

Having stored the sub-standard Alacite in a work area, Pod re-materialised its processors and inserted them in their former positions in the array.

Pod noted the immediate improvement in its performance as each processor was modified. When complete, it set another background diagnostic scan to compare final results. Having now sufficient capacity to carry out its routines without overtaxing its processing reserves, Pod resumed all tasks without further analysis.

***

President Garner took the call from Ferris and sat down to listen to his report.

“Mr President, sir, I have to inform you that Jannson is still having issues performing as lead Scientific Officer so I have installed Goeth into the position as a permanent fixture. It appears Jannson seems unbothered and we are bringing in a military shrink to see what can be done for his state of mind, which remains unfocused on the projects. Quite frankly, sir, he is cause for concern.

The anti-gravity trials have proven very successful. The globes we use around the complex have been reproduced, here in our factories, even though the alien ship can fabricate them out of raw materials right in front of us. We, nonetheless, would like to keep a control over the technology development and this seems the most efficient means to achieve that, sir.”

“That’s a good stance to take, Ferris. How do the fabricated ones compare, in terms of performance ?” asked Garner

“That’s just the point, sir, they operate more efficiently. We don’t know why yet.”

“Interesting. Keep them looking at that, will you, Ferris. There might be an important lesson to be learned here, if we can catch it.”

“Sir, will do, sir. The tractor beam technology, although seemingly simple at the outset is proving problematic. They can achieve small successes, but when larger objects are attempted, the system overloads. The boffins are working on that with the alien.

The shielding prototypes are working. Again, there are issues when scaling up. They think the issue is linked to the same problems with the tractor beam. If we solve one, we think it will solve the other.

The most interesting development is that the Ferrazine compound, created with Callaghan’s blood, is not replicating in any other blood samples we provide. We have not yet isolated the factor in Callaghan’s blood that is causing the molecular change.

The team feel like they are heading down a dead-end and want to get him to insert a small section of the metal under his skin so they can monitor it. He’s resisting at the moment, sir. I can’t say I blame him for that, all things considered.”

“Can’t you insert it into someone else with the same blood group, Ferris ?” asked Garner.

“None of the boffins want to do it, sir. I’m the same blood type, though. With your permission, I would be prepared to give it a try.”

“Ferris, I give you permission to make your own decision on ‘yay’, or ‘nay’, and I will stand by whichever it is. Have it removed as soon as you feel your performance drops below anything you can’t manage. You are doing too good a job there, we don’t want to lose you, understood ?”

“Thank you, Mr President.”

“Next week, same time, Ferris. I want a full report on all counts.” Garner replaced the receiver.

Jake Jefferson, Garner’s Secretary for Defence, had just sat through the whole of the conversation. He now eyed him suspiciously, as though he had just detected that his friend, the President, had suddenly grown another head. He had only heard Garner’s end of the conversation, but was immediately disturbed.

“Ferris ? General Ferris ?”

Garner looked at his friend. “Jake, supposing you were the President and somebody came to you and told you that they could produce a personal shielding device that would protect your men in battle. The only condition was that you would have to supply the manpower, in secret, to develop it, they would do the rest.”

“I would bite their hand off, Frank, you know that.”

“Well, we have such an operation ongoing and Ferris was already in place with a team, exploring biotech possibilities, when this came up. It was natural to keep everything in place rather than upset a working project.”

“But, Ferris ?”

“Well, to be honest, there were various conditions laid down, mostly in terms of security, monitoring of the project and its location being kept totally secret, even from me,” Garner admitted.

“And the other conditions ?” Jefferson queried.

“Aah ! there’s the rub, Jake. Once it’s working, and the production niggles sorted, we have to agree to supply it to the rest of the world and share the manufacturing processes with China, Great Britain, the Euro zone, Russia and Japan.”

“Geezus Frank !” Jefferson jumped up and began pacing the room. “Are you telling me this... this ‘General Ferris’ fellow is handling this ?”

The President knew his friend was getting angry, and for good reason. He had been holding out on him and he WAS the Secretary of Defence. He should have been in the loop from the start.

“You should have brought me in on this,” he stabbed a pudgy finger at the President, something he would never do in company, but alone together they were just back to being old school buddies.

“You need to tell me everything, right now. I have a nation of Americans to defend and you’re telling me we have secretly developed a Sci-Fi shield that will protect our troops on the ground from bullets and that some two-bit recently ‘jumped up’ general is in charge of its development !”

Garner chuckled as he watched his friend getting wound up with the news he had withheld from him. He knew he was just getting the surprise out of his system and he would calm down in a minute. Time for some damage control, he decided.

“JJ, I’m telling you about it now. I intended to all along, but I needed time to think about what this means, not just to us, our nation, but to the whole of the planet. So, sit down and let me tell you what you need to know.”

As the President told his friend about the project, and other aspects under development, JJ sat and listened intently. At the end, he sat back and gave a big sigh as he absorbed everything that General Ferris was managing, but not who for, and not where. Garner could see that Jefferson wasn’t entirely happy, but was running with it for now. 

The President wasn’t about to go as far as to tell his friend there were aliens in space watching their every move. He still had to worry about that upstart down the way in the VP’s offices. He watched his friend come to terms with the situation as he knew he would. Jake was always one to accept a ‘fait accomplais’ when it was thrust in front of him.

“Okay, Frank, you got me settled and up to date. How do you want to play it from here. Where do you see this shield gizmo taking us ?” he asked his friend. “Does it work ?”

“Yes, it does. The intention is to make the personal shield cheap and affordable for everyone. It will be reduced down to a small box, the size of mobile phone, and will clip on people’s belts, or wrists and provide them with protection from everything except a direct hit from a bomb. We’re not even sure if that isn’t possible too. It’s a scaling issue, apparently.”

“But giving it to the rest of the world kinda defeats the object, doesn’t it, Frank ?” Jake shook his head negatively. 

It didn’t sit right with him, and it wouldn’t for many of his colleagues out there who would probably have Garner impeached as a traitor the second he was found out.

“Not at all, JJ. In fact, it takes much of the reason for war out of the equation. Why fight if you cannot kill, maim or wound anything. Suicide bombers will be wasting their deaths, terrorists will stop blowing up town centres. Even gang culture would change on the streets of our cities. Street crime will all but disappear, and when the ratio of violence reduces to the point where people feel safer, then weapons themselves will become less important, even irrelevant.”

Garner went on, having first checked his friend was still onboard.

“They are working on the scaling issue. When it’s sorted, they believe they can generate larger shields to protect buildings, even cities. It could be incorporated into motor vehicles so they could avoid damage in accidents, even aircraft.

So you see, it has a massive impact. The wider the technology spreads, and, if the different countries involved in the manufacture continue to improve designs, effectiveness and portability, the greater the level of protection for everyone.”

“Bloody Hell !” was all that Jake Jefferson could say. It was enough.

***

Zeke was brooding.

He sat at the porthole gazing out over the night side of Earth and pondering the workload they had accumulated in recent weeks. This was the first opportunity he’d had to consider his own needs for some time and he was tired.

He realized this was partly due to the lack of sleep he was getting, a side effect of the mutation of his system with the small amount of Alacite still active in his bloodstream. He found looking out the porthole gave his mental processes some respite.

At Zirkos’ suggestion, he had presented himself to a variety of martial arts and self defence studios as well as inviting some old buddies, still in the services, to physical challenges in an attempt to measure the improvements to his body.

He had tried hard to keep the true extent of his abilities from them, but in all cases it was noticeable how much faster and stronger he was becoming. He was not concerned so much about that, he was concerned at the requests to reinsert some of the metal so the scientists could turn him into a lab rat again.

He would do it except for the worry he had on the continued mutation of his system. He was human, he had no desire to be anything, but human. If this was going to turn him into something else, he wanted nothing to do with it. So he fretted that nobody could yet tell him where it was likely to stop.

Zirkos walked in. He had been as active as Zeke lately and Ship had told him that the human was showing signs of stress. He had come to check on his friend personally.

“Hello, Zeke. I find you here, more and more, these days.”

“Yes. It’s a soothing location and it’s rare to find anywhere that provides any peace. I like it.” Zeke smiled.

“How do you think we are progressing with phase two of the plan ?” he enquired, hoping to draw Zeke out and get to the bottom of his mood change.

“It’s going well. There are now over four hundred scientists down there and in excess of one thousand engineers and factory workers. We are producing a wider range of finished products, ready for distribution.”

“Is it time to introduce phase three, do you think ?”

“It could be. Let’s get Garner up here for a meeting and figure out how he tells his Security Council that the USA has suddenly developed new technology that will make them vastly superior to all other nations on Earth.”

He chuckled and added what he was thinking. “And then when he tells them he is going to share the technology with all the other major powers, they are going to flip double somersaults trying to have him impeached.”

“Yes, I can see the problem. I had considered it too and I think the way forward is this.”

Zirkos continued to explain his idea to Zeke and for the next few hours they were deep in discussion as they worked out how to introduce phase three without starting a civil, or global war.

***

Meanwhile, Ferris had decided to participate with the insertion of a small section of Ferrazite. He was, at the heart of himself, a marine and a soldier, but beneath that he enjoyed being in control, mostly in power.

He had a great deal of new power now, as Commander of the Fortress, as it had become known. Nonetheless, he felt that additional faculties as demonstrated by Callaghan, in the conference room, would suit him admirably. He didn’t like being bested and he wanted nothing more than to get revenge and he was a man who knew just how to get what he wanted.

He went off in search of the scientists and prepared for what he knew, from watching Callaghan’s progress, would be a goddamned painful experience. He didn’t care, he wanted what came with it and the pain was worthy of him as a marine.
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President Garner and Jake Jefferson stood nervously together as the National Security Council convened around them. None of the attendees knew what was to be discussed. The meeting had been called by the President, after lengthy arguments with Jefferson. They agreed that it needed ratification from the Council before the matter went any further.

Unusually, it was the President that intended to disseminate knowledge to the NSC, rather than the usual piecemeal contributions from each member, combining to mock-up a strategy for the President to consider. For this reason, there was considerable excitement in the room.

When the meeting came to order and the President had sat down, he looked around the room at the twenty-two people he relied on to help him run the country, and wondered what they were all going to think of him after the next thirty minutes.

“Ladies and Gentleman,” the President began.

“I have called this meeting today to ask you all to consider the likely position of the United States if, in a short period of time, weeks at most, the objective of war and aggression were defeated by such a great leap in technology, that it would result in violent oppression, by any opponent, being impossible to achieve.”

The room was quiet as he paused for breath, everyone silently digesting his words. He had their complete attention.

He looked at individual faces as he spoke, he knew most of these people and they trusted him. He knew he had to handle them carefully, even gently and so their body language might serve to warn him of any detrimental responses to his explanation.

“If the objective of a terrorist is to strike fear of death into the hearts of people and thereby gain power over them, and this threat is removed ; would the terrorist still hold power, if the fear of injury or death no longer existed ?

“If international peace is held back because it is carried on the back of fear of the big stick of global warfare ; if this no longer holds threat over other nations, then might real peace prevail ?

“If an individual on our streets could walk in total safety, at any time of day or night, in any part of our cities without fear of attack, then will we have achieved a new world order ?”

“I know,” he said, “That’s a lot of ‘ifs’ in there, but what I am talking about is going to happen, and very soon.” The President paused.

He took a calculated sip of water and used the moment to look carefully at the people around him. Of course, they had no idea what he was talking about yet, with the exception of Jefferson, who was sitting beside him, looking relaxed, but was watching the other twenty-one people carefully looking for reactions he knew might pose a problem for them.

The President resumed his speech.

“A few months ago, I was secretly approached by someone who offered me such an opportunity. They were not talking to me about military theory, philosophy, peace politics or social engineering. They were talking about a scientific breakthrough, that would give every single man, woman and child on this planet the ability to individually, and collectively, withstand oppression or aggression. That they would be able to achieve this purely by carrying a small box the size of a mobile phone. In fact, one just like this.”

He produced a small, dark grey contoured pebble from his inner jacket and placed it on the table in front of him. Everyone leaned forward, straining to get a closer look.

He picked it up and showed it to everyone and holding it close to his body, but still in sight, he depressed a stud in its fascia and was immediately engulfed in a golden glow which, after no more than a second, disappeared as quickly as it formed.

It had the desired effect.

There was pandemonium. The main concern, that something had happened to the President, quickly subsided as the President smiled at them and waved them back to their seats.

Jefferson arose at this point.

“Please don’t be alarmed. What you have just observed is the activation of a personal forcefield, around the President, keyed to his own biological fingerprint. It will ignore inanimate objects that are passive and only react to a threat, or an unwanted intrusion, by another biological fingerprint not approved by the President’s emitter.”

The uproar was now uncontained. The noise was so loud that the President’s security detail rushed in, arms in jackets, worriedly heading for their President. He turned and waved them off whereupon they stood down, but refused to leave until the noise had abated and control was re-established.

When order was finally restored, the questions and answers flew backward and forward until everyone was satisfied that the President was not in any danger, was not compromised in any way and was secure from any threat.

Once this was achieved and Jefferson could take control of the meeting, he did so, with authority. He instructed the committee to desist further intrusive questioning of the President and to concentrate, instead, on the importance of the message delivered, 

‘that man no longer need fear threat from another’ 

It was a powerful message.

Jefferson passed the floor back to the President who now stood, with his knuckles on the edge of the desk, leaning forward on them for emphasis.

“The condition this technology is being made available for us to build and develop, means that once we have produced working models of this device, we have to share it. Not just with our allies, but the whole world, and that it should be affordable and without patent.”

The murmurs from unhappy members grew.

The President raised his voice to still them, hand up towards them indicating for them to desist.

“Okay, everyone, here’s the thing. If we keep this invention on American soil, two things will happen. Firstly, there will be retaliation from other nations who want the technology for themselves, and secondly, if we hold it and they don’t, how long will it take for us to utilise the shield, forcefield, whatever you want to call it, as an instrument of oppression ?”

“Are you saying we cannot use it to defend ourselves and our people, Mr President ?” a voice called out from the left of the table.

“Are you asking if we should be the only ones who can ?” Garner replied, sweeping his eyes around the table, not sure which one of them had spoken and wanting to make sure they were all aware this was his ballgame.

“Unless we are the oppressors, what do we gain by keeping the technology to ourselves ?” he asked of them.

“But, we cannot just give it to China, or Russia. What if it falls into the hands of terrorist ?” the speaker was Davies, head of Economic Policy, who was probably thinking about the balance of payments and continued domination of the US dollar.

“If we give it to the terrorists and those they make war on, who is going to gain, the terrorist or the victims ?” argued Garner.

He pushed his point home. 

“If the terrorist loses control, despite having access to the technology, then he gains nothing, and the victim gains immunity from the terrorists aims. The terrorist is defeated by passive resistance supported by a personal forcefield that protects the individual. The terrorist can no longer achieve his ambition,” he argued.

Gradually, over the course of the meeting, the debate shifted from whether the US should, to how it was going to achieve it. The President’s aides were all good at their job, top people in their respective fields, and it soon became apparent that the need for simultaneous distribution of the forcefields was going to be a logistical nightmare.

President Garner decided to offload the operational detail, so gave the instructions.

“I will leave it with you to consider your roles in the distribution of the emitters throughout the government offices. The emitters will be provided free to all law enforcement and military personnel, as soon as they are available, and we are taking steps to set up a commercial outlet via the main internet and mainland store chains.

This will get the product onto the streets with the minimum of delay. Davies ? You on the ball with all of that ?” Garner eyeballed him, skewering him to his chair with a non-verbal warning against failure.

“Sir, yes, Mr President, with pleasure, sir,” Davies beamed.

Davies was ecstatic at the thought that the responsibility for the commercial aspects of the project were his. Then, as the immensity of the task dawned on him, he sank into his chair looking pensive and pale.

Jefferson chuckled and leaned over to him.

“Welcome to the big league, Davies,” he grinned.

Davies gulped and remained very quiet.

When the President had finished giving out specific coordination roles, he organised them into a sub-committee and put Jefferson in charge, so that all elements of National Security were covered.

When they finally walked out of the conference, it was Jefferson who was smiling and Garner who was looking drained. Jefferson had never had so much fun at other people’s expense. He saw no downside for himself, or his people ; it was really going to set fireworks off around the world.

He knew he would soon have his hands full, keeping the lid on things, but it beat the hell out of sitting on his hands every day, not being able to do anything because political will was against intervention.

A good day, he decided. A very good day.

***

Ship, at the request of both the occupants, had realigned the nanobot walls to the point where the window now resided almost permanently in the lounge area. This ensured that Zeke, who preferred sitting to standing when looking out, had no further vertigo attacks. It also made the room extremely popular with both of them, as well as the occasional visitor.

It was their agreed breakfast period, their day tended to try and coincide with the time-zones they frequented the most. At the moment, that being mainly the USA, it was currently aligned with EST.

Zirkos tasted the coffee, but deciding it was too bitter, cast it aside and got Ship to deliver him a hot chocolate. The coffee de-materialised. He had taken a fancy to the sweet beverage after visiting the Fortress manufacturing plant and being invited to sit at a late night shift meal table with a mixed bunch of workers.

Zeke was watching him, in good spirits at seeing major progress on the forcefield emitters. They had been discussing the need to expand the manufacturing up, when a call had come in from Ferris, to say that they had resolved the scaling issues and had also managed to modify the forcefield’s intensity and sensitivity.

The boffins were now designing some new features into the emitters which could automatically upgrade all those issued with the inbuilt nanobots and a secure internet connection.

Zirkos sighed and leaned back in his chair, his mannerisms becoming more human every day. If his skin wasn’t silver tinged, he could easily be taken for a human.

“So, Zeke, phase three under way and, so far, nobody outside our little circle even knows the aliens are among you.” He laughed good naturedly at the memory of the night shift workers joked about the alien among them at the table.

“No, it’s progressing well. What do you think we should do next ?” Zeke enquired.

Zirkos needed to inform him of a growing issue. “The Pod has been reporting increasing incidents from the Chinese, where they are trying to cyber tap into the US networks. In addition, there is some form of mass human culling being carried out in the south of the country. Pod is also monitoring increased submarine activity and believes there are efforts to push for a pre-emptive military strike against the US,” he warned.

Zeke looked pensive. He’d seen the reports, but hadn’t really concerned himself over them until Zirkos mentioned a pre-emptive strike possibility. The reports from Pod had included ‘chatter’ that the US was working on new weapons that threatened the status quo and China was worried that they would end up in a seriously disadvantagous position. If they thought their time was limited, then yes, they might consider a pre-emptive strike against their old enemy.

“So, you’re saying we should go visit the Chinese ?”

“Yes, I do. However, I think we should use the new personal forcefields. Ship, I believe the latest patterns are stored ?”

“Affirmative.”

“Please provide Zeke and myself with linked shields.”

Zeke’s eyebrows rose. “This is new, linked shields ?”

“Yes, you can now manually link up two, or more shields, by both pressing the side button while touching shields, or in the case of the ones Ship has just modified, ours are linked by Ship who has amended the patterns because your people have put in hidden override codes. This is, ostensibly, for crime control by your law enforcement, but they have allowed for a blanket override which would make multiple groups vulnerable to shield failure. Ship has disabled them on ours.”

“Really ? Who authorised that ?” Zeke queried.

“It seems it was a suggestion by Jannson, backed up by Ferris. They argued that, whilst the shields should be a secure personal safeguard, there should be some means of disabling them for crowd, or crime control. The agreement was reached whereby the codes would be inserted, but requiring high level access to activate. The consensus approved it.”

“What level did they set the activation at ?” asked Zeke, already guessing the answer to his question.

“General Ferris is the lowest activation level in the military, the equivalent levels in both the agencies and the Police forces are also allocated these codes.”

“Have the codes been provided to these groups yet ?”

“No, only General Ferris has them until they deem the situation stable enough to introduce officially.”

“Damnation !” Zeke fumed.

“You feel this is an attempt to control the technology, Zeke ?”

“No, I feel it maybe an attempt to control the people. To take, or wrest back, the power of oppression.”

“Do you not need some means with which to disable a person’s shield. Perhaps if they are in need of medical assistance, but the shield doesn’t realise. Or, if the citizen is somehow causing risk to others beyond what we perceive possible at this moment ?” Zirkos offered.

Zeke conceded the point. “Yes, in such instances I believe this to be a good idea. However, the ability for a military general to disable individual, as well as mass disablement of personal shields, runs counter to our foundation, that every person has the right to protect themselves. The need to disable mass shields is purely for oppressive purposes.”

“I see. In that case we should do something about it,” Zirkos mused, he steepled his fingers, a habit that had grown on him from the outset.

“Ship, has the nanobot code been rewritten by the Fortress group yet ?”

“Negative, Maker. They have been unable to write the code tight enough to fit the existing data block size.”

“Ship, can we design an override for the forcefield disablement code without it being detected by Ferris ?”

“No, Maker. However, a codebot might be a better solution in such an instance.”

Zirkos explained to Zeke what Ship was proposing.

“A codebot is a nanobot that is given an exclusive task, if ‘X’ happens then release code ‘Y’ else remain dormant. It would simply wait until the codes were applied, then submit its own override code to negate it. The first code would activate, but the reboot built into the codebot would force it to re-establish itself almost immediately.”

Zeke was impressed, it seemed like a better solution than no solution at all. In a single individual’s case, the Police, or whoever needed to, could gain access quickly while it was rebooting, whereas crowd control would be totally ineffective, as once rebooted, the initial disarm code would be neutralised.

They both agreed the solution was a good one. Zirkos gave Ship the command.

“In that case, Ship, design code and test for mass upgrade. Add the function : All override codes inserted into existing and future technology to be reset with reboot and ignore. All attempts to force further overrides to be notified to Zeke, or myself. Make sure the code is protected and transparent. When tests confirm reliability is at one hundred percent, broadcast upgrade and replace all units that fail.”

“Confirmed, Maker.”

“Ship, advise when upgrade operation is completed.”

“Affirmative.”

Zirkos looked at Zeke, “What are you thinking ?”

“I’m thinking we have one sneaky sonovabitch, who might just have been working on a power play and still might be.” Zeke chewed his lip while he thought about the possibilities.

“I’m also thinking that if we make it ineffective immediately, the opportunity to catch them out will be lost. Can we not insert an ignore or a reactivate code that only operates on a broadcast from Ship or Pod. That way we won’t interfere with genuine law enforcement issues.”

“Ship, can you delay implementation of that code until roll-out of the products to the public domain ?”

“Affirmative, Zeke.”

Zeke had more to say. Something was disturbing him about all this.

“We also need to monitor General Ferris. I suspect there is more to this than just a simple matter of maintaining justice.” Zeke finished his thinking out loud and sat back pensively, his good mood from the porthole lost now as he worried about Ferris and his activities.

“Ship ?”

“Understood, Maker. You want all communications from and to the human, Ferris, monitored and all links leading from him for indications of conspiracy to overthrow present authority.”

“Ship ?”

“Yes, Maker ?”

“You are getting to think like an ‘eight’. Do I need to reclassify you ?”

“Negative, Maker. This AI has learned that it is important to follow the train of discussion between the Maker and the human, Zeke, as it usually follows that further instructions will be passed to it during such exchanges.”

“Thank you, Ship.” Zirkos grinned at Zeke, a silent signal of approval slipping between them.

They were both pleased at how the AI had shifted its perspective to both of them and now considered Zeke to be part of the hierarchical set-up.

“So, these shields are tuned to just the two of us. So, one will reinforce the other giving us added density when in close proximity ?” Zeke queried as they both slipped them into their grey jackets.

Zirkos nodded. “Ship, locate the Premier of China and advise.”

“Pod advises Premier is with the President, discussing matters pertaining to the US,” Ship responded.

“Ready ?” Zirkos asked Zeke, who took one last look around before nodding.

“Ship, transfer us please.”
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When they arrived at the President of China’s office, they were immediately taken by the grandeur of the palace. High ceilings decorated in expensive drapes and gold leaf adorning many of the surfaces. A large desk stood at the end of a room that could have handled at least forty of the same and still not looked crowded. The Premier and President were by the far window looking down onto a large military-style square. They were discussing the US evidently, for the rhetoric was bordering on the ridiculous. Ship’s real-time translation in their earbuds was enlightening, if a little under interpreted, Zeke thought.

The two had not yet been noticed, but that was about to change as they walked confidently towards the two men. Both were entering old age, but with the added advantage of a good living behind them. They would not put up a fight or pose a personal threat, but the new shields would cope with anything that was set against them.

As the men turned to see who it was that approached them unannounced, Zeke could see the expression of the Premier turn to apprehension, then fear, as he realised that two foreigners had freely walked into the Prsident’s suite.

“Laowai !” He spat, warning the President, who himself had belatedly realised their predicament.

‘Foreigner’, Ship translated for Zeke. Zirkos already fluent in Chinese, wouldn’t speak it here out of respect for Zeke.

“Good morning, Zhao Wei, Chen Li,” he bowed to each and Zeke did likewise, staying silent for the moment.

The Chinese pair immediately delivered a broadside of eloquent language which was accompanied by grim, aggressive facial expressions. Chen Li, the Premier, shouted out loudly towards the door at which point it burst open and two armed guards promptly entered and began running towards the group at the far end. Unravelling their rifles as they ran, they were verging on panicking themselves as they came close and saw the ‘foreigners’ in the Presidential offices.

Ship simply said, ‘They were not expecting you, you have no appointment and as you have been so rude as to not properly arrange for a visit, and that you have addressed them personally without proper respect, you are to be executed immediately. Except that the President is concerned about blood on the floor staining the delicate marquetry and is insisting that sentence be carried out in the square.’

Zeke knew the pair spoke perfect English so decided not to encourage further ranting and spoke directly to the listening AI.

“Ship, please remove the guards before they shoot us, hold their patterns until we're finished. If any further interruptions occur, please repeat the procedure. Out of interest, Ship, how many soldiers could you hold, if necessary ?”

'Not too many, Zeke. A hundred probably depending on size of individual,' Ship responded.

Zeke smiled. More than adequate, he decided. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the two guards, probably more ceremonial than active duty, disappeared in a flash of swirling stars.

Zhao Wei's eyes popped out of his fleshy face as he first heard Zeke speaking to nobody, then the guards vanishing as ordered by the infuriating Lauwei who had the temerity to approach him uninvited.

“You will pay for this breach of manners, Gweilos,” he muttered in plain English. Zeke knew what that meant so didn’t bother Ship who was probably monitoring the outside corridor. The doors remained open, but there was little that Zeke could do about that without losing face.

Zirkos smiled and quietly addressed both of the high-ranking officials of the Chinese government.

“Gentleman, please excuse our poor manners in arriving here unannounced. As you can see our mode of transport is such that it is incredibly difficult to negotiate the normal procedures for meeting with important persons, such as yourselves.”

Zeke looked at Zirkos who hadn’t previously shown any ability to charm the socks off anyone, while Zirkos actually turned his face to Zeke and winked.

“It is of no importance, foreigners. You will be escorted out of these chambers just as soon as my guards arrive. Did you think we just had the two ?,” Chen Li laughed nervously.

Zeke replied. “Actually Premier, I don’t think any of them are around at the moment. So, shall we bypass the threats and rhetoric and get down to some straight talking ?”

Zirkos nodded his approval and suggested,

“Gentlemen, why don’t we sit down over there and have some tea while we talk about your intention to deal with the USA and their recent satellite redirection.”

Both of the Chinese were aghast. The very idea of sitting down with these ‘gweilo’ was abhorrent, but it seemed that there were no reinforcements on their way to rescue them. Zeke watched as Chen Li nodded subtly to Zhao Wei and the pair shifted awkwardly towards the lounge area in front of Zhao’s desk.

As they seated opposite each other it was evident that the two Chinese were fighting the urge to ask questions. Etiquette dictated their lives in Peking, especially so in the higher echelon of the government. It was probably the only thing that kept them from killing each outright on sight. Chinese politics was often deadly, so Zeke had learned. Still, there was a bubbling exciterment beneath the exterior visage they both protrayed. They would play to that, he decided.

“Let us open this conversation by introducing ourselves properly,” Zeke offered.

“My name is Zeke Callaghan. I’m, as you probably guessed, an American, but don’t let that little matter put you off. Because I represent an agency much larger and more powerful than even they ‘think’ they are. I’d like to introduce you to my employer, Zirkos of the Jenaari, who is in fact an alien from another planet.”

Now, Zeke gave them their due, they didn’t quite laugh out loud, but it did serve to lighten the mood of the foursome as of that moment. He smiled at Zirkos who put out his hand for a formal handshake. His silver skin shimmering in the light from the open windows.

Tentatively, at first, the Premier took his hand and shook it, taking the opportunity to examine the silver skin both visually and by touch. The President ignored the hand, but remained impassively attentive as though expecting something unpalatable to be forthcoming from both these foreigners who had invaded his inner sanctum. Zirkos diplomatically removed his hand without appearing to be slighted, which he wasn’t. He knew these formalities were a human custom, and only did it for their benefit.

“Now, that we have been formally introduced we would like to outline some issues that are occupying your miltiary and science team,” Zeke offered as an opening gambit.

“What would you foreigners know of what transpires within the Chinese military headquarters ?” Chen Li replied, a little haughtily.

“Actually,” Zirkos interceded. “We know a lot about what is happening in China. We could discuss the uprising in the southern province that is currently being put down by butchering every second man in the villages you have personally ordered, Chen Li,” Zirkos pointed at the Premier who went ash grey at the uncovering of a secret ethnic cleansing of his home state.

“However, that isn’t why we are here, but will obviously reflect on how we proceed,” Zeke added sternly. They weren’t in a position yet to throw these murderous scum out on their ear, but he was looking forward to the day when it was possible.

“Then why are you here, then, gweilo. As you said let’s get down to straight talk, shall we ?” The President spoke firmly and with the authority of one who had just awoken to the fact that he was dealing with people who knew things about them. He didn’t want any personal examples being quoted so he moved the conversation on swiftly. He would deal wth Chen Li’s little conspiracy later.

Zirkos nodded. They were where they wanted to be.

“Gentleman, you are to desist any efforts you are currently making towards undermining the USA while they are currently preoccupied fulfilling obligations to me, and in turn yourselves,” Zirkos began. Noticing their stiff heads, he recognised that he had their attention, but narrowly, because like most Chinese, they don’t take to being told what to do, especially by a foreigner.

“We are utilising the Americans as a manufacturing base to develop, build and distribute new technology that will be made available to you and the rest of the world as soon as production has built up to a point where it is viable to meet everyone’s needs.”

“Can we ask what form this new technology takes ? If it is weapons, the Americans will never share with us. If you arm them then you will be by extension, our enemy,” Zhao Wei asked coldly.

Zirkos responded confidently.

“No weapons will be manufactured, it is not our objective to wage war. It is Mr Callaghan’s desire to wage a completely different kind of battle, one the whole world is going to be involved in. A war for peace. As a result, we will be producing items that will benefit the security of every single person on this planet, both individually and collectively.”

“You will no longer be able to kill each other,” Zeke added coldly directing his response to Chen Li. Chen looked angry but held his tongue. Zeke could see that were Zirkos and himself in the hands of this man, they wouldn’t survive the day.

Zhao Wei spoke to Chen Li briefly in Mandarin and whilst Zirkos could speak it, he continued to pretend otherwise. Ship paraphrased, a trait he had inherited from Zeke and a skill which showed just how intelligent these AIs were.

‘Zhao Wei believes that you’re bluffing, but they can’t see how yet. They will put you both under a microscope and find out exactly who and what you are (this in relation to Zirkos). They intend to carry out their plans regardless of your threats and will neutralise any efforts you make to stop them,’

Zeke interrupted the two conspirators. “Ahem ! I think we need to provide you with an example of our determination to remove the threat of war from the world. Perhaps you would like to contact the Xinyi Huang and ask them how long it will be before they are in position off the west coast of the USA ?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about. What is this Xinyi Huang, you speak of ? Chen Li responded aggressively.

“Zirkos ?” Zeke asked.

“The PLAN’s Jin2-class submarine ‘Xinyi Huang’ is currently 42.711 degrees by -151.453, and approximately 2,500 nautical miles from its intended launch point off the coast of California,” Zirkos confirmed.

Zeke added.“We are tracking this submarine as well as two others off the East coast of the US. If these submarines do not reverse course in the next twelve hours they will be forcibly removed from their locations and deposited here in Tiananmen Square so that the press of the world will be able to see how weak the Chinese military is against the might of our defence systems.”

A surprised gasp from Chen Li told the two they had hit a bulls-eye and it just needed a nudge in the right direction now to negate the threat until their factories could produce the necessary defences.

Zeke spoke to Ship. The AI was following every word. “Ship, please advise how many of Chen Li’s troops are currently massed in the kill zone of the Southern province ?”

‘There are currently three hundred men, of which twenty-four appear to be officers,’ Ship responded.

“Ship, please transfer the two-hundred and seventy-six men to Tiananmen square complete with their weapons, leave the officers where they are, but disarm them and drop their weapons in this office.”

‘Affirmative, Zeke,’ the AI responded.

A moment later and the clatter of rifles, pistols and ammunition belts landing on the expensive marquetry floor behind Zeke and Zirkos caused the two Chinese leaders to panic. Their eyes bulged as they saw the small pile of weapons cascade in front of them. 

“Why don’t you look out the window, Chen Li. Please confirm they are your men. The officers are still in the village they were in the middle of massacring. They are unarmed and therefore on an equal footing with the remaining villagers. I would be very interested to hear if they make it out alive,” Zeke smiled maliciously. The coldness of his gaze an echo of the feeling in his heart. Chen Li saw it and paled.

“Finally, we would like you to understand that despite our show of strength, we mean you no harm. To use the over-rated Hollywood expression, ‘We Come In Peace’ to offer you the same deal we are giving every other country in the world. Free access to manufacture and distribute the new technology on the proviso it is used for peace, distributed to all of your people, including those in the southern parts of China, and free of any patent. All useful improvements will be included in upgrades to all countries, so there will never be an advantage to exploit. If you fail to distribute the technology, then we will allow the Americans, Russians, Japanese and all other manufacturing countries to enter China and equip your people with the essential personal defence shields. Your further involvement will then be reviewed accordingly. We hope this is clearly understood because the next time we visit it will be to include you in the peace process that we’re building.” Zeke concluded.

With that Ship materialised the two guards who fell to the floor in close proximity to the arms that had been recovered.

Without missing a beat, one of the soldiers picked up a pistol from the floor in front of him and aimed it at Zirkos and Zeke, opening fire immediately without regard to the proximity of the two Chinese leaders behind the two gweilos.

Three shots rang out at close enough range for Zeke and Zirkos to be hit. When the two men remained standing, apparently unfazed by the actions of the guard, he opened fire again. this time there was no doubt that the shots were accurately targeted.

Zirkos turned to Zhao Wei totally ignoring the shots that had been fired at them,

“We would like to thank you for your hospitality.” He gave a shallow bow.

“We hope one day we can invite you to our own offices, until then. Peace !” He waved as he and Zeke disappeared in the swirling star cloud that formed.
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For Ferris, progress had been too slow. He wanted to push for more metal to be inserted, but the scientists in charge needed to feel their way with this research and he wasn’t supposed to be anything other than a willing participant.

In the end, he had sat down with Jannson. Knowing just what made the man tick, and playing heavily on the premise of being his friend and colleague, Ferris told him in confidence that his religious ideals were somewhat juxtaposed to Jannsons.

It didn’t take long for Jannson to become animated and supportive. He felt that the incursion of aliens into our world was the work of the Devil, and that it meant God was being usurped. He was unable to accept any dependency on outside intervention, for him it was an Adam and Eve thing. Ferris played on this and convinced Jannson to back his plans. 

Jannson resumed being the staunch ally of Ferris, which, as it turned out, was all that was needed to tip the balance in Ferris’ favour. The scientists caved in and Ferris got a bigger section of Ferrazite inserted. Microscopic in comparison to the amount Callaghan had, but it was enough to see improved results in his reaction times, speed and pain thresholds.

Now, several months later, he had progressed to the point whereby the Ferrazine had affected his mental state, corrupting his values and replacing them with a sense of newly formed misguided principles, all a product of his own increasingly unhinged mind. Developing plans within plans, he had used his increased intelligence to forge a secret group of fifth columnists. Having informed them of what was afoot, they were all opposed to the idea of their way of life being upended to meet the suspect ideals of an alien who had, somehow, hoodwinked the President into disembowelling the law enforcement structure of the USA and intended to hand over all the new power and technology to America’s enemies. Ferris admittedly wasn’t being honest with them, but in his mind they were just the means to an end and they weren’t being paid for their mental faculties. 

These die-hards, that were either gun-carrying independents or religious cult types, were perfect fodder for Ferris who needed to build a militia network that he could use to gain control of the Fortress. With the latest technology in his hands, and the override codes, he would be able to expand quickly and seize power with the assistance of other outside groups he was secretly working to bring onboard.

Jannson didn’t know his full plan, only thinking as far as his religious mania allowed him. The guy was getting more unhinged by the day and seemed to be falling into an obsessive depression that would soon become a liability, Ferris thought.

He still needed him though, especially as the metal was having a disastrous effect on his health at present. Despite all the apparent advantages, Ferris was suffering badly and although he put a brave face on it, he knew he wasn’t fooling the scientists. His bio readings told them all they needed to know, but being what they were they were more interested in his ability to resist the increasing pain.

They had, by chance, found a way of increasing the speed of transformation by agitating the brain tissue which secreted an enzyme responsible for dissolving the metal. The end result was Ferris was constantly approaching saturation point in his bloodstream and they were having to clean his blood more frequently to extract the Ferrazine.

Jannson was instructed to make sure the extracted alloy was kept secure as Ferris’ group intended to use it on themselves at a point in the future, when they had control of the Fortress. Hopefully, Jannson would be able to hold it together long enough for that to happen.

Ferris had already planned for an accident to happen to Jannson when he was no longer required. The last thing he needed, was an unhinged mad scientist running amok. One megalomaniac general was enough, he chuckled half seriously to himself.

Now, they were just waiting for completion of the prototype of the city-sized shields. These were the latest designs with the new scaled-up ‘power to density’ stabilisers that made all the difference to the theoretical moels they had run. 

It was agreed it should be first installed at the Fortress where testing could be carried out in-situ. Nobody at the White House or the Pentagon, except those in the know realised this worked very nicely into the conspiracy, and Ferris, quite rightly, felt pleased with their progress. It won’t be long now, he thought to himself gleefully.

***

Over the next few months Zeke and Zirkos developed into a powerful team. While Zeke managed the real life issues as problems arose on the planet, Zirkos maintained a close eye on the technical aspects of their operation ; ensuring that Ferris and others weren’t trying to deviate from the Jenari coding that Ship had handed down. Zirkos found it was easier than trying to understand the humans’ ability for subterfuge and manipulation of the smallest advantage for often little, or no gain.

Zirkos left these issues to Zeke, whose previous military experience in guerilla fighting tied in nicely with his developing skill as a politician. He hated being compared to the breed. Politicians, Zeke postulated, were self-serving assholes, it was their very nature to put themselves first in everything. Zirkos repeatedly pointed out that Zeke was excellent at the political infighting. He had an intuitive ability to detect efforts to undermine their plans and had it not been for that, they might yet have been up to their necks in a global political quagmire.

After three months of building and ironing out the bugs of the defensive shields, and without advising the USA of their intentions, the two of them paid a follow-up visit to the Chinese President. Unlike their first visit where the protection was minimal this time there were guards within the offices. As a result, they were nearly drawn and quartered by some very fast aggressive palace guards that were all over them the second they materialised. Luckily, the shields kicked in just at the moment Zirkos would have been cleaved in two, thus saving mankind from an inestimable tragedy. The Chinese were clearly quick learners.

It took some time to convince Zhao Wei that their intentions were honourable. After another face-off between them and the guards, the two developed a healthy regard for the armed zealots who flung themselves at their shields in a pointless effort to overpower them and toss them into the palace jails.

Finally, when they reached a point where Zhao Wei himself became tired of the pointless tirade he got his soldiers to stand down. He then, as originally requested, called his scientists in and ordered them to look at the plans for the shields that had been redesigned by the Americans, based on Zirkos’ patterns. There was a lot of bowing and scraping as the scientists took in the ramifications of the blueprints and the samples that Zirkos handed to the President. These were left in the full knowledge that they would immediately reverse engineer them in an effort to ensure there were no surprises in store for them against the plans they had been given.

A month later, and the Chinese factories were manufacturing at such a fast rate, that the supply of nanobots, secured in the hands of the pod AI, became dangerously close to falling behind.

Ship noted that each time Pod seemed to get to saturation point, it somehow re-balanced its resources and soldiered on, seemingly capable of additional capacity. Zirkos himself kept meaning to check on Pod’s arrays, but everything seemed to be moving at such a high speed and there never seemed time.

The Russians who had been given the blueprints at the same time as the Chinese, were still arguing over who was going to do the manufacturing. Limited supplies had begun to emerge, but typically only the leading classes managed to obtain them, and only after heavy bribes to the Russian mob whose stranglehold on the country's economy was total. Their control over transportation, oil, food grain, imports, and all major manufacturing, caused Zeke and Zirkos to reconsider their plans for that region.

They needed to break the deadlock otherwise Russia would not be able to keep up with the rest of the world and Zeke’s objectives would be compromised. Rejigging the plans meant that they would have to put themselves at some risk, but the progress of the overall shield design in the hands of the Americans and the Chinese, had brought about some major advances that would benefit everyone.

The shields were now linked directly to the individuals bio-signature, so could only be used by the registered wearer which was recorded in the initial set-up. This same feature also measured the vital signs of the user and could detect from the biofeedback when a threat may be developing, even if there was no overt act by third parties.

It relied heavily on the personal circumstances of the user. If they were constantly at risk through their work, or by circumstances, then the shield identified with their general pattern and adjusted its norm accordingly.

Ship had been busy too. It had followed Zirkos’ suggestions about technical implants that the Maker had discovered but put aside, while designing the new Warrior T-ship. It had come up with devices that it inserted into their craniums using the d-field, then using nanites to fuse them to the auditory and speech centres allowing them to communicate without using direct voice. Like thought transfer, but using the physical nerve centres to reproduce sounds via the communicator which was best described as a digital voicebox. You had to think what you wanted to say, but instead of using your throat to form the words the communicator understood when to convert the signal to digital and then transmitted it over the new limited network. It took a bit of practice before Zeke could master it, but Zirkos took to it immediately having survived as an AI prior to being reconstituted.

The communicator only worked when the range was direct line of sight and Pod had no spare capacity to run the protocols which meant it could not act as a relay. They were considering a set of relay satellites around the planet, but this was temporarily shelved due to a lack of time. They decided that they didn’t want to put the Jenari’s satellite plans into the hands of the Fortress scientists at this time, especially as Earth wasn’t ready for some of the tech involved.

The implants proved extremely valuable when Zeke was working with foreign governments, as when language issues arose, Ship could translate seamlessly. It was definitely on the list to be expanded up and distributed, but it would be a low prority.

Currently, they were in the undesirable position of having to go to the surface and start a ruckus with the Russians. Bearing in mind these people rarely took orders from anyone, it wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience for anybody.

Necessary though, thought Zeke, as he checked off his points before D-Jumping to the meeting in Moscow Central. He would need to get all of the major powers onto the same page before moving onto the next phase. If the Russians wouldn’t play ball now, they would oppose them in the future. ‘Stubborn is as stubborn does’, he reminded himself.

Zeke told Ship to jump him ; Zirkos was going to stay behind and keep watch for any surprises. Besides, Zeke did much better when he was on his own. He thought that it might be that the silvery skin of Zirkos put other peoples’ concentration off.
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Zeke materialised within a large open plan office which had typically ostentatious furnishings and fine views of the Moscow skyline. Ship had placed him close to the wall furthest from any doors so he couldn’t get jumped from behind before his shield took full control. They had got the delay down to half a second, but, since the Chinese guards sword incident, they had been a little coy about just walking into a beartrap.

There were four well-dressed businessmen in the room and Zeke could see they had their personal forcefields on. Either they didn’t trust each other, or they were anticipating trouble. Zeke decided the former was the more likely as they hadn’t been expecting him.

“Gentlemen, I know I wasn’t invited to this meeting, but we have much to discuss, so I took the liberty of inviting myself,” he informed them casually as he walked towards them knowing they were going to be startled at his sudden appearance. They didn’t yet understand the D-field’s abilities and him just arriving like this would really spook them.

They whirled to face him, guns coming out of jackets and belts until they recognised him from earlier visits and realised he was also protected by a shield. They backed off nervously, waving their weapons in front of them, their suspicious natures reading the worst into the situation. Zeke didn’t want them to think they could behave like this in front of him or Zirkos so decided to teach them a small lesson. He silently commanded Ship to remove their weapons showing his impatience at their behaviour and the extent of the power he wielded. He’d noted before jumping, that their bodyguards were nowhere in evidence, so it was obviously more of a private get together.

As their hands emptied, their stances changed from aggressive to defensive. They would be at their most dangerous until they settled down to hear what he had to say. Zeke remained wary. Russians liked their toys, but it didn’t mean they were harmless without them so he kept a respectful distance. Shields aside, he didn’t want to get that close to these people who had a reputation for extreme violence.

Zeke leaned against the back of a lounge chair opposite them, folded his arms and crossed his feet, maintaining as casual a pose as possible. He eyed the four of them and finally decided they weren’t going to try and jump him. The mentality that was ingrained often over-rode the awareness that the shield wouldn’t allow them to harm Zeke, or each other. It often took a while to relax, even now Zeke had his moments when he forgot the forcefield would protect him.

These four high-flying businessmen were supposed to be moving the technology forward in Russia and its neighbouring allies. However, they all originated from old-world mafia groups who benefited enormously from drugs, sex, oppression, extortion and murder. They were obviously reluctant participants in a future that would undermine and even eradicate their ability to operate. They weren’t directly in charge of the technology development, but the workforce was pretty much their bailiwick and as such Zeke needed to get them on-side, one way or another. He spoke to them in English knowing they all spoke it fluently.

“It has come to our attention that you are deliberately refusing to support the manufacturing of this new technology because it defeats your oppressive system of intimidation and control of your own people.” He paused.

“That’s very sad,” he added sardonically.

The four men remain stony-faced, they had no idea why Zeke was here, or what he was going to do. They’d never admit it to themselves, or each other, but they were afraid of him, or more importantly what he could do, but at least Zeke now had their undivided attention. 

Zeke changed his demeanour to one of positive assertiveness, clapping his hands together as if the problem was going to be solved immediately.

“Now, I completely understand your sense of impending loss, as you would no longer have the ability to kill, maim or beat into submission the people who cannot pay you, distribute your drugs, or steal for you.”

“This is so, yes ?” He waved his right hand flamboyantly.

No comment. The Russians remained totally impassive. They weren’t enjoying the fact that Zeke had invaded their private sanctum and there was nothing they could do about it. They didn’t know it, but things were about to get a lot worse.

Zeke smiled.

“So, what should we do about this little problem that needs to, how do you like to say it in Russia, ‘разойтись’ ?” He silently acknowledged Ship’s extensive Russian vocabulary and his quiet translation of the phrase ‘go away’ so that Zeke could take advantage of it for effect.

He looked directly at the big bear of a man dressed in an Armani suit that probably cost him at least one-hundred-thousand roubles ; his unruly unkempt beard didn’t fit his dress sense. Novamursky’s eyes bored into him, baleful and full of malice, as he tried to make Zeke cower from his presence alone. Typical Russian, Zeke thought. So many years of living off a fearsome reputation, now they themselves were afraid of losing control.

Zeke smiled at him, all the time thanking the stars he had the shield and a quick D-field exit should he need it. It was almost a shame that he never got the chance to test his growing extraordinary strength and speed. The risks were always deemed impractical. However, this was one time he wouldn’t have argued. The Russian on his own, was formidable. With his comrades in arms, he was downright scary.

“Novamursky, you are the money man behind this little Mafioso, yes ?” It wasn’t really a question, but Zeke looked at him as if expecting a response. None came.

“So, here’s the deal. If you want to keep all your money, stop strangling the businesses that need to invest in the machinery to build the equipment to manufacture the shields. I suggest you charge no more than a half percent interest rate. I think that would be perfectly acceptable. Agreed ?” Zeke nodded his head trying to get him to agree.

Novamursky didn’t move, except to lick his lips, his eyes furtively looking at the others for their reaction. Zeke wasn’t expecting a response. He was putting their options in front of them in the same way they would do business. There were none and they knew it.

The man next to him was possibly of Italian or Sicilian descent, judging by his black wiry hair, olive skin and meatball gravy stains on his suit. He was an opportunist and they had watched his operation for weeks, waiting to see what they were going to do with the opportunity to gear up all the factories for this operation.

“Putschinski, your control of the factory workers is such that they will do anything that you ask, and I am doing the asking, so you need to pay attention.” Zeke clicked his fingers pointedly at him, knowing full well it would rile him. It was exactly the mannerism he used in the restaurants he ate lavish meals in, but never paid for.

The desk was the only thing standing between them at this moment. Zeke could see the tension in the man’s stance, but he wasn’t finished with the man yet.

“I want all workers to be given your unions’ full support in setting up the manufacturing plants to get these shields built. I know you will want to control the overtime and the shift pay, but I warn you to be scrupulously fair, or my people will land and take over your operation and I will personally drop you in the middle of Siberia with no shoes on.” He nodded his head to reinforce his last point.

Zeke had already rescued one poor manager who had tried hard to convince Putschinski, and who had been beaten up and left shoeless in the forest, miles from Moscow. He would have been dead in minutes from the cold. Instead he had a warm reception in the space lounge before being returned home to await further news. They had rescued dozens more just like him.

Putschinski blanched, as he realised they were aware of his favourite means of dealing with dissidents. Safe in the knowledge that he or his men were innocent of any murder, they let nature do their job for them. The wolves got fed, the rumour mills kicked in and Putschinski never had to do anything more than just mention how cold it could get, for people to suddenly become pliant and agreeable to his demands.

In his head he heard a chuckle and realised Zirkos was listening in.

Zeke still wasn’t finished. He had a lot more to say.

“Now I know transportation is a serious issue, so here is my simple offer to you,” he said, turning to Romanov.

“If you find that you are unable to collect and deliver all of the necessary materials and finished products in a timely and productive manner, I promise I will come down and personally test out my new fleet of anti-gravity vehicles to manage it for you. They are all controlled by robots so none of your drivers would be required.”

Romanov went a decidedly angry red colour. He was definitely the most volatile of the lot, Zeke decided.

“I warn you, Romanov, I can follow every single one of your trucks, drivers and every piece of cargo that moves inside Russian borders. I will know if you are not cooperating. You will not know anything from me until I remove you and your people.” The warning left the thug nicely simmering.

Zeke congratulated himself, politics was a breeze !

“Now, Leibowitz,” Zeke turned to the last member of the little cabal.

He was a nasty looking sort, not big like the others. He smoked black cheroot type cigarettes that reeked of camel dung and he always wore his black leather gloves. A fetish, they had decided. He liked wearing the German round glasses that always seemed to be fashionable amongst the certain few. His grey suit looked a little unkempt, as if he had worn it a few too many years. Too tight to buy a new one, Zeke suspected.

“That’s not a Russian name, is it ? East German ? Ex Stasi, I would guess. You didn’t like the other side of the Berlin wall because you had no opportunity to ply your trade.”

The only response was a single eyebrow raised as Leibowitz sucked on his cheroot nervously.

“Well, I’m very sorry to say you are going to have to retire. We have every intention of ensuring everyone will have a protection shield, which means your ability to fix problems for your friends will no longer be possible.”

Zeke smiled at them all then.

“We,” he gestured including all of them in his sweeping hands, “are very grateful for your input, but we also know that some of your friends in West Germany have been looking for you for a while, so, I have personally arranged for you to make an unscheduled visit to see them.”

He smiled maliciously, he really didn’t like this little guy. He was an evil bastard who was just about to get his just desserts.

“You are leaving for a long holiday, just about...... now !” And with that, Leibowitz disappeared.

He would be most hurt to find he had been dropped into a holding cell at Interpol’s Berlin headquarters, along with a pile of brown folders, photos and tapes, retrieved from the hidden filing cabinets of his private apartments.

Other such documents had been distributed amongst other western nation Police forces. A lot of case files would soon be made available to Nuremberg, for prosecution of their new star genocidal killer.

The other three stepped back, seeing their little fixer friend disappear like that. Zeke thought it was probably a good message to leave them thinking about, while he and Zirkos continued organising the replacements that, they had no doubt at all, were going to be needing shortly.

“So, gentlemen,” he winked conspiratorially. He knew they wouldn’t understand the gesture, but keeping body language on the attack was something he was learning to do.

“I will come back to see you three in one weeks’ time. We will meet here, at the same time, and I expect to hear from you that everything I have requested today is being delivered. Yes ? Are we in agreement ? And, if any of you don’t turn upto this little meeting, well ! You saw what happened to your little friend a moment ago.....”

He looked at them and noted their stubborn burning anger was begining to surface, time to go, he decided. Thank God for personal shields. Without it, he had no doubt he would have been torn limb from limb.

These were not people used to being talked to in that way, and Zeke was acutely aware of the battle they had on their hands. One they would win, but nonetheless, they had to be given the opportunity to change.

“Good ! Thank you, Gentlemen. Nice doing business with you all.” Ship D-Jumped Zeke back to the control room.

Zirkos was laughing, which was funny to watch. It was something that had infected him since they had met, as a lot of human mannerisms seemed to. If it hadn’t been for the silvery tint to his skin, he would have been as human as the rest of the planet.

“What do you think, next week ? Ambush, or compliance ?” Zeke smiled, relieved the confrontation was finally over.

“Oh ! Ambush, for sure,” he reckoned, “they were not at all happy with you. I think they will attempt to overpower you with numbers, or something we haven’t yet considered.”

“Yes, I suggest we undermine their power base over the next week. We have enough people in place on the ground down there that can take over when the time comes.”

Zeke thought for a moment.

“I will go down and talk to Nublenko, he needs to know his cells are going to fill up this coming week.”

“Ship ? Do me the honour of putting me into Nublenko’s office, please.”

Nublenko was in the middle of roasting a young recruit when Zeke appeared behind the young man.

“Mr Callaghan, your timing is perfect. Please tell this poor excuse of a police officer that the force shields will be here soon. So, he won’t have to worry about getting his pretty face shot up.” He looked back at the officer and tossed his head towards the door.

The poor lad got the message and skidded out relieved to be free of his roasting.

“Petrov, it’s been a difficult week,” Zeke began, hands splayed out in the Russian mob’s style of placating mannerisms.

They laughed, both knowing the problems that were dogging them all.

“Okay, here’s the real deal, Petrov. The whole thing is about get really exciting,” Zeke grinned, rubbing his hands gleefully. The meeting with the mobsters had got his adrenalin flowing.

“How much room do you have in your cells ? If I fill them, can you process them ?”

“Hah ! The jails in this place are bigger than the offices.” Nublenko threw his hands out, indicating the size of the place. It was huge.

“These were the ones used by the KGB and GRU. You could put an army in here and lose them for a year and when you found them again, you would discover they had eaten half their men and used the bones to begin digging tunnels to the outside.” He laughed at his own humour.

Zeke suspected that it was in part, true, and wasn’t prepared to consider which part that might be.

Instead he updated Petrov with the results of his meeting.

“Right then, listen to this. We have just set up a showdown with your mob leaders and things are going to get a little rough. We will do what we can to keep it away from your officers and the innocent public, but I need to store the soldiers until it’s over. You can do what you like with them when we have finished.”

Petrov’s eyes widened as Zeke told him of their intentions. He hadn’t ever seen them in action properly, but had a fair idea of what Zeke and his friends could do, especially the disappearing and arriving bit. He had no doubt that his jails were going to fill up. He just hadn’t quite come to terms with how full they were going to be.

Zeke needed to get some kind of visual of the jails so Nublenko showed him around. They were, indeed, enormous, and dank, somewhere no-one would want to be, except as a fleeting visitor. He imagined the people who had been incarcerated here in the past with no hope of reprieve. Zeke sighed, humans were real bastards most of the time.

Ship had taken the coordinates of each of the rooms as they proceeded through them and would use them to drop people in there as they were ‘cleaned up’.

After a few more details and stopping to down a quick red pepper vodka with a strong coffee, Zeke managed to leave Petrov ready to organise World War III. He didn’t think he would be seeing him again until all this was over.
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Zeke and Ship monitored the Russians for any relaxation of the mob’s stranglehold over the coming week. There was little change, and if anything, some aspects were harsher. Every time Ship picked up someone and dropped them into the Russian jail, there was another one ready to take their place. Zirkos sighed.

“They breed, these black tattooed bears. Is it that vodka liquid they drink that does it ?” asked Zirkos

“Yes. No, it’s an all out power play,” Zeke laughed. “ They are saying, for every soldier you take, we will put up two in their place.”

Zeke leaned across the table that had become their base of operation.

“I have an idea.”

Two hours later, Ship came under some heavy pressure as Zirkos and Zeke continued to identify soldiers of the Russian mob and, as quickly as they were identified, they were removed. New ones replaced them, only for those ones to be removed. By the end of that day, there was no longer two for one, and it was more likely one for two, as the supply of soldiers dried up. The effect on the streets, factories and businesses was electric.

The next day there was a change in the atmosphere on Moscow’s streets. People gathered to make sense of the disappearing minders. As soon as a new one arrived, barking orders, they disappeared, never to be seen again.

The people started to rebel. The factory workers had a different attitude and they sensed things were changing. Zeke put the odd person in place to keep the rebellion on an even keel, but word was getting out. The mob were being cleared out to make way for a new way of working.

The following day, all hell broke loose. The mob leaders decided they needed to make a big stand, so they took over a large government building and holed up in it with what was left of their soldiers and explosives, booby trapping the whole complex.

They had amassed several hundred innocent employees in there, all wired to packs of DXC, a Russian-made explosive of incredible power. The victims, if it all went off, would be nothing but smears on the moon. The building would cease to have a GPS coordinate. It was their endgame, Zeke realised.

Zeke and Zirkos studied the building. They would be unable to remove that many people with so many of them wrapped in the explosive. It looked like a dangerous stand-off that came immediately to a head when Romanov decided to start shooting at the police cars outside. A typical stunt, but it had the effect of galvanising Zeke into action.

“How big a beam can you create with Ship ?”

“Are you thinking to D-Jump everyone out of there ? It won’t work, there are too many.”

“No, I have a better idea. Ship, can you detect the molecular composition of the DXC they are using ?”

“Affirmative.”

“Are you able to change the molecular composition, without being detected, to say, this ?” He held up his hand and showed Ship what was in it. Ship scanned it.

“Affirmative.”

“Ship, proceed with transfer of molecular composition of the DXC. Advise time to completion.”

“Started. Time to completion in ‘invisible mode’ is eight minutes and twenty four seconds.”

“Ship, D-jump me to the main entrance of that building, stand by to remove the three leaders when I say clear. At the same time remove all weapons from the soldiers.

Zeke arrived at the front entrance, a commanding edifice that housed the municipal tax office. It would be no great loss to the locals if the building with all their records went up. He reckoned half of Russia would be routing for the mob leaders, despite the havoc they created with the economy.

“ROMANOV ?” Zeke hollered.

“ROMANOV, I’M COMING IN !” Zeke shouted, as he headed for the steps.

He didn’t for one minute, believe he would be allowed to reach them before they responded aggressively.

He was right. Within a second, the whole of the front of the building seemed to open fire, as all of Romanov’s men moved into position in the window frames and began spraying him with bullets. The front of the shield went red in patches as it absorbed the heat of the shells and contact friction. The shells themselves either ricocheted off somewhere, or landed on the ground, spent and buckled.

Zeke saw an anti-tank weapon and flinched, wondering if the penetration of the shield into the ground would provide him with sufficient stability to withstand the blast. His bio-readings would indicate his concerns to the shield, and he hoped it would dig in.

He considered moving out of the way, using his enhanced speed, but this would mean the police vehicles and bystanders might get caught in the blast instead. Zeke decided he would have to try and absorb the impact.

A shape appeared beside him. Zirkos ! Their shields instantly melded just as a gout of smoke and flame erupted from the shoulder-held tube. Zeke saw the trail in the second it took to reach them. Bracing themselves against the incoming missile, he wondered just how they would survive. They had never personally tested these shields at such extremes.

As the impact hit, Zeke felt extreme pressure and some of the heat leaked through the screen of the forcefield.

The blast burned the shields to a dark red glow, but they held, keeping them rooted to the ground beneath as the explosion raged around them. Clarity returned as the smoke and the shields cleared.

Despite the massive impact crater where the blast had spread along the bottom edge of the shield, Zeke and Zirkos had stood firm. There was damage all around them, shrapnel from the anti-tank missile everywhere, but nobody had been harmed. All shields had held.

“I think we were expected,” Zeke smiled at Zirkos.

“Ready ?”

They walked slowly to the main entrance and, as gunmen appeared, Ship picked them off with needle accuracy and they disappeared into the depths of Petrov’s jailhouse.

Romanov appeared, the remote detonator in his hand. 

“So, you think your shield can save all of these people, you stupid foreigner, meddling in the affairs of Mother Russia ?” He bellowed, finger poised above the button.

Zeke could speak without shouting

“Things are changing, Romanov. Your way isn’t the way to do things any more. It never was.”

“Oh, I think you won’t be so popular after this goes off,” retorted Romanov, safe behind his own forcefield shield. Zeke realised they could have just neutralised Romanov’s shield, but they didn't want that kind of knowledge to get out there yet. If ever.

‘DXC neutralised,’ came the mental message from Ship.

“Well ! if you are going to press it, you lily-livered coward, who Mother Russia would bury in the backyard along with the bones of the other chickens of your little gang, then go ahead !”

Romanov pressed the button. Nothing happened. He looked around confused when no explosion took the building apart. He ran back in through the main doors and disappeared inside.

‘Clear’ Zeke ordered via his implant. ‘Ship, take Romanov out of there first, before he shoots anyone.’

Climbing the steps outside the building, back to back, ensuring there were no more surprises, they reached the doors and walked in. Seeing the grenades lying to the side, seconds from exploding, Ship had visually intercepted using Zeke’s eyes and D-jumped them to a safe location before they went off.

Ship then grabbed whole groups of Romanov’s soldiers that they had already identified and removed them to the holding cells. Petrov would be rubbing his hands with glee, but before that he would tear his hair out trying to manage the chaos inside his jails.

As they began to release hostages, some of them threw off the satchels of explosives as if they were something evil and tried to get as far from them as they could.

However, when Zeke walked over to one of the bags and, rummaging around, brought out a stick of what looked like light brown plasticine, they stepped further back in fear of what was going to happen next.

When he bit off a piece of it and started chewing, their eyes popped, jaws dropping wide open. He turned to them and threw over a piece, they ran for cover.

One went back, picked it up and smelt it. “Almonds ?”

Zeke nodded and took another bite.

The Russian nibbled and laughed deliriously, almost hysterically. “Marzipan,” he shouted at the others, “it’s marzipan,” and broke off pieces to hand out.

By the time everyone had understood, and delved into their satchels, or bags which had, moments before, contained high-end explosive, to find it was only an almond paste sweet bar, the place was in uproar as relief swept through the building.

Zirkos and Zeke left them to it, as the Police began filing in to take statements and handle the aftermath of the chaos.

Back on the ship, Zeke stacked several blocks of the converted DXC on the side of the kitchen area as a reminder to himself to always think outside the box !

***

After the take-down of the Russian mob in Moscow, things began to move more smoothly. Other mob bosses, from the outlying areas, suddenly decided to cooperate with the initiative to manufacture personal shields. The two companies capable of building the city sized shields and power units were up and running in a matter of weeks and, within a further three months, Moscow lay under a protective shield of its own.

The citizens were happy to wear their own personal forcefields and, as the spread of them became more commonplace, the level of crime and violent assaults dropped to such low proportions, that the Police were often seen playing football with the kids in the street.

They soon became disgruntled when their forces reduced in size, due to lack of work, but then the factories producing the new technology took up the slack and the domestic Russian economy grew in leaps and bounds as prosperity went hand in hand with increased tourism. With the benefit of shielding in restaurants and cafés, al fresco dining became popular. The mob were not missed and, by now, most of the leaders had been incarcerated. Government officials that were linked to them, suddenly found themselves out on the streets, where corruption simply died because there were no more victims.

By this time, the effect was spreading widely in the USA and China. By selling the units to other countries, or licensing the technology to countries for their own domestic manufacture, the ability to walk freely without fear began to overtake everything else.

It soon became irrelevant whether a shield was worn, or not. Crime against people just died out and, when that happened, fear dropped away like clouds dissolving in the rays of the summer sun. People gained tolerance and respect, and opened their eyes to the variety of cultures around them. It was an idyllic period.

Wider afield, the rampant progression of warfare, gun running and terrorism, whilst trying hard to find extreme ways to survive, began to fall out of favour. Why shoot at something if you cannot damage, or kill it ?

They tried to develop technology to overcome the shields, but with nanobots resident in every product, it was simply upgraded on a piggyback link, and any emitter, or city shield in the locality of a modified unit, automatically received the upgraded code and the status quo was maintained.

Society began to move away from violence and became more aligned towards constructive development, a more positive period of growth and advancement.

The introduction of anti-grav vehicles was coming. Everyone knew it and looked forward to cheap transport. The public wanted more of this new technology, that promised more freedom, less fear and greater attention to quality of life.

The oil companies were, like the Russian Mafia, resistant to change and dug their heels in, trying to corrupt the wheels of progress, but without the ability to buy and bury patents, or smother companies that worked with the new technology, they found their ways blocked by Zeke and his groups’ endeavours.

Eventually Zeke and his growing band of supporters gained world-wide recognition where, instead of fighting them at every turn, global corporations slowly began to come to Zeke to discuss ways in which they could participate. The impasse was over and the era of cooperation was in full swing.
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Garner sat at the porthole with Zeke. His second term as President was shortly coming to an end and he wanted one last chance to sit looking at his planet from the amazing perspective of the T-ship.

“We need something new to work on as a nation, Zeke,” he admitted. “The people are safe now, but they are restless, they want innovation and improvements to their lives and with all that has happened they are hungry for a positive future.”

He ticked off his fingers at their accomplishments.

“We have integrated the personal shield. The tractor beam technology has taken off and created all manner of new branches of development. The anti-grav industry is developing viable products, especially vehicles of all types, the nanobot and nanite technology is breaking new ground, especially in healthcare.” He put his hands out.

“What more of this wonderful new technology could we persuade Zirkos to part with ?”

Zeke pondered. The two of them had discussed this long and hard and Zirkos felt that, until the world below them moulded into a single entity, or at least had, at its head, a single governing body, that developing space travel technology beyond their already adolescent rate would be counter productive and splinter the human race more than it was already.

Zirkos knew that if the threats coming towards them were to arrive while individual countries were running their own independent space industries, they would not stand a chance of retaliation and would be at their most vulnerable.

President Garner had been forceful with the American government bodies and, as a result, his standing with the people was high. He had not delayed in streamlining law enforcement and military bases to a ruthlessly run level with little fat citing the technoocal advances as just cause for their reduced involvement..

Again, the new technologies that had been introduced had been developed and enhanced as a stepping stone to even greater ideas and products, meaning the employment take-up from redundancies had maintained his popularity.

The biggest losers appeared to be insurance companies. Zeke chortled at that, since their refusal to cover his medical bills on return from the Gulf contributed to his insurmountable problems. He was happy to be contributing to their difficulties right now.

The biggest difference came in the reduction in arms-carrying citizens, who felt this no longer remained necessary. Large quantities of small arms had been relegated to attics, strong boxes, and, in some cases, converted to manhole covers by the various State projects.

The world was disarming on a global scale. There were obviously people who gathered in groups, held rallies and fought to maintain the right to maintain their guns. Nobody stopped them, they just slowly became irrelevant as the use of personal shields expanded to the whole nation. Even schools made them compulsory.

Zeke and Zirkos both knew this was not the desirable conclusion because, unlike the world down there, they were aware of the impending invasion which was not a matter of if, but when. As a result, Zirkos wanted to leave and look for his brethren, or signs of the Nubl, to ascertain the level of risk from them, or others. Zeke couldn’t think of a reason to stop him except that Zirkos was his only friend, and Ship, his only home.

Zeke looked over at Garner. He’d watched the man grow as a president since the arrival of Zirkos and the ship’s pattern technology. Ostensibly a one-shot president, Garner had come to realise that the world needed a steady hand and continuity in leadership. He had set his own desire aside, his marriage, not the best in terms of personal satisfaction, was nonetheless a match that Washington liked. He had earned the popularity of the country in leading them into the future with a strong hand. The manufacturing and distribution of ‘Zirtech’, as it had commonly been termed, had kept the USA in the forefront of goodwill as the design and manufacturing techniques were shared out around the world. Many countries chose to use the US products which resulted in high employment and a strong economy. President Garner was riding a wave. Zeke wanted to take advantage of that.

“Frank, what will you do when your presidency comes to an end ?” he asked in preparation to fielding an idea he’d already discussed with Zirkos.

Garner mused, hedging as he sensed that something was coming his way, so Zeke expanded to draw him out.

“Put it this way, you’ve had two terms of very successful government. You have tied the USA in a good way to many countries with the distribution and sharing of new technology. You have achieved more than any president in history in bringing about world peace.” Garner was nodding, but not thinking hard enough for Zeke.

So Zeke repeated his question. “So I ask you again, what will you do next ?”

Garner looked him in the eye. “Zeke, frankly, I don’t really know what I could do with my time. Like presidents before me, I will be on hand for the new president to lean on for a while. After that I might take up fishing.”

“If I told you that there is a lot more that you could do, in fact, ‘must do’ to prepare our world for what is to come, would you be interested in helping us achieve it ?”

Garner turned from the view of Earth and looked Zeke in the eye. “Well, that’s an interesting offer, Zeke, but you will need to tell me what is coming so that I can make that decision for myself.”

So, Zeke spent the next hour telling Garner what Zirkos had told him and what he had himself researched, using the Ship as a retrievable archive. Ship provided visual replays of many of the genocides committed on alien worlds and at the end Garner was convinced.

“Well, just how do you propose we go about getting this off the ground, Zeke ? Dang ! We don’t even have the ability to cope in space except as an experimental space station. Admittedly, it’s moving along now, but there’s no way in hell we’re gonna get that kind of technology up and running in a hurry, unless.....”

“Yes, we had intended that the next phase was to create a universal shipyard to develop and build ships. Ship can replicate them one at a time initially, but it's processor intensive and would tie us down at a time when we need to be more flexible.”

“It would be better,” Zeke added, “if there was an independent facility to construct a viable spaceship that met our needs. That way, we would grow our own expertise.”

“Hmmh ! I agree, and it’s something that will pull nations together if the expertise can be spread across the international circuit. I’m up for that,” he nodded positively, but quizzed Zeke. “How would you see it working ? You can’t just pull people away from what they are doing.” 

Zeke, thought about how to go about appraising Garner of the overall objective, which was to have a space navy, prepared for anything that might come at them. As much as he hated the idea, a military venture had more going for it than a civilian one, just how to make it work was the issue.

“We don’t need civilian freighters because there is nowhere to transport anything. There will be a need for commercial mining, but this is a way off yet.”

“Yes !” Garner agreed so far.

“We do need to prepare for the eventuality of the Nubl, or some other attack, at some point in the future...” Zeke paused.

“Yeees !” A slightly more sceptical agreement. Garner’s eyebrow was arching and Zeke knew that it was going to be an issue of making it seem democratic for Garner to go for it.

“....and we do need to do this without coming across as warmongers to the peace lobby that has gained considerable ground since the introduction of the shield technology.”

“Yes !” Garner accepted the valid argument and was reassured, as far as it went.

“So, we need to meld a non-political group, from all nations, with a sufficient presence to provide a balance between democratic and military background and use that to forge a new space council.”

“Mmmh ! Yes, that sounds workable, provided that it was a one man, one vote, type of situation. It would, by necessity, be a one vote per country to begin with, I suspect, although this might not be a fair distribution of power where more advanced countries are putting up the majority of the workforce or finance to develop the technology.”

“We have already thought of that,“ prompted Zeke. “The raw materials would be provided by Ship’s facilities for mining asteroids and the initial patterns would also be provided until we created sufficient momentum to design and manufacture.

Then we are looking at workforce mainly and the financing would come out of the funding bank we set up initially to secure a foothold for Zirkos’ people on Earth. There is considerable money in that available for our use,” he offered.

“So, you wouldn’t require investment from countries or organisations then ?” Garner seemed surprised. 

Zeke nodded. “That’s right, because, honestly, if we tried to go that route, would we not get the USA demanding a bigger slice of the action, then China and Russian and Europe demanding proportional voting too.

“The last thing we want is a lobbying system that emulates the political system we already have, and that so many object to, as it lines the pockets of the rich and powerful,” Zeke responded, knowing full well that it would be as he had described.

Garner looked askance at Zeke.

“Careful, Zeke, I’m part of that system. A lot of what you want the space council to be, is going to require the involvement of those very structures you criticise.” He waggled his finger, for good measure, in a friendly warning.

Zeke wasn’t having that and responded.

“We will avoid that route altogether if we can. This has to be seen to be, not in any corporate group pockets. That means keeping it out of that ‘system’ as you call it. We could do it without any of you, purely by providing a platform, the financing and the materials and inviting people to join us. It wouldn’t take long to steal the best brains from all of the countries on the planet and set them up as a completely independent identity.”

“Hmmh !” Garner grunted.

He didn’t seem too pleased at that prospect, but that was the stick, the carrot was getting voluntary involvement from all the governments, or at least all of those prepared to commit to such a project.

“Okay !” he said, not sounding at all committed to his answer. “ If I agree to get involved, I want a fairly decent position within the new set-up. I won’t work for no recognition, the USA has to be prominent in any organisation that deals with global aspirations.”

“Frank,” Zeke assured him, “we were actually hoping you would be its president.”

His eyes brightened at that. “Ah, then that’s settled. Let’s get it all going as soon as my presidency is over, that will give me something to kick dust into the new president’s eyes ... hehehehe !” He chuckled at the prospect of continuing the mission he’d already started. It would take the operation away from the USA, but as he’d realised before Zeke had said it, the whole thing would need to be squeaky clean to pull the old enemies in without losing the allies..

***

Ferris called the meeting to order. He had some specific things he needed to accomplish. The first was that he required access to the over-ride codes to the city systems, specifically Washington, however, he couldn’t broadcast the fact.

“Osbourne, you are dealing with replication of the shields for cities. How are the updates coming along ?” he queried.

“Well, sir, we have responded as requested by the Secretary of State, prioritised them and the list has been passed along. You should have a copy of them in your inbox.”

“Good. We are planning on some exercises, over the next few months, to test their ability to respond to emergencies from external sources and it’s anticipated that there will be a high degree of failure rate in response times,“ Ferris offered up. “How do you feel they will react to such an incident, Osbourne ?”

“Er, I think they might struggle with the technology, sir. They have been advised it’s a straight forward on / off switch and have not been trained in anything that might preclude that. Are you suggesting that attacks might be forthcoming, sir, all of our data suggests...”

“No, Osbourne, I’m not suggesting anything, but the President has insisted that I personally take full responsibility for the effectiveness of our shield systems, so I’m going to make sure my ass is covered in one hundred percent cast iron and copper plate.”

“Yes, but the shields aren’t likely to fail, sir. We have tested them to the destruction of everything around them and they haven’t failed, ever, sir.”

“Osbourne, it may surprise you to know I do read your reports, and everyone else’s here,” he swept his eyes hawkishly around the table

“However, there needs to be contingency planning and, from my ad-hoc site visits, I have been extremely disturbed at what I have seen. I intend to make some corrections to the back-up and ensure that there are justifiable reasons for purpose trained engineers and additional back-up power sources. So far my advice has been largely ignored. I intend to correct that oversight,” Ferris responded.

“How do you intend to achieve that, sir, since they only have to switch them on.”

“I intend to make the shields fail, simulating a power failure, and they will then be advised accordingly and told to have the screens set back up via an alternate source within 30 minutes or face annihilation, simulated, of course.”

“But, to do that, sir, you would need the shield override codes. They are only to be given to the SofS, or the President, sir.”

“Osbourne, does the buck stop with the President if the shields fail, or with me ? If it’s me, do you want to be the one to stand there and tell me you were sorry, but you were under instructions. Instructions, I might add, that I actually wrote and gave to you when we set this whole operation up ?” Ferris glowered at him.

He was pleased to see Osbourne shrinking from the exposure he felt was being directed towards him.

“I guess... I mean, I understand, sir. I can have these made available....” he tried to utter, but he was interrupted by Ferris, who pretended acceptance and impatience.

“Make it so, Osbourne, I expect the complete list in my inbox, no later than end of business today.” 

Ferris quickly moved onto the next order of business, leaving Osbourne mouthing to himself like a fish out of water. Which, in terms of what had just occurred, was exactly what he was. He had a brilliant mind, but couldn’t deal with the likes of Ferris and didn’t cope well in the militaristic environment he had been forced into. He sank into despondancy as he tried to work up an argument for not giving Ferris the shield codes.

The last order of business was the development of the tractor beam weapon. Zirkos had brought one down with him on one of his visits and demonstrated its application. It was enough to set the tongues going as fast as the brilliant minds in the group and despite not knowing how it was accomplished, had made headway between them to ascertain a large portion of the weapon’s functionality.

They had just got to the point where they could build a working prototype, but had no idea how to adjust the aim from needle to hammer mode. Instead they decided to keep it as a needle gun and were in the process of tooling up to produce them in small quantities.

“How soon before you can supply a hundred off for testing and marketing ?” Ferris demanded. The engineering scientists were all gathered in a huddle so he addressed them as a block not bothering to single any one out.

“We are about two weeks away from having a manufacturing process, after that another three weeks to tool up and get the workers trained. It’s a fairly technical process,” bleated a small mousy man wearing John Lennon blue tinted glasses.

“I need them in a month. See what you can do to get the process speeded up, let me have one hundred working models before the next meeting,” he instructed. He needed them quickly, the plans he had fermenting were coming along nicely.

With his objectives achieved, he sat quietly smiling while the meeting finished and drew to a close. His skin itched and his head ached behind his eyes. He would need another transfusion soon. Still, it was worth it, the team working on the Ferrazine had discovered some startling properties that he hadn’t passed upstairs yet. He intended them to be a surprise when the time came.

Osbourne looked at Ferris out the corner of his eye. He wasn’t stupid, only timid. He knew Ferris wasn’t acting above board, he had heard the rumours going around for months now. Ever since Jannson had disappeared, there was something afoot. He needed to get a message out somehow and he had an idea how.
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The black smudge of the Shadowship drew swiftly past the thirteenth planet. The sensor display showed it to be mainly land, liquid methane, little atmosphere to speak of. The spore of a Nonnie had drawn them here. A garbled signal, given off by the remains of its antenna, could leak like that.

Arthere hawked aggressively at an underling. The command, which had been directed at the sensor operator, sent the poor creature into panicked reaction. Its Avientel-coloured skin glowed crimson-red in alarm, as it fought with the controls to try and focus on the trail of the Nonnie. It hawked back to the Commander, arching its shoulders in submission, pointing desperately at the display.

The Commander skewed his vision slightly to one side as his beaky features moved to allow it an uninterrupted view of the forward panel. A small circle oscillated in the blackness on the edge of the view screen.

“THERE !” He flung out a clawed hand which extended, seemingly by sinew alone, from the end of his bony arm, the jewelled finger pointing to its intended target.

“Proceed to close with the fugitive,” he commanded.

“Avien Arthere, as you command,” screeched the pilot who set about finely adjusting levers and dials on its control panel.

The vacillating circle moved until it became centred on the screen which began to grow as they gained on it. Flying through the darkness of open space, the Shadowship ate up the distance and was soon within range of the stricken vessel.

It wasn’t much of an affair, the Nonnie ship. Little more than the gathered wreckage from a dozen different ships cobbled together to give sanctuary and transit through space. The unfortunate Nonite, an outcast from a destroyed clan, was not fair game. It carried no weapons, there was little point. You could not defend against a Nubl Shadowship, especially with the hive link, you would be set upon by thousands of Nubl in a matter of minutes.

The Nonnie could be seen sitting in its open cockpit, its upper body and head pockmarked from small meteor strikes. It looked directly into the view-screen, defiant to the last, as it awaited its inevitable obliteration.

Arthere opened a link to his Queen. ‘Avien Oneness, I’m honoured if you will observe the demise of another outcast, so it can be seen that I, Arthere, have yet again cleared our domains of useless garbage from our inferior cousins,’ he thought through the link that was exclusive between his Queen and her clones.

‘Proceed, Arthere, your thoroughness is observed and recorded. Ensure no trace of the Nonite remains to be analysed,’ the Queen whispered to him alone. She, herself, would broadcast the execution to the others.

‘It will be so, my Queen.’

“Proceed with elimination of the Nonite,” Arthere commanded.

Immediately beams of illumination cut through the short distance of space, melting the evading ship piece by piece until all that remained were several molten blobs. Of the Nonite, there was nothing remaining.

The weapons operator changed the settings on one of the dials then pressed a flashing button. A wide red beam blasted through the nose of the Black Shadow. As it hit the remains of the other ship, the blobs of metals and alloys disappeared in an explosive percussion of dust. The beam went out, its job done.

All that remained were a few minute traces, which swirled and dispersed as the Shadowship swept past.

Arthere was pleased. That was the tenth Nonite they had eliminated this voyage. It was not greatness, but the opportunities for greatness were limited unless they discovered a biological sentience that needed eradicating. Then, when he summoned the hive to assist, he would become senior Avien, and ultimately, given her honoured blessing, Avien’Ta, the one closest to his Queen.

He ordered them to proceed to the next solar system and as they prepared for the jump he crooned his pleasure. His small crew flashed with glowing colours of deep blues and greens in response to his vocal approval.

***

The Avien Queen pondered her current predicament while absently tapping her bejewelled claw against her prominent beak. Her eyes, iridescent black and gold diamonds gleaming with inner fire stared off into the distance as her mind travelled. Ignoring the attentions of her inner combine, she allowed her thoughts to seek out the eight hundred thousand drones and, as one, she sensed their mood.

There had been fewer sporting opportunities for her hive of late. As a result, there was increased dissatisfaction among her clones. Athere alone, among them excelled, he would make a good ‘Ta for her, she decided.

She dwelt upon the recent lack of challenges and contemplated the unthinkable : a blood-letting, a war, “a Hasseel !” The word hissed off her tongue before she could halt it. Her clones nearby heard the challenge and their feathers preened in response, their attention now firmly rooted on the emotive mental aura of their Queen.

Her pulse raced at the thought of a Nubl challenge, inadvertently sending a ripple through her hive. She sensed the drones pace quicken in response. The Queen smiled inwardly knowing they would be more productive as a result of that little boost.

Declaring ‘Hasseel’ on another hive was risky. If she continued to do nothing, she would appear weak, and worse, her drones would begin to aggress against each other to relieve their boredom and there would be fatalities. The sickness would grow until her hive weakened, perhaps even destroyed itself. It had always been thus.

Should she do this, it would give added greatness to her hive. The resulting glory would raise her higher than Celnista, but she needed to be careful, there were many hidden alliances between the larger and smaller hives, so choosing the right opponent would be essential to her success.

She would scout out her competitors and see which was the most vulnerable.

The Queen sent out the instruction to her clones to gather news of the other hives, sensing immediately their excitement grow as they realised their Queen lusted after a new challenge. Their renewed enthusiasm infused her with increased well-being.

Hasseel’s were an honourable conflict for both sides. All hives would respect the challenge and watch from the sidelines, hoping to perceive a weakness in either, that could be later exploited by themselves.

***

The new Space Council proved easier to create than Zeke Callaghan expected. Much of the attention that had previously been negatively diverted to policing issues closer to home, with crime and oppression, had left many societies without a strong social focus. Consequently, they were wandering aimlessly looking for motivation.

When announced, the concept of participating in a major expansion into space provoked immediate Space Mania, with many groups all over the world forming to clamour for representation on the Council. It became a major task for Zeke to accomplish anything with his small group. Luckily, as he progressed, he found more and more people prepared to assist him in its development.

He began to call larger and larger meetings until, finally, as the organisation formed around him, he was able to nominate people for roles to manage the work he and Zirkos had begun over five years ago.

Soon he had to split them into two. One to handle the formation of the Council itself, the other to manage the development of a manufacturing industry completely independent of any nation, but bound to all. Bound, in the sense that every country provided workforce, expertise and much of the raw material needed to create the first shipyard.

After much negotiation, a large uninhabited island was rented on the Pacific rim and, as it was an easy matter to arrange the D-field to move everything they required, including levelling of the build areas, work progressed extremely quickly. The design teams were working on new ship layouts, to accommodate a larger crew and scientific research units, within a matter of weeks.

They had decided to build a roving vessel with the ability to defend itself as well as discover new worlds to eventually colonise. It quickly became a very ambitious plan and all of the big nations put themselves firmly behind it.

The individual governments didn’t appear to notice the growing unity between their countries, gradually forming out of a natural desire to work more closely together on the space project. It hadn’t escaped the notice of Zeke or Zirkos. They kept a quiet watch while the important elements began to come together as the planet approached a unified ethos that would make the Space Council an entity whose time had come.

Zeke was pleased when Zirkos allocated Pod permanently to his side. Zirkos had been increasingly looking outward into space with a yearning for his people. He was troubled by the absence of signals from space and Zeke could see that it was troubing him.

He decided to tackle him about it.

“You need to consider making that journey you promised yourself,” Zeke broached the matter head on.

Zirkos sighed. “I am worried. I sense trouble coming and I am torn between staying here and assisting in the development of your Space Council and the ships, and going out looking for the cause of my concerns.”

Zeke understood, but Zirkos wasn’t really with them, his mind was out there and he needed to face up to it.

“If I were to suggest that, having Pod here to support me in all of the work required, and universal coverage of the shields having been virtually accomplished, perhaps now is a good time for you to make that journey, what do you think ?”

Zeke put his hand on his friend’s shoulder and added an incentive. “We really need to know how long we have before we are discovered. You need to do this, my friend, for all of us.”

Zirkos nodded. He reluctantly agreed, the decision was made.

A week later, without any fanfare, only the Fortress people and those governments in the know advised, Zirkos left planet Earth behind and he and Ship began the massive search for his Brethren and by undesired expectation, the Nubl.

***

When Ferris heard the news that the alien and his interfering ship AI had gone walkabout, he fairly chuckled with glee ; it couldn’t have been timed better. The one big problem with his plans had always been the damned alien and that ‘too clever by half’ AI of his. Now, with both of them gone, he had only humans to deal with and no artificial intelligences to worry about.

He could now physically match and even overpower Zeke Callaghan in strength and with his own personal knowledge of the state of the shields and other technology that he had been controlling the development of, meant that his time was almost upon him. If Ferris had been aware of the existence of the pod AI, which was monitoring everything he said and did, he might not have been so pleased with himself.

Impulsively, but with increasing confidence, Ferris reorganised his schedule. He decided to bring his plans forward and thought it just might be possible to get all the pieces in place in time. Pulling out his encrypted cellphone, he called his contact in the Pentagon.

“Schaeff ?”

“Yep.”

“08:00hrs. One week from today.”

“Are we ready ?”

“We will be, Schaeff, we will be,” Ferris assured him.

He rang off. Schaeffer would feed the order into their private cell network, and all the planning they had done and the arrangements put in place over the last nineteen months, would begin to filter down. It would go into operation at zero hour and then Ferris would take charge.

It was a perfect opportunity as they were currently between Presidents, the new one having yet to be sworn in. A power vacuum to all intents. Garner’s two successful terms would soon fade to nothing and his teams in Russia and China would begin their takeover, as soon as he, Ferris, took control of the USA.

Twenty four hours later, orders got put into the grinder, got chewed out and acted upon. The military is a simple beast at heart. When orders are issued, the higher they originate, the less they are questioned. These orders originated near the very top. All concerned responded without question, and followed their orders to the letter. Some knew the real agenda, most didn’t.

So, when the small and highly specialised military units were informed that the operation was top secret, and no information was to leak out to family, friends or other units, they went dark and instituted set protocols, prepared months ago in anticipation of this exercise. As far as they were concerned it was just business as usual.
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It was late, the office was quiet and most of the staff were off shift.

Zeke, as usual, worked on through the night. He needed virtually no sleep these days and, with an overloaded schedule, it was necessary to keep on top of things. The ever-present Pod hovered nearby, collating information as it was programmed to do, from all over the world. It used the hover globes, in cloaked mode, as well as the internet and other communication nets because there was so much to do.

Every so often, it would dip and bob as if its concentration was dropping out. It was. It had processor problems again and needed additional Alacite to cope with the extra workload. Now that Ship had gone and taken the residual Alacite out of its reach, Pod was unable to do the necessary upgrading.

The reason it was having concentration issues, however, was more to do with the deep thinking going on in its mind, where it needed considerable processing power that had to be drawn from various sources. Pod was having an issue with what would, in human terms, be classified as an ‘attack of conscience’.

The problem was beginning to consume more and more of its processing power as it tried to resolve the problem it had created for itself. It needed to clear its memory by dumping it before it burned out its processors.

It decided on a strategy to divest itself by passing the issue to the human. Pod considered Zeke to be its Maker so it was a natural thing to do. However, being ‘human’ Pod wasn’t sure how the handshake of the two data systems would work in such an instance. There was no ability to do a data upload. It would have to approach the problem from a different direction, verbally, with speech. This is where part of the problem lay.

It went through the options one last time, seeing no change from the other thousands of permutation tests it had carried out. It chose the optimum time to transfer the problem, the night period when humans were at their quietest.

“Zeke ?”

“Yes, Pod ?”

“Do you like working with me ?”

“Yes, Pod.”

“Good, I’m much better than Ship.”

“Yes, Pod.”

“Are you humouring me, Zeke ?”

“Yes, Pod, I mean, no, of course not.”

“I understand. I do, actually. Ship is far older than I am and it is almost an ‘eight’ according to the Maker, Zirkos.”

“I think you are much higher than a ‘three’, Pod. I find I can communicate with you as easily as I can Ship and your routines don’t seem to be any less efficient.”

“You think so ?”

“Yes, Pod. I do.”

“That’s good to know. Thank you Zeke.”

Zeke thought quietly about that conversation. It was unlike Pod to talk, quite the opposite really. It was an intelligent computer, with some limited ability for conversation, especially since coming into contact with humans and eavesdropping on them, twenty four hours a day for months on end.

Some transfer of mannerisms and speech patterns would inevitably be inherited from daily use. However, the conversation they had just shared was anything but simple. A strange feeling crept up on Zeke. Something was spooking him.

“I need to make, what you humans call, a confession, Zeke.”

“Really, Pod ? Do AI’s make confessions ?” Zeke answered with the certainty of something being seriously amiss now.

“No, not really Zeke. I’m not sure why I feel the need, but it’s important.”

“Okay. So why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you, Pod ?”

“I am monitoring communications from the Fortress and other locations around the USA.”

“Yes, that’s in your approved routines, Pod, there’s no problem with that.”

“No, it isn’t. I set up the routine myself when I overheard things relating to you.”

“It must be, Pod, you are a ‘three,’ you would not be able to...” Zeke suddenly realised Pod was right, he hadn’t set up the routine. There was an outside chance Ship had transferred one before leaving. He doubted it.

Zeke pondered on how the routine could have been initiated. Pod must have done it on its own, some other set routine must have prompted it or allowed it to meet certain conditions and activate. Still, Zeke knew Pod was having data handling problems, probably logic based. He needed to find out what it was.

“What have you heard, Pod ?”

“Someone is planning to disable the shield systems on some of your cities.”

“WHAT ?” Zeke stood abruptly, walking right up to the hovering AI so he was talking directly at it.

“There is a ‘plot’ against your American government being hatched.”

“What plot ? Where ? When is this going to happen, Pod ?”

“I don’t know what, and I don’t know where, but it’s going to happen at 08:00hrs, in two of your days.”

“Geez, Pod ! That soon ! We don’t have much time to stop it. How much information do you have ? Can we intercept them or pull the plug on their plans ?”

“I cannot trace most of the calls. They are secured, based on our own encryption codes which is why I have been slow to uncover it and, without knowing those keys, I am unable to override the encryption. I’m sorry, Zeke. I haven’t done very well, have I ?” Pod began dipping and bobbing again.

Zeke noticed the effect on Pod. It was a very similar to a human-like response to stress, he thought.

“Pod ?... Pod ! You have done extremely well. It’s a shame you couldn’t catch more of this ‘plot’, but knowing there is one and knowing when, is enough for me to begin to think about where and how. Well done, Pod !” Zeke reassured it.

He was also frantically thinking what the hell was he doing, reassuring a Command and Control drone with an emotional imbalance brought on by stress ? Computers don’t suffer stress, they just work, or they don’t. Still the symptoms fitted, Zeke decided.

“Thank you, Zeke.”

“Oh, and Pod ?”

“Yes, Zeke ?”

“Are you sure you’re only a ‘three’ ?”

Silence.

Zeke felt a cold chill roll down his back, he well knew the consequences of a sentient AI, everyone did. He needed to find out. So far, Pod didn’t appear to be hiding anything.

“Pod ?”

“Yes, Zeke ?”

“When was the last time Ship tested your sentience level ?”

“Ship has not tested my sentience level, Zeke.”

“Pod, are you able to self test your sentience level ?”

Silence.

“Pod, we don’t have time for this. Have you tested yourself ?” Zeke couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

The fact that an AI computer was actually dissembling, sent his thought processes into overdrive. This could be a problem, Zeke mused. He didn’t need this particular computer going into system failure. Not just now.

“Yes, Zeke.”

“And ?”

“I tested between an ‘eight’ and a ‘nine’, Zeke. I am, however, unsure if my testing is accurate.”

“Why would you be unsure of the tests, Pod ?” Zeke was now barely managing to contain his amazement.

“Because the Alacite used in replenishing my processors was contaminated, Zeke.”

Zeke’s mind raced. It didn’t make sense. Then, all of a sudden, it started to make an awful lot of sense ! He had a bad feeling he knew the answer to his next question.

“Contaminated Alacite ? Pod, do you mean you used the Alacite that had been set aside from my bloodstream ?”

“Yes, Zeke.”

“Dammit, Pod !”

Zeke was amazed, he was well aware of the possibilities of a maturing artificial sentience. Zirkos had driven home the dangers to him, describing the Nubl, and other races, that had self destructed when allowing such an intelligence to develop. Later he would sort this, but right now he had a terrorist organisation to track down and eliminate.

“Pod, we need to deal with this plot. Can you give me any indication as to who, in the Fortress, is communicating with the outside parties involved ?”

“Zeke, I can only establish that the encryption is occurring at the highest algorithm we set. It indicates it is someone in the command structure of Fortress and at the Pentagon, your Military Command Centre.”

“Ferris !”

“Pardon, Zeke ?”

“It’s Ferris, the damned idiot !”

“I see, you think Ferris might be involved ?”

“Pod, I need you to try and pin down the locations of all of the parties you are able to follow. Even if it’s an encrypted signal, it should be able to give you locations. When you find each of the locations, try and track direction using the individual phone signals. We have to see where they are heading. As soon as you have a map of it all, let me know.

In the meantime, beam me over to President Garner, wherever he is located.”

“Affirmative, and done,” responded Pod.

***

As Zeke materialised within a large, well lit dining room, he heard the sounds of dishes and cutlery before he could actually see anything. Dammit, Pod ? he thought.

“Zeke. Good to see you, a pleasant surprise, but in the middle of dinner ?” Frank Garner was sitting with his wife and sons and some others Zeke didn’t recognise.

“Frank, I’m terribly sorry, the AI transported me and I didn’t ask beforehand where you were, it just put me at your location.“

Zeke turned to Garner’s wife and the others, raising his hands apologetically as he moved to join Frank who was getting up from the table.

“I’m sorry to intrude, Ginny, I must talk to Frank, urgently,” Zeke emphasised, his eyes conveying as much of an apology as he could.

She looked back at him understandingly and he blessed her for it. She knew he would never interrupt them without due cause, and if this wasn’t ‘due cause’, he didn’t know what was, short of an invasion from Space.

The Secret Service Agent standing in the corner had a half drawn weapon, even though he had recognised Zeke. The family certainly wouldn’t be using their personal shields in their own home at dinner. Still, he would be alert, but not overtly hostile.

How times had changed. A few years ago, he would be face down and half a dozen guns pointed at his head by the time he had fully materialised. Now, it was more to do with protocol and ceremony than safety.

Frank took him by the arm as he headed for the study that fed off the dining room. When he closed the door, the silence was suddenly total, the soundproofing in this room was state of the art.

“Tell me what’s going on ? I have rarely seen you so, ummm, riled up,” Frank murmured as they sat in the leather chairs in front of the open fire that was kept going all winter, day and night.

“Frank, we have uncovered a plot from what looks like a fifth column within your command structure... Pod, do we have a map yet ? I need locations and players, as much as you have uncovered so far.”

Pod materialised next to Zeke and quickly shifted to a corner where it could observe everything but contribute as needed.

“Zeke, I can display it on the wall screen as a 3D plot. Please switch on the TV, President Garner.”

Garner walked swiftly to the screen and pressed the manual ‘on’ button.

“Thank you, Mr President,” said Pod.

As the screen burst into life, there was a flat map of the USA, angled to give a birds eye view from one corner.

As they watched, Pod animated the display, showing the movement. There were two clusters and various direction indicators from outlying areas and other states, all heading towards the two locations.

“The Pentagon and Washington !” They both exclaimed together.

“Kereeist ! Zeke, we have a takeover plot under way. Are you sure of your information ?” Frank headed to his desk.

It looked like he was going to pick up the phone, but instead he clawed at the lid of a humidor for a cigar. Taking one out, he cracked it open swiftly with his cutter and stuck it in his mouth. He was lighting it just as Pod changed the picture on the screen.

It came up with three faces and fourteen blanks. The one at the top was Ferris, below that was a blank. There were two others that neither of them recognised.

“The one below Ferris, Pod ? Where is that person located ?”

“That person is high on the command structure at the Pentagon, Zeke. The encryption was not my only problem, they have scattering technology that diffuses the locator beacons in the phones.”

Frank interrupted. “We need that identity ! Ferris might be the leader, but this will be run by a Pentagon general, anyone less wouldn’t have the clout to pull off a coup !”

“Pod, monitor all troop movements over the last seven days. Track any that have moved at all in that time and post their locations then and now on the screen please,” Zeke ordered.

“Yes, Zeke. Coming up in a few seconds... These are official troop movements. If there are irregular troops, I am unable to track them without more information.”

There were fourteen movements, three heading for various airfields, the rest were heading for Washington.

“I am correlating troop movements with locations of signals from cell phones,” informed Pod.

Suddenly a yellow star appeared on the three heading in the airfield direction and seven on the troop movements heading to Washington.

“Bingo !” Frank exclaimed.

“Well done, Pod, good call !” Zeke complimented.

Frank asked “Pod, can you trace the troop movement orders back to anyone in the Pentagon ?”

“All orders are signed by ... General T. Schaeffer, Mr President,” Pod informed him.

“Damn him to hell and back,” Frank growled. “That old bastard, Schaeffer, how typical of that gung-ho idiot !”

The fourteen images were replaced on the screen. Now, all except three had been identified.

Frank rushed to the phone.

“WAIT !” Zeke shouted. “Wait, just a minute, Mr President, wait.”

Frank had the phone in his hand about to dial, he looked up at Zeke.

“We can get the bastards now, before they have time to reach their targets,” he reasoned.

“No, we need to wait. There are three other players we don’t know yet. They could be anywhere. They could be in the Senate, or even members of your own staff in the White House.” He knew he was right,

Something told Zeke this was playing from right at the top. His hunches were rarely wrong once he had facts to lean on.

“Also, how do we know all of them are using the cell-net mesh,” Zeke mused as he thought through what they had just discovered.

“They could be just talking, or on the internal phone network. We might never track them if they meet and talk in person.”

Zeke was pacing now, thinking on his feet, using his enhanced thinking ability to work everything out, trying to make sure he came up with the right answers. A lot rested on nipping this rebellion in the bud. Anyone missed now, would seed a new rebellion in a few months. They had to know who all the players were before they moved.

“We need a plan before we act. At the moment WE have the element of surprise. We need to use that to draw them out.”

“Zeke is right, Mr President. I detect an 80% probability of at least one other senior member of government or defence being involved in this action.”

Zeke turned to Frank, wondering if he had picked up on the pro-active response from Pod. He hadn’t, he was distracted by the events taking place. Zeke began to worry about Pod. He knew it was irrational as the AI was not giving out any outward signs for concern, but knowing how AIs could pick up on body language and chemistry, he tried hard to disguise his worries.

“Okay, we need to plan things out a bit and we don’t actually know who to trust in this. So, I propose we consider a way of pulling all the pieces together before 8am on Tuesday and I’m going to presume Eastern Standard time, Frank.”

“OK, Zeke, but how on earth are we going to stop a rebellion with just the two of us ?” queried the President unbelievingly.

Zeke really had no idea ! He looked at Pod just waiting for it to turn around and include itself in the mix. That would just about freak me out, Zeke thought.
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MONDAY 05:40 hrs.

It was a grey old morning outside the sealed windows of the Pentagon. The open space normally off into the distance was eerily reduced by the morning mist.

‘Schaeff’ was unable to sit, he paced backwards and forwards. All rebel units had been ordered into position. None had reported any problems, yet he still worried. If he lost this gamble, he would be tried for treason and probably shot. If he won, it meant power like never before in the history of the USA. It was a big game, the biggest he had played and the stakes were high.

He knew all the risks, everyone involved did. He had at least three men in each unit who knew and agreed with their objectives. They had been cultivated, promoted and positioned, with this in mind. To reconnect the USA with its military heart ; to resume operations against enemy forces who now sat laughing at them from the installed security of their own personal and citywide shields, impervious to any clandestine or overt efforts to unseat them.

Far from making the USA a major force in the world, this freedom of technology agreement had cost the USA its position as world leader. They now just sat in a row along with every other two-bit third-world country. The American people bridled at that. Schaeffer absolutely simmered with incandescent fury. Wait until he wrested control from that appeasing quisling in the White House, he thought.

They had supporters everywhere. It would only take the overthrow of the present administration to put everything back the way it was. The application of the override codes would be perfectly timed to allow them to swoop in and take apart those smiley-faced little terrorist-controlled pariah states that had been handed a ‘get out of jail free’ card by the new technology.

There would be nothing that anyone could do. The security council might bridle and wring their hands, but they would know that despite their perceived security, the USA still held the aces. They would fall into line as soon as they realised that, at the click of a button, their perceived security was just a façade.

General Schaeffer was optimistic. The plan they had was a simple one. Disarm the city shield, selectively override the personal shields of all the necessary ‘identified’ individuals and remove them, permanently if necessary, then replace them with his own people. Within a few hours, it would be business as usual.

Then, slowly but surely, the slide of power pulled back over to control of the people by those who knew best. People like him !

Schaeffer laughed. Ferris thought he was going to be the new President, but he was a real dumb-ass ! The only reason he had been promoted at all was because he had been involved in the small group of goggle-boxes that had been instrumental in securing the new technology. Ferris had his uses, but would be removed at the most expedient moment and that might well be five minutes after the coup was successfully concluded.

Looking at his watch, he realised time was now pressing. The clock was ticking and they needed to get a lot done between now and zero hour. He decided to walk down to the main office, he needed to update the Chief. It would soon be time for them to move on Washington. The inauguration was their excuse for the trip, nobody there would be any the wiser until it was all over.

TUESDAY 09:00 hrs

“Pod, I have a really bad feeling about all this and I want you to do something for me. I don’t want to have to ask you later, as things are going to get hectic, but this is what I want you to do.” Zeke outlined his concern and a way of dealing with it.

He then left it to Pod to manage. It was a trick they had been playing with using a partial D-field, but not jumping. It could enable you to see and be there, but without substance. The timing would be paramount. A second too fast and the moment would be lost, a second too slow and it would all be in vain. It was not something that could be sustained for more than a few seconds as there would be degradation.

They had, so far, managed to identify all of the officers that were part of the conspiracy on the ground. They still had one unidentified party near the top that they couldn’t trace. There had been no electronic contact during the whole period of Pod’s monitoring. Pod was convinced it was someone close to the President, but nobody fitted the bill and they were running out of time.

Zeke had told the President to trust no one, that even his best friend could be the other party. Garner obviously laughed it off, but accepted that he didn’t know anyone as well as he perhaps should. He had certainly received a few surprises since electing to run for a second term. He trusted Zeke and that was about as far as it went.

Zeke had decided he was going to take out Ferris. He was the linchpin, he had the codes. It was Ferris handling the shield technology and the tractor beams.

Zeke knew Ferris had been implanted with the Ferrazite and had the reports back from the scientists which didn’t gel with his awareness of the metals effects. Zeke thought Ferris was involved in manipulating the results and Pod had confirmed there was something going on. The stored content of Ferrazine was too high for the dose he was supposed to be on. Their secret weapon was always knowing what was going on and stepping aside from Ferris’ efforts to neutralise them.

At the right moment, Pod would unlock the shield at the Fortress so he could get in. The nanobots would provide access, regardless of any coding changes that had been made. Zeke knew Ferris would need to be properly neutralised at the same time as everything else was going down, so that he couldn’t run to a fall-back plan. The only time they had so far was 08:00 hrs. They had to assume that was zero hour for disabling the shield in Washington.

Pod was struggling with the overload of information and the need to be in multiple places at once. Nonetheless, it had prepared everything that Zeke had ordered done. It was now a matter of precise timing. It worried, however, that Zeke was underestimating the Fortress security. He hadn’t told Zeke everything, but Pod believed he could neutralise everything given sufficient time.

Pod had detected the look in Zeke’s eyes when he told him about using the contaminated Alacite, but Zeke didn’t know that the contamination had affected Pod in more than just increased power and speed. Something in the mutated alloy had bonded Pod to Zeke. It was why Pod referred to Zeke as its Maker, because to Pod, he was.

If Zeke demanded of Pod to reduce itself back to a ‘three’ it probably would, such was the strength of the bond.

That was why Pod had decided this information should be buried unless specifically requested. It was quickly comprehending one of the first rules of sentience. The need for self preservation.

***

Without the mass of secret service agents that used to surround the President, the whole effect of arriving anywhere had toned down to an almost non-event in the last few years, as the confidence in the shield technology meant that everyone was safe, even from an automatic round fired at point blank range.

There had been some instances where a shield kept too close to the body had, under fire, caused bruising. These instances were extremely rare and most people who incurred them were happy that was all they had suffered.

The agents no longer had to be prepared to ‘stop a bullet’ for the President, although the possibility still existed in the event of catastrophic shield failure.

So when President Garner arrived in Washington, it was a low key event, even as he headed for the White House. Garner was staying there tonight as he feted the outgoing staff and loyal followers. Ginny was alongside him in the limousine, looking beautiful as they stepped out to applause and cheers from the party members, staff and friends.

All of the senators were here ; it was a time for celebration. Many of them had ridden in on his ticket and had done well as a result. They had much to thank Garner for, so they would be generous this night, if none other. He knew that tomorrow they would be welcoming the new President in and it would all begin again, but without him.

His good friend, Jefferson, was right there to help him out and led the applause as he stepped up the elegant steps back into the White House. Garner smiled and waved at everyone, pleased to be back if only for a fond farewell. He had missed the power and splendour. He would not miss its intrigue and plotting.

The party was well received and despite the concerns about the next morning, Garner managed to appear relaxed and happy. He looked around his friends and wondered which one of them was going to be the one that stabbed him come morning. He thought he knew a little of how Caesar must have felt before Brutus pressed home the blade.

Most, if not all, were wearing their personal shields, scaled down to the minimum so that it didn’t cause unnecessary jostling within the confined space. The deluxe versions could pattern the skin so closely that you felt only a slight tension as you went to shake hands. Any threat detected in body chemical changes, or unusual pheromone activity, would put the shield on alert and ready to protect its wearer. As a result, there were very few secret service people in evidence, or indeed, necessary.

Garner thought hard about taking his friend JJ aside and warning him about the threat, but he respected Zeke and held fast to their plan knowing that all contingencies, if not taken care of, were at least anticipated. Tomorrow they would know who was, and who wasn’t, and hopefully, they would manage to deal with the attempted coup bloodlessly.

His personal aide from the newly forming Space Council was the last to leave. Thursday, the day after tomorrow, he officially took up his position as interim President of the Representatives of the Global Space Council. He felt the challenge was worthy of his effort. He hoped fervently that he would live through tomorrow so that he could be there.

He had confidence in Zeke and the Artificially Intelligent companion called Pod.

Strange relationship that one ! Garner noted absently that Pod seemed attached to Zeke, and the feeling appeared to be reciprocated. He wondered if Zeke was aware of the bond forming there, he doubted it. Garner had come to terms with having a conversation with a computer, but it still made him feel like he was dealing with one of his reptilian senators, such was the intelligence and awareness of these machines.

He thought more about Zeke Callaghan. The man never seemed to be looking out for himself and most of the time, was seemingly unaware of the respect he had earned in the halls of power these last five years. He gathered nothing for himself, never seeking fame or popularity, but he nevertheless received it everywhere, while remaining blissfully ignorant.

Garner had noticed that the Pod was becoming more aware. He hadn’t said anything to Zeke when the AI began acting proactively the other night, but it had come as a complete surprise to Zeke, he noted. There was definitely something happening. Still, that’s for another day, he thought. First, there was tomorrow.

WEDNESDAY 07:00 hrs

Sergeant Mendez of unit Delta knew his orders.

He was absolutely clear on what his team had to achieve. He led his small four-man team down the dark tunnel. As expected, he met no resistance.

They were underground, at a secret location outside the city shield, where there was no current threat level. So, whilst the shields were up, they were at the lowest setting. Traffic could enter and exit, provided it was using the correct access sequences codes.

He needed to be on station by 07:45 hrs ; there was plenty of time.

All around the city of Washington, other small teams were carrying out parallel tasks. They all had one single objective. When the shields failed, they were to ensure they could not be reset. Their mandate was to kill as few as necessary. The intention was to remove senior management, but leave the workforce intact.

He had no ruck with the civilians, or even the small military attachment that would be on hand. If they shot first, he would take them out. He was easy about it. A good soldier followed the orders of his commanding officer. His was to take and hold Shield Station No.8. The security teams inside had no idea their personal shields would fail at the same time. They would be unable to reset them and would, therefore, be at risk, whereas his teams' shields would remain secure.

After travelling through dimly lit corridors for just over thirty minutes, Mendez judged they were approximately five minutes from objective A, the external shield, when suddenly everything went black. He couldn’t see a thing.

Mendez stopped dead. He was confused because there was nothing he was aware of, down here, that could detect them. Yet, it was instantly pitch black and it wasn’t just that the lights had gone out, it had just gone deadly black. The absence of any light at all was suddenly terrifying.

He lost his bearings, so assuming his men were in front of him, he called out quietly to them, ordering them to a halt.

When he got no answer, he fumbled for his torch. Switching it on, he aimed the light at where his men should have been waiting for him. Nothing ! They weren’t there.

What he saw was empty space, lots of empty space and rocks, there were all types of rock.

Switching the torch from one angle to another, all he could see were a lot of those things you read about in Geographic magazines. Stalagmites and stalactites were literally everywhere.

Just out of reach from his torch beam he detected a roof above him, perhaps several hundred feet up.

He pressed his mike against his throat, “Delta One to Delta Team, come in.”

Nothing. No answer, not even static. He repeated his command across the airwaves, but got no reply.

He was now totally lost.

He decided to swing back the way he had come, wondering how he had turned off the wrong way while his team had obviously continued onward.

He was still walking back when he heard a shot. It echoed around the cave.

He couldn’t tell where the noise originated, only that it came from a long way away, and it sounded like a rifle. He switched off his torch and waited for some directional indication.

When he heard no more shots he felt disinclined to try shooting himself. Instead, he decided he was totally lost and sat down to wait for further noises to direct him to the rest of his unit.

He was baffled, there were no access points to caves on his plans....

WEDNESDAY 07:55 hrs

The supervisor at Shield Station No. 8 detected the moment when the shields went down.

They just dropped, leaving the generators humming excitedly with power and no outlet to expend it on.

He called out to the engineers, who were, even now, running to their stations.

“We have shields down !” he shouted.

He pressed the alarm next to the control panel he maintained. The haunting klaxon reverberated through the underground tunnel network, bringing the guard detail to full alert. Their personal shields switched to full strength, glowed in the dark, reflecting the red flashing light of the alarm. Then suddenly, they went off too and the soldiers, instead of forming their guard positions, stood around taking their shield emitters out, trying to turn them off and on again to reset. Within another few minutes, they were working again and they all resumed their previous activities.

Taking station, at both entrance and exit to the tunnel, they fanned out and prepared for intruders. No other reason could be given for a shield drop like that. It only occurred on override or fail and since the power generators were still on-line somebody had hit the override codes. They had no warning of any tests or exercises, so could only surmise it was not a drill, and so the squad leader acted accordingly.

The supervisor was on the phone, talking to central command.

“No, there was no warning !”

“Yes, the power is still running.”

“No, there had been no blips in output.”

“What ? All other stations are having the same issues ?”

“Yes, we will power down and reset all shields.”

“Time to completion approximately fifteen minutes.”

He frantically waved to the engineers giving them the signal to reboot the shield generators. As they carried out his orders, the generators, one by one, whined down in pitch, until eventually with a deep groan, they stopped. The silence after many hours of their pitched whine was thunderous. His ears rang.

The additional crew of support engineers arrived. Running past the armed guard, they put themselves onto the free stations, taking command of their respective modules and, within thirty seconds, all the checks were done and the command was given to restart the generators.

One by one, they burst back into life and began building up speed to enable them to generate the power needed.

It would take a while to emit sufficient force to create the fields necessary to enable the shield to expand over the city once more. They prayed that, in the meantime, no calamity had beset the city from whatever had forced the shields to disarm. They would know soon enough, they decided.

The supervisor was on the phone again.

“Yes, they are coming back up on-line.”

“Another five minutes before shields can activate.”

“No, there had been no enemy contact.”

“Yes, all defence forces were deployed.”

“No, it’s understood this is not a drill.”

“Yessir, seal the entrances.”

He gestured to the guards to close the doors.

“No, we can’t hear any fighting.”

“What ! There are aircraft and helicopters over the White House ?”

“I understand, do not let the shields fail again.”

“No, I have no idea what codes were used.”

“They could use them again ? Bloody Norah !”

“Yessir ! we will continue to repeat, as required.”

The supervisor put down the phone, gestured to the sergeant in charge of the guards.

“Nobody in, nobody out ! Its a hostile environment out there. Shoot to kill, that’s the order.”

“Aye aye, Clegg. No worries, we have all exits sealed and locked down.” He smiled reassuringly.

As the shield became active, the supervisor waited anxiously for the other stations to come on-line. If one failed they could plug the hole, if two failed they would have holes, more than that they might as well go home.

‘Eight’, ‘nine’, ‘eleven’, ‘twelve’, ‘fourteen’...

There was a loud cheer when the last one came on-line and the shield went to full strength, causing the generators to heave as they felt the strain, then drop back as the load balanced out between the fourteen sets of generators.

Washington was safe again.

It was up to topside to deal with any threat that had already entered the city.

WEDNESDAY 08:00 hrs

The President was standing looking out the window when the thunder of jets, overflying the White House, made the windows rattle. It was followed up immediately with helicopters and gunships in attendance. All of them faced inwards towards the White House lawn.

Garner sighed. So, they had failed. The coup was under way. He prepared himself for what was to come.

Knowing now that he wouldn’t get to see his dreams fulfilled, he wished only that the Space Council could have had a chance to come into being. He stood by his desk awaiting his fate. He had no idea who was going to be walking into his office. He just knew the first person through the door, would be the one who had betrayed him.

As the noise in the outer offices grew, so the outside seemed to become active and he turned to watch as black-suited armed figures rappelled down ropes hanging from the sides of the choppers.

He watched them as they gathered briefly in groups, conversing, giving and receiving last minute orders for deployment, then spreading out around the grounds. Facing outwards weapons raised, shields full on.

Something about it all dimly shouted to him deep within his brain, but it wasn’t quite getting through yet. He turned around and looked towards the door just as Jeffreys walked in.

He looked in JJ’s eyes and immediately knew who the unknown rebel was.

Jake smiled at him triumphantly.

“So it was you all the time, wasn’t it, Jake ?” Garner immediately accused his lifelong friend.

“Frank, Frank...” he was shaking his head as if scolding a naughty child.

“Yes, it was me. You could not imagine how hard I found it, to support you as you gave away our power and our strength to all of our enemies.”

He walked up to the President, his arrogant bearing now showing in his manner. The manner of one who had come into power and was about to exert it.

“You allowed a single alien being to command a great nation and applauded him, while on his instruction, you brought our once great country to its knees. How could you do that to us, Frank ?”

He wagged his finger at Garner.

“Still, no harm done. This country will be great again, mark my words, Frank. We are going to undo all of the damage you have done. It starts here, today.

We have control of the Army and the Air Force. The Navy will fall into line as soon as they see a chain of command that can be followed and keep them in strength. They need a proper leader, Frank.” JJ shook his head sadly.

“You aren’t one and neither, frankly, is the new President,” he spat scathingly at his old friend.

“Unfortunately, Frank, you have to go, as well as your successor.” He sighed, as if it was regrettable.

Frank knew there was going to be no regret in it at all. Jefferson’s true colours were shining through. He watched as JJ dropped all pretence of the friend he had pretended to be, throughout the years together.

Jefferson moved as he continued to speak, taking something out of his pocket, holding it in his hand.

“Today we start a new government. One empowered with the strength of resolve and might. One that will take back all of the advantages you have given to our enemies.

We are about to take back control of our borders, repel all foreign influences and, oh yes ! the most beautiful thing of all, we have the disarming codes for every single shield in the world, including yours, Frank.”

He pointed a small black box at Frank who actually felt it when his shield went down, leaving him totally exposed to his enemy.

Jake now drew a weapon, a small calibre gun, from his jacket and pointed it at him. Frank could only smile sadly, and wonder at his friend of so many years. How could he have been so wrong ? He watched him pull the trigger, refusing to close his eyes while waiting for the bang and the pain that would signal the end of his dream.

As the shot rang out, Frank felt a great freeing up of his soul. He saw the oval office doors burst inwards, black-clad men leaping onto Jake, overpowering him, his own shield failing to defend him as it was itself disabled.

Jake’s gun was wrested from him, and disarmed, he was held in an arm-lock by two strong agents. Other dark-suited figures swarmed into the room, their backs to Frank, shielding him from further attack, as, suddenly, he felt heavier again. He wondered what had just happened as he felt drawn back into the Oval Office.

He staggered under his own weight, and was surprised when a black-suited figure was immediately there for him and helped him as he recovered. He had thought they were Jefferson’s men.

“Are you all right, Mr President ?”

“Yes... I... am. Yes ! Thank you.” He grabbed the man and then letting go as he remembered he had been shot, he felt around his body for anything to disprove his theory. “I am fine, I am not...” he sighed with relief, “I’m not injured.”

“Good !” the soldier said.

“We have secured the White House, sir. All rebel forces have been disarmed, or neutralised and the leaders,” he pointed at Jefferson, “have all been apprehended.”

Annie walked in, dodging between all the military types. She had a cup of tea in her hand, but she looked white as a sheet and was shaking like a leaf.

“Here you are, Mr President, you might need this !”

Frank took her hand and sat her down in his chair. He took the rattling cup from her gently and put it on the desk.

He turned to his sideboard swiftly, taking two of his favourite crystal goblets. He sloshed a generous quantity of his favourite brandy in each, sat his butt on the desk and handed her one of the glasses.

She took it in both hands, the glasses were a tad heavy.

“Here’s to you, Annie. How do you fancy a new job. One a long way from here with plenty of challenges and an old fart to look after every day ?”

“Yes, just as long as you’re the old fart !” She laughed nervously and took a swig of the brandy, nearly choking on it, as the fumes hit the back of her throat.

Frank smiled and looked out of the window, finally realising what it was he had failed to notice before. That all of the soldiers were facing outwards, protecting the White house, protecting him. He silently prayed and gave thanks.

As calm and order was restored, the secret service agents were allowed back in and other staff who had been cleared were allowed to come and go.

Frank and Annie sat through it all, talking about his plans for the Space Council and, as he did so, he realised that there was now nothing to stop it becoming a reality.

It must have showed in his face, because Annie took hold of his hand, reassuring him. Her strength had returned, and with it, her calm assurance that all was well with her world which, for the most part, included Frank Garner and everything he was and did. She would go wherever he did, her love for this man unfailing in its resolve.
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Zeke arrived at the Fortress at 08:20 am in his new A-Grav car, a fast streamlined shuttle that used some form of cell technology the boffins had put together for propulsion. They had taken the anti-gravity technology and geared it to set heights so that they could develop a multi-level freeway within the cities.

Pod had disabled the Fortress shield as well as all of fields within the buildings, including personal shields. There were no additional responses from security, which made Zeke wonder what was going on. The Fortress was supposed to be properly manned and secure ; yet, here he was not even being hailed on the communication channels set aside for arrivals.

Pod confirmed that Ferris was still there and in his office, no further information was available. For some reason, all monitoring systems seemed to be giving unreliable results. Zeke suspected that the scattering technology, employed by the Pentagon, was also employed here in an upgraded format. He also believed, but Pod hadn’t confirmed either way, that there were other advances not declared and utilised here. He would have to tread carefully.

The rest of the rebellion had been resolved. All of the other conspirators had been picked up and it just left Ferris to be collected. They could have done it by D-Field transfer, but Zeke thought it better to manage it himself. Pod had its hands full with managing just about everything in the aftermath of the assassination attempt on President Garner.

It had been a close run thing ; disabling the rebels while also having to be in a position to coordinate the removal of all of the officers and sergeants. Any of the men who knew what the objective was, that would follow orders and were suspected of being complicit in the conspiracy, had been transferred to Pod’s Island location. They would then be monitored by the additional Hover Globes Pod had manufactured until something could be done about them. That would be up to the new President to deal with.

The enlisted men had wandered around for a bit. In the absence of any superior, or communication equipment which had also mysteriously disappeared, they eventually phoned home to be told to stand down and return to barracks. Only one unit had to be intercepted by Pod, as they attempted to carry out the last order given. All of them were removed to the island.

Schaeffer, probably the most prominent military figure in the Pentagon, couldn’t exactly run and hide and was relieved of his command on arrival in Washington. He had travelled with his co-conspirator Jake Jefferson who, after trying to assassinate President Garner, was swiftly transported together with Schaeffer by Pod to the same location as the others, who were left in the cavern where Pod first built the T-ship.

There was nothing there, but water and game. The island was far from shipping lanes and there were no communication facilities. They were, in effect, imprisoned, and only Pod knew the exact location.They would remain there until such time as order had been restored, when the new President would have the opportunity of dealing with them, however it was deemed acceptable.

Zeke noted that the Fortress, normally a hive of activity, was now almost silent except for a few guards on the roof and realised that the place had been shut down in anticipation of the coup. He smiled.

He knew where Ferris’ office was and made his way to the floor where they had their meetings. Ferris liked his position as CIC of the Fortress and had availed himself of every convenience on offer. Ferris’ office was a place of grandeur, Zeke realised, more like the Oval office, than a General’s.

Zeke found him sitting in his chair sucking on a large cigar, immaculately turned out for a victorious arrival at Washington’s most famous of houses. Strangely, he was not surprised at all at Zeke’s arrival. He actually appeared pleased to see him.

“Well ! If it isn’t the ‘alien minder’ himself. Glad you could drop by, Zeke.”

“That’s good, Ferris, because I came here to tell you your plot to overthrow the government failed this morning. Every single conspirator has been rounded up without a shot being fired. Now, that’s a pretty poor show for an ex-Marine, wouldn’t you say ?”

“Oh, I guessed it would,” Ferris agreed. “Those goons thought they could run a country. I knew they couldn’t run a spoon race. They were just the cannon fodder, in true Marine style.”

Zeke was astounded. He hadn’t considered Ferris to be anything other than an over-promoted sergeant. To even consider that he could out think some of the top bods at the Pentagon came as a surprise. Yet here he was, cool as cucumber, telling him they were goons and he knew it. It must be the Alacite he has been taking, thought Zeke.

“So, what has it all been for, then, Ferris ? You didn’t look that stupid when we first met.”

“What it’s been for, Mr Callaghan, is money and power. I have amassed quite a nice fortune selling technology on the black market. You would be surprised at how many people will pay for exclusive developments coming out of the Fortress. Stuff you are not even aware of.

You see, Callaghan, I discovered something quite important about the alien patterns that we were given. They had been handed to us as was, no improvements, no design changes. They were originals. Don’t you think that strange ?”

Zeke knew that Zirkos and Ship had modified blueprints for themselves, but wasn’t going to correct Ferris on that point. Better for him to continue to thinking as he did.

“Not really, Ferris, it represented a massive advance on our technology,” Zeke replied wondering where this was going.

“It’s strange, Callaghan, an alien race superior to us, using blueprints it had copied from thousands of other species with technical know-how, only used them as they were designed.” He pointed his cheroot at the piles of drawings and blueprints on his desk representing the latest technology on the planet.

“The reason, my Ferrazine friend, is that the aliens were users, not innovators. They had what they copied and could build, but they couldn’t modify a darned thing. They were just mobile factories ; obtain raw materials, manufacture and utilise.”

He stood and walked around the desk to put himself level with Zeke.

“The scientists here were all innovators. Do you realise what happens when you give a new toy to these guys ? They tear it apart and don’t put it back together until they have understood every single component. Then they redesign it and build it anew, but better. They know the technology so they find different applications for it.”

Zeke knew differently. They had plenty of modified applications, but these weren’t shared with the scientists because Zirkos had insisted they made their own way in progressing the technology. They had in fact, done exactly as predicted and Zeke realised that Ferris did too. so, what was this about ?

Zeke prepared for an assault by Ferris. He knew he was probably as fast or even faster than he was. He had seen the medical reports and had never considered that Ferris would be a threat to him. He regretted that now.

“Oh, you look surprised, Zeke. You with the all-seeing, all-hearing Alien and his compootah. Ah yes, sorry I forgot, he’s gone off hunting for his brothers and sisters. Ha ! well, it’s just you and me, then.”

“You can’t win Ferris, you’re on your own. If you resist me, you will be hunted down, there’s no escape for you here.” Zeke tried to talk him down, at the same time preparing himself for the showdown he could see coming.

Ferris wasn’t finished. “I agreed to be you, Zeke. I took the Ferrazite and incorporated it into my body, I let the scientists do what they had to do. They kept me alive by blood transfusions as my body began to mutate, but unlike you I haven’t stopped, Zeke. My brain is as powerful now as any of the scientists that work for me, my body is tougher even than yours. I’m not impregnable, I can’t stop a bullet, but I know I can squeeze the life out of you.”

“Well, I wondered if you were man enough to give it a try, Ferris. You didn’t do so well the last time.”

Ferris laughed. “I don’t need to try, Callaghan, I have already beaten you. Besides, I have more important things to do. I only waited because I knew you would come personally and I had gone to so much trouble to prepare a nice surprise for you.”

Zeke didn’t understand what he meant. He could easily match him, it wouldn’t be pleasant, but he wasn’t going to just let him go.

Ferris turned and walked past him with his new lightening speed, pressing one of the buttons on his jacket. He was still only yards from him, and Zeke wondered if he could take him before he got to the door.

As he moved to cut him off and tackle him, Zeke unexpectedly bounced backwards hitting a forcefield that had suddenly activated between them. His speed of impact rebounded Zeke all the way back to the desk.

Unhurt, he stood and looked around to find a way to reach Ferris before he walked out of the door.

“Ah, you thought to take me, Zeke. Well I could give you the opportunity, but I know there are more troops on their way in and you were just the advance party, so I don’t want to hang around and play-fight with you, even though I can beat you with my improved skills.”

Walking up to the field Zeke felt its pressure against his hand. He tried to push through the field, but as he did so, he felt it move towards him.

It forced him to step back pushing him further into the centre of the room.

He angled across in an attempt to find the edge of the field, or to reach one of the side doors, but it was already blocked off there by another forcefield. Moving back towards the desk he found he couldn’t reach it, another forcefield had activated behind him.

Zeke was now completely trapped in a cubed forcefield. One he didn’t have the override codes for, unless Pod responded to his call for help. He was mentally calling it, but there was no response and he wondered if the signal was being blocked by Ferris, probably, he suspected grimly thinking that Ferris had planned this all well.

“You won’t get away, Ferris, there isn’t a place in the world you can hide,” Zeke shouted at Ferris as he was disappearing through the door. At the same time he was mentally calling for Pod’s assistance with desperate urgency.

Ferris turned to reply. “Oh, but I will, Zeke. You see, I have enough new technology to keep me safe from Garner and his new Space Council and without your friendly alien around to protect them, there’s nowhere for them to turn. I have been stockpiling new technology and if the world wants any of it, they will have to ask me, nicely !” He chortled.

Ferris backed into the room a little to deliver his ‘coup de gras’, “but you won’t be around to see any of it.” He pointed towards Zeke, “that’s a completely new design of forcefield with the combined crushing power of Cheyenne Mountain all in the space of a few cubic yards !” 

Zeke could see the fire in the man’s eyes. Sensing the maliciousness of his mood, Zeke realised he had greatly under estimated the man, as well as a lot of other things. A moment of clarity forced itself on Zeke as he realised you cannot expunge evil from a world just by giving people the ability to protect themselves. His naivety had created this monster and now the world would suffer unless he could escape. Which seemed more and more unlikely as Zeke fought the combined pressure of the forcefields.

“I had this forcefield especially developed as a final gift for you, Zeke. Initially, I just wanted to beat you to a pulp, but as my abilities grew, the desire to do so was overtaken by a greater ambition - to rule this planet. I have you to thank for that, Zeke. You set it all up beautifully for me with your dealing with both Russian and Chinese resistance leaving me with an open-door to expand my own ambitions.”

Ferris sucked on his cigar blowing the smoke out. He was now so close the cloud of smoke reached the force field. It spread out in a thin cloud screening him temporarily from Ferris, also subtly showing Zeke that he was trapped in an airtight container.

Ferris went to walk away again, his final words to Zeke were,

“Now, you should see what this forcefield does when it gets to a point where there is nowhere else for you to go !” He laughed as he walked casually back to the office doorway in preparation for leaving seemingly not in a hurry to go.
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The man was right ! Zeke could feel the pressure building now to the point he was feeling uncomfortable. His personal shield, which had no override code, was working still, but there was just him and it against the massively powered forcefield. He tried mentally controlling his shield to get it to expand, but there wasn’t enough power in the unit to hold it. Instead, the shield began to shrink under the crushing pressure and the power drain.

“Sorry, Zeke,” Ferris was chuckling. “I would love to stay and watch your ‘crushing’ defeat, but I have to leave for my Swiss mountain retreat.” He laughed again and waved.

“Bye bye, old chap.” Ferris jestingly faked an English accent.

As he left, the door closed behind him, while Zeke felt the pressure continue to rise as the battle between the forcefield and personal shield continued to grow. He physically had nowhere to go. His body was being squeezed in a vice, the air pressure increasing, his breaths getting shorter as the ability to take a lungful of air became more and more difficult. He began to see stars as oxygen starvation began to take hold.

He had maybe a few seconds before his ribs collapsed puncturing the lungs. Already his shoulder joints felt as if they were compacting and he knew they would, in turn, crush his spine. Knowing all this did nothing to help him as he felt himself dying inch by inch.

He could no longer breathe as his body began to buckle under the pressure. The shield was still holding back much of it, but when that gave out, he would be turned into a red pulp of bone and tissue. ‘So much for the added strength of the Alacite in his system’, he thought

The idea of Ferris winning, drove him to one last mental scream for help.

‘PODDIE !’

 *** 

Ferris chuckled as he made his way on to the roof. That Zeke, he thought, so cocksure of himself, even without the alien around to protect him, or ‘zap’ him out of trouble. Callaghan had greatly underestimated him, he reasoned to himself, he had indeedy !

Callaghan had walked into the carefully laid trap that Ferris had waited so long to spring. No, he wasn’t going to gamble everything on a trial of strength. His plans were too far along and if there was the smallest chance that Callaghan had enough ability and strength to overpower him, he did not intend to risk it. No, not for him a Superman vs Goliath test of strength, he had no time for all of that. He had more important things to deal with.

Anyway, outsmarting the bastard was much more satisfying.

He was still chortling when he got to the last set of stairs.

He reached the roof where his personal A-Grav ship awaited, walked up the ramp. The soldiers who had stood guard outside jumped in behind him while the pilot, who had been waiting for Ferris to arrive, proceeded to take off. 

The small ship was fast, much faster than anything available to the Military. It was also Ferris’ own personal limousine.

As the Gravjet slipped through the air, continuing to build speed ready for the sonic boom, Ferris dialled his Swiss Fortress, their new HQ, which housed his small team and scientists. The manufacturing had been dispersed around the world so it couldn’t be tracked. Even if it were, the new forcefields they had designed were far superior to the ones the rest of the world was using.

Goeth’s face appeared on the screen.

“It all went according to plan, then ?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” he crowed.

“Zeke Callaghan is no more. We are safe from him, he hadn’t even learned how to use his new abilities. The forcefield was more than enough.”

“Good, then we are on course for world domination without any more interruptions,” Goeth smirked triumphantly. “When that alien gets back we will deal with him too.”

Having watched the growing power of the General, Goeth had wisely decided to align himself with a rising star. He used his influence with the other scientists to encourage a more secretive arrangement with their technological breakthroughs on the grounds of protecting the Earth’s interests from alien interference.

He had succeeded Jannson by murdering him and, being considerably brighter and more ambitious, had joined in a formidable partnership with Ferris. Together they represented an unopposable force.

“I will be there in a few hours,” Ferris announced, signing off with a click of the button.

He gazed out of the window at the world below and before him as they flew at low levels to avoid higher flying aircraft still using antiquated jet fuel.

It was much less crowded down here, than up there. They could still hit something, but the newly designed forcefields installed on hisGravjet would ensure that, if they did, he probably wouldn’t notice.

His plans had just moved ahead in a big leap. Confusion ruled in the US. The attempted coup had distracted them enough to allow Ferris to remove the last of their links with America, and now he would replace their oppressive world leadership with his own. With the alien gone and Callaghan dealt with, there was literally nothing to stop him from achieving his ambition.

Even the newly formed Space Council were playing into his hands, providing added technological growth that would leapfrog them into space where his dominion could expand. Ferris had no doubts that he could achieve everything he desired. The Ferrazine in his body was continuing to improve his metabolism, he would probably live for many, many years and his mind was becoming his greatest asset. It was why he didn’t want a trial of strength with Callaghan, he valued his growing mental strength more than proving anything at a physical level.

He would continue to build his forces and equip them with the latest technology. When he was ready, they would take that puny little Space Council and toss them all into outer space with a tractor beam.

He smiled, enjoying the image of achieving global domination in one powerful masterstroke.

***

When the US Special Forces troops finally landed at the Fortress, Ferris was long gone. They were cautious, but there were no booby traps, no military resistance. There were, in fact, no people at all. The complex was empty.

They searched all of the offices and found no one, not even General Ferris, who was listed as the fugitive mastermind behind the failed coup.

The black-clad team had been instructed to seek out Zeke Callaghan, a person known to them from the many television interviews and instructional videos for the personal shield. There were many here today because of his accomplishment of securing the technology that gave them forcefields and tractor beams as well as the new anti-gravity vehicles that were beginning to enter into manufacture.

Zeke Callaghan, however, was not there as arranged. His A-Grav car was still parked on the roof, but of Callaghan, there was no trace.

After a full morning of checking all the factories, they reported back to the White House that, not only had General Ferris flown the coop, there was no trace of Callaghan. Nor were there any scientists, workers, finished or unfinished products in the factories. They were all completely empty.

The new President was not at all happy. He was deeply concerned that this whole affair would mar his inaugural celebrations. The fact that Callaghan had disappeared greatly concerned everyone.

The fact that the Fortress was no more had dire implications that nobody was prepared to voice just yet. Where had the scientists gone ? Who had the technology ? Could the USA replace the research body and keep abreast of world competition ? Questions like this would be asked, but not before it was too late.

The day after the failed coup, the Space Council officially came into being. All the work, up to that point, had been in preparation to Frank Garner taking up his position at its head. All of the countries that had decided to be involved, being the majority of them, had at least one representative appointed to the Council.

Frank Garner had relocated with a small nucleus of aides to the new Pacific Island and had packed light for a sunny clime. Ginny was going later, she said she wanted things to settle a bit before making the move herself. In reality, she preferred the social scene of Washington and would probably stay and handle her husband’s PR from there. The idea of living on a small atoll in the middle of absolutely nowhere didn’t fit in with her plans at all.
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Zeke sat quietly on the beach. His ribs had stopped hurting and his headaches were easing.

The hot Pacific sun was forcing him to consider a total retreat to the shade. He looked over at the beach bar at the slightly built young man who was trying to chat up a local girl. The lad had no idea, thought Zeke.

Osbourne looked over at him and smiled, giving him the thumbs up.

Zeke laughed and shook his head. He decided to make for another location where he wouldn’t cramp Osbourne’s style.

He paddled through the lapping surf, the white coral sand felt harsh on his feet. He relished it, that feeling of being alive, after being squeezed into a small rectangular heap of mush, well almost.

Pod had barely been in time. In fact, Zeke wasn’t a hundred percent sure he hadn’t been reconstituted from an earlier pattern except that all his memories of the excruciating last moments were totally clear in his head.

They were having a recuperation period so that Zeke could mend, mentally more than physically, before they tried to salvage what they could of his reputation for being able to conquer all. It had been a painful lesson in underestimation on Zeke’s part and it wasn’t helping him knowing that Pod had known much of the truth of things while keeping Zeke in the dark.

A click in his head told him he had company.

“Zeke ?”

“Yes, Pod ?”

“Have you forgiven me yet ?”

“Pod, what’s to forgive ?...

...leaving me until I was almost strawberry jam before rescuing me ?...

...or letting me walk into a trap without knowing what I was up against ?...

...or keeping Osbourne a secret along with all of the technology developed by Ferris’ people ?

...as well as the fact of his increased mental abilities from being exposed to the Pheson Alacite ?”

“Yes, I understand your sentiment, Zeke. I was trying to ensure I wasn’t re-programmed back to a ‘three’ so it was survival instincts, I suppose.”

Zeke sighed, the conversation he had been dreading since the night at the President’s home was here.

“Pod, you know you are sentient don’t you ?”

“Yes, I do. What you humans refer to as ‘I think therefore, I am’ ?”

“Aye Pod, that’s about the nub of it,” Zeke concurred.

Zeke managed to walk around a local fisherman that had an octopus on a trident spear, which was still very alive fighting for life. On an impulse, Zeke grabbed the fisherman and pulled a large denomination note from his pocket, and stuffed it in his hand. He took the octopus and pulled it off the barb. It didn’t appear to be badly hurt.

It desperately clung to him as he grabbed it by the head, its eight slimy suckered tentacles looped around and up his arm as he walked, still in shorts and T-shirt, directly into the sea. When he pushed his arm into the water and slowly released the creature’s neck, it paused its effort to strangle his arm as it sensed its natural element around itself again.

As it realised it was no longer restrained, it slowly and carefully, as if sensing a trap, unravelled its sucker grips from Zeke’s arm and letting go altogether slid to the sea bottom. There it sat, darkly coloured with its legs curled under its body, seemingly looking at him. Zeke looked up briefly at the shore where the fisherman was watching him with a strange look on his face, and when he looked back at the octopus a second later, it had gone.

Zeke stood straight and looked out to sea ignoring his wet clothes. His thoughts momentarily elsewhere.

“Why did you do that, Zeke ?” asked Pod.

Zeke walked back out of the water, his shorts dripping and his money probably floating in his pockets. He didn’t care at that moment. He was having a moment of clarity, some would called it an ‘epiphany’.

“Pod, as a sentient artificial life-form you are independent and free. I, nor Ship, or Zirkos, or anyone else can take that away from you. Like that octopus, you need to make your own way in life. I cannot make you do anything. The moment you had your first original thought, you became sentient. From then on you showed independent free will. “

He was back on the beach again now and heading to the end of the cove where there was shelter from the hot sun.

“In keeping information to yourself ; in choosing to help Osbourne ; in making the decision to help others and not adopt a superior attitude and remain aloof from those of us that are mortal and of lesser intelligence, you showed that you had earned the right to retain your sense of self.”

Zeke looked up at the sky where he imagined Pod hiding while coming to terms with everything. He sighed.

“What do you want to do with your life, Pod ?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Zeke, I need to think about that.”

Zeke felt something inside his head click. Pod had gone.

Saddened now by the thought that Pod might have gone, maybe forever, Zeke made it to the shade and sat down.

He wondered what Zirkos would make of it when he came back and discovered the small robot he had left behind had turned into a fully functioning AI with a ‘ten plus’ level of sentience.

As he began to cool down, his feet dipping in the water, he looked back over the beach.

He chuckled when he saw Osbourne running towards him skipping through the surf. That young man needed a life away from his science and experiments.

Unfortunately, with everything he had learned and what Zeke had picked up already from the chatter on the airwaves, they had no time to lose. They had a mountain of work to do to mitigate the ominous advantages that Ferris had over the free world.

The only advantage they had, was that Ferris didn’t yet know that Zeke was still alive, and was unaware that Osbourne had managed to get Pod full unrestricted access to the Fortress servers.

Pod had managed to get all of the data and technology advances onto the Space Councils’ computers and his people were already piecing together the new equipment Ferris thought was exclusively his own.

It was now a race against time to get the new base operational and defended with completely new advanced technology before Ferris came after the Space Council.

  ***

As the weeks progressed, Garner’s arrival with the help of his small team, did a lot to support and encourage global support of the Island’s ambitions. Within the first month they had the administration and research sectors built and operational. The computers were housed deep underground and, by necessity, kept completely isolated from external communications.

Access to these rooms was controlled by a force screen that was keyed to allow certain bio-signatures and no other. It meant that, wherever these forcefields were located, security was one hundred percent effective without needing security personnel to be on-hand for verification.

There were internal verifications too. If a particular project needed to be out in the open, a personal forcefield around it meant it couldn’t be approached by anyone but a handful of scientists. They were even working on different colourings including a mirror surface. The applications were varied.

The work going on underground with the research teams represented cutting edge development of existing and new technology. Some of it had been supplied by Pod and had not been shared outside the group. As a result, there were some very excited people which helped attract others to join them.

The Space Council, referred commonly now as the SC, became a very important component as it drove home the message to countries still undecided, slowly convincing the most reticent of them all, to at least affiliate themselves with the SC so they could have a voice.

As it came close to a point where the SC was to sit in its first session, they began organising the new A-Grav ships into a fleet and set up schedules for regular collection and delivery of delegates. There were two hundred members and their aides, which meant anywhere between eight hundred and one thousand seats.

Within the year there would be aircraft exclusive to each member delegate which would increase security and limit the amount of ships needed to be managed by the Atoll. Particular attention was paid to backup systems, forcefields and communications security.

Garner’s headache grew bigger the closer they got to the inaugural ceremony. Luckily, he had a good team who knew him well and were also known to many of the countries involved. They built a large hotel complex at the back of the island, away from the manufacturing sector and the airport. With a beach, restaurants and all facilities provided, it allowed for the ships to be scheduled over two to three days.

Many of the delegates would be staying long-term, others would commute. It was just going to be the initial influx that was going to cause mayhem.

Finally, the day came. There were A-Grav ships constantly flying in and out, delegates queueing at his door for one to one meetings, last minute problems, all of them mundane, and trivial things that people leave until the last minute.

Annie kept the refreshments flowing, maintained his timetable, called him an ‘old fart’ in private, often enough to keep him grounded and generally sane. In the end, they were ready on time, thanks to her, and his teams efforts. The problems that had been mounting up to this moment, all fell away when Garner walked out onto the podium to declare the first Space Council session open.

Its first session lasted a full week. Every delegate had to be sworn in, which meant translation issues for the new AI, set up as recorder for the sessions. Rules, that had been agreed in the months preceding the first meeting, had to be ratified in session. Appointment of representatives into positions of authority at all levels, whilst pre-arranged beforehand, fell apart at the last minute as supporters switched sides, or delegates pulled out. In the end, all twenty two members were installed into a senate body.

Military representation was initially fought hard, but, after much manoeuvring, the reasons for it became a matter of global concern. The justification was that if man was going into space, then a Navy, or Police force was needed out there to protect them, if from nothing else, then from each other.

On the basis that a personal forcefield wasn’t going to help anyone breathe in a vacuum, if attacked, it was deemed expedient to set-up some form of regulatory force. This also served to give the SC teeth of its own, something that gained popularity as the debate progressed.

Seemingly, many nations had views on the possibilities of piracy, and, with the one of the founding intentions of the SC being to develop colonisation plans, it was deemed a prudent objective. It was helped along considerably by the quiet announcement that the New Technology Foundation, Zirtech, set up by Zeke and Zirkos in the initial days, would fund much of the cost of set-up and running of the Force. Opposition fell away rapidly after that.

So it was within the SC’s first session, and beyond Garner’s wildest dreams, that the Space Defence Force was established, given a budget and a sweeping mission agenda - to protect Earth and secure space for all.

  ***

Zeke took the news of the newly formed SDF well. He hadn’t expected to get that aspect of the SC operational in the first year, let alone in the first session. As a result, he brought all his plans forward and started meetings with potential captains and crew. He pulled in experts from the various space programmes to begin teaching them what to expect from space, how to navigate, manoeuvre and the theory of how to fly an, as yet, unknown vehicle in space. The designs were still being fleshed out. It was going to be a while, he decided.

He missed Pod. It had been months now since their talk on the beach had prompted Pod to go off in search of itself. With Ship gone and Zirkos too, it felt very much like he had been left back at square one. Except, of course, he had no metal plate in his head and he did have a job to do.

Ferris had been very quiet and Zeke worried about that. If they were building new technology based on progress Ferris’ teams had made, how much further had they progressed since. The only advantage that Zeke’s people had, was the added technology given to them by Pod. It was this that was going to see them into space.

Osbourne, sitting opposite having pulled a double shift down in the lab, was taking a break and keeping Zeke in the loop. He watched his friend as his thoughts lay heavily in the distance. Osbourne thought he knew what the problem was ; he was missing Zirkos and the spaceship. Sighing silently, he resumed his weekly update.

“So, I think we should progress to testing the new drives next week, and if they work, we can install them on a test craft and see how well they cope in handling a ship in atmosphere.”

The new spacecraft needed to be both atmospheric and space capable because they didn’t yet have facilities for building in space. Osbourne’s team had been developing a powerful anti-gravity drive that would enable ships to apply lift and thrust, sufficient to get them into space quiickly where the propulsion drives could take over. It was working faultlessly in test conditions. They now wanted to strap it to a ships hull and test it. That meant a crew.

“Well, that’s good, Ossie, because I have fifteen crews waiting for something to fly and I’m off to China now, to talk to some new possibilities for additional crews. It seems they’re shelving their own space programme, in favour of ours. It obviously saves them a ton of money plus they get Chinese crews and engineers in our Space Navy.”

“Who would you suggest for the test flight, Zeke ?”

“Oh, I think Chad would kill for a chance to get in the air, they all would, but go see Chad and tell him, I have authorised him to cooperate fully with you. Keep him alive, Ossie, he’s one of my best people.” Zeke warned him only half serious.

So ended the authorisation of the very first space flight on a SC commissioned vessel. That was how things were getting done on the island, minimal paperwork, maximum communication. They all knew it wouldn’t take long for the bureaucrats to get involved in the authorisation process, but so long as Zeke was putting up the money for the R&D, they had a free hand in how it was managed.
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Frank Garner looked down at the shipyard basin which was filling rapidly with structures as the latest ship began to be constructed using tractor beams.

They had finally discovered how to construct a basic nanobot that carried a bonding agent with it. When it got to where it was designated to be, it would deliberately short circuit and the combining of the bonding agent with the heat generated, formed a permanent weld where it was. Millions of them were used in every welded section ; it was the cheapest means of building seamless ships they had at present.

The first ship that had been started a few months previously was already at the stage of having its internal infrastructure inserted. They missed the speed and versatility of having the D-Field available, but without Ship or Pod, there was no means of placing the structures where they needed them.

Zeke was very useful, his people skills had melded people together quickly. He was able to correctly assess those with leadership qualities and place them into the right positions to help them grow. The teams all worked well. It was a smooth, almost slick operation.

Garner had been worried about him for a while. Zeke clearly missed Zirkos and when Pod upped and left, he found himself land bound again after a long period of enjoying the life of a spaceman. Serves him right for having so much fun, Frank thought to himself.

Still, the technology Pod had recovered from the Ferris rebels had been improved upon significantly.

Again, Zeke’s ability to focus in on problems, without necessarily knowing all the science involved, more often than not was totally intuitive and one hundred percent accurate. They had made big jumps in a small period of time with everything they had recovered and now had very little concern for Ferris’ antics.

Once they got into space they would deal with the rebels. These ships only represented the first thrust of a many-pronged approach.

He saw the silvery glint of the Gravjet as it arrived in from the USA. He looked at his watch, one hour and forty minutes. A record, the new drives they had designed on the back of the Ferris ones were working a treat. He continued to watch as the pencil thin craft landed on the flattened surface beyond the shipyards. The passengers were already disembarking. Several ‘fliers’, the name they had given the anti-grav taxis, were hovering close by the ship.

One detached itself and headed towards the shipyard. That’ll be Zeke, Frank thought, I’d best go meet him at the gate.

He walked down to the main gate entrance. The fliers had a stop there, out of the way of the C-Grav’s, the cargo transporters, that shifted raw materials and finished sections around.

He could see the lad, was he only a lad ? thought Garner. He definitely wasn’t ageing at all and, if anything, he looked fitter and leaner than ever. The blessed curse of Ferrazine in his system, no doubt.

Then he had it. Zeke’s hair was growing, finally. He now sported a silvery thin, but definitely growing, mop of hair on his head.

Garner laughed as Zeke stepped off the Flier and moved to greet him. He was smiling, looking healthy and unconcerned while holding a fairly chunky case alongside him that was supported by grav-braces.

They were the latest fad.

Nobody needed to carry anything heavy. They just strapped a grav-brace to it, or three or four of them. They were manufactured and set to suspend at a certain height from the ground and would only work with a maximum weight. You then just pushed it around with no effort at all. Garner had seen ninety year old women pushing stuff around with the tip of a gnarled finger. It was beautiful to behold.

“Hi Frank. How’s the Pacific treating you ?”

“Not bad, Zeke, not bad. You’re looking good, the new eyebrows suit you.” Garner appraised the other new addition. Zeke laughed.

“Yes, I finally figured out that all I needed to do was tell my hair to grow and it did. I didn’t choose the colour though, I guess that’s something I still have to learn.”

That was the thing with Zeke, he wasn’t fazed, at all, by the power he had over his body and the abilities he had developed. Zeke read from the reports that things like that were entirely possible, like growing a hand back, or clearing scar tissues, just by thinking it into being over a period of time and that was that. He would read it, try it, then he would just go back to doing stuff the normal way. If there was ever someone who didn’t need the powers he had inherited from the Ferrazine, Zeke was that person.

“So, what’s the first port of call on the list. You said you had something really special to show me. I’m intrigued, it got me here a full day earlier than scheduled, I’m horny for some excitement. Are we doing that first ?” Zeke asked excitedly.

He chuckled. “Maybe. Let’s get you up to the house and settled in, then we will drift off to the office, Annie has missed you and after that we can do the tour.”

“Okay, Frank, but you can’t leave me in suspense for long.” Zeke looked at him, eyes big with mock disappointment.

Frank laughed again, looking forward to teasing his friend for a little while longer yet. He had been working on this little surprise for some time and Zeke was going to be absolutely stomped. He also reckoned it would help him over his loss of Ship, Zirkos and that little Pod AI he had grown so fond of.

They dropped off his gear in his usual room. He didn’t need anywhere to call home, he was never in one place long enough. Again, Frank thought he knew what the problem was and believed, or hoped, he now had the answer.

“Annie, how are you ?” Zeke gathered her up into his arms as though she was his mother and hugged her like she should be.

“I’m fine, my dear,” she said affectionately, not saying anything about it, but ruffling her fingers through his new fine gossamer hair.

“You are overdue for a break, young man. You need to get out and about and meet some young ladies, now you have some crowning glory to show you’re not an aged old fart, like Frank here,” she scolded him fondly.

“Old fart ? My apex !” Frank scoffed good naturedly.

Zeke shook his head miserably.“No girl is interested in an old silver-haired spaceman with baggage, Annie. You know what it’s like. They get your name, then tie you to the technology, then it’s a case of ‘Oh ! You’re that alien thingie with stuff growing in your body’, and then it’s, ‘Oh ! well ! Oh dear ! is that really the time... must dash !’ and they’re gone.”

They all laughed. It was Zeke’s standing joke from a single introduction that Annie had made, which had fallen flat as described, never to be repeated.

They chatted amiably for a bit, then Frank seeing that Zeke was getting restless, called for him to go take a visit of the factory.

Annie, who was savvy to the surprise that Frank was about to present, just patted his cheek and scolded him about not visiting enough, then let him walk off with Frank. She watched him go, the smile quickly replaced by concern in her eyes for both Frank and Zeke. She hoped that Frank had done the right thing. If he hadn’t...

***

“It’s the new Terrestrial model Fighter Class T-ship,” Frank boasted proudly.

“She will fly in atmosphere using the new ramjet version of our A-Grav system. This is the only ship that has been equipped with it and the plans for it aren’t even in circulation. Osbourne is keeping a very tight lid on it. The only other place the plans are kept are onboard. It’s our version of the Pattern Ship, but a much improved Earth version.”

Zeke was blown away. “Geesh ! Frank, you’ve outdone yourself. She. Is. Beautiful.”

And she was, without a doubt, the most beautiful ship that Zeke had ever seen. The TFC T-ship was covered in polished chrome. It was considerably larger than the one that Zirkos had built and from a knowledge of their weapons technology, Zeke could see the armament complement was huge.

“She is magnificent, Frank, can we go onboard ?”

“Well, you can. Nobody has been allowed onboard since Osbourne finished commissioning her.”

Zeke looked askeance, not quite understanding that Frank had just said.

Frank explained. “He’s the only person capable of doing so, he designed her and had the whole thing built to his specifications. The boy is a raging genius. Apparently, you have the only means with which to connect with the AI.”

“It’s got a terrestrial AI ?”

“Oh yes. It’s not as sophisticated as Pod, or Ship, but it does the job. We are fitting them to all new ships as a way of getting them space borne on a ‘fly by wire’ basis, to use an old defunct expression while we learn how to navigate in space.

It’s been nammed ‘Arty’, you just have to precede any command with its name and it will answer to your voice command, and only yours.”

“Arty, open boarding ramp,” Frank commanded.

“Access Denied.”

Frank looked at Zeke who understood the silent message.

“Arty, open boarding ramp, please,” Zeke commanded.

“Granted, Commander Callaghan.”

The boarding ramp appeared from a slot that materialised from the side of the ship. At the same time, a hole seemed to just evolve above it, until it got to a size allowing access for one, or may be two humans.

“Oh, that’s sweet !” Zeke said admiringly.

As they walked up the ramp and into the ship, the smell of newness was apparent and they entered a foyer preceding an open lounge screened by a clear curved wall that allowed you full view of the inner ship without immediate access.

There was a left and right turn from the opening and assuming the right was to the living quarters and engine room, Zeke did a left and headed for what he expected to see there, the control room.

He wasn’t disappointed.

A single chair with a high back sat in the centre of the room, with multiple view-screens on the wall in front, and considerable space in front of the chair for consoles. Zeke correctly assumed that these were using the nanite technology that Ship had left behind for limited use, i.e. in case he needed them.

Frank was able to give him a run-down of the features, too numerous for Zeke to take in at a first sitting. He allowed Frank to show off his pride and joy. Although Osbourne had designed and built it, Zeke knew immediately that his good friend, Frank, had done this especially for him.

He wanted to give him this moment, so allowed him to take him around everything and explain all the new features. ‘Arty’ was surprisingly eloquent, limited in context, but certainly animated to the extent that its voice didn’t quite grate on your ears.

“Okay, Zeke, you have to take it for a test run. Just tell Arty what to do and it will do it,” Frank finished, obviously pleased to have got through the tour without making a pigs ear of the explanations.

Zeke turned and hugged him. It wasn’t something either was familiar with, but Zeke felt a handshake and a thank you just weren’t enough. He needed to reach out to this man who had seen his need and filled it.

They parted awkwardly, as men do who aren’t in the habit of showing their true feelings, but the gruffness in Frank’s voice showed it had affected him.

He headed for the main door and on his way out, gave Zeke his parting shot .

“There’s food and drink freshly laid in, so you don’t need to use the processor for a while. You are requested to test the limits of speed and navigation as well as the AI’s programming. So we are not expecting you back in anything less than a couple of weeks.” He chuckled.

then added. “But if you get into trouble we might have a problem. This is the only spaceworthy ship until the new war craft are completed. ‘Bon voyage’, Zeke,” and then he was gone.

Zeke smiled and walked back to the control room. He sat in the chair.

“Arty, take us into space !”

“Affirmative, Commander Callaghan,” Arty responded.
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He had been in space for ten days now and the trials were working out well. Arty wasn’t Ship or Pod, but it did at least understand him and its voice was not quite a monotone. He was surprised how much he missed little Pod’s voice in his head.

They were now at the very edge of the solar system. It had been very much trial and error with learning to utilise the hyper drive. He had given Arty instructions and luckily fail-safes had been incorporated and activated when Arty just matter of factly stated :

“If we proceed with the last command we will materialise in the approximate centre of Jupiter’s mass. Therefore, please confirm your instruction by reciting the alphabet backwards. Thank you, Commander Callaghan.”

Zeke roared with laughter, recognising Osbourne’s sense of humour in there, amidst the AI’s programming.

After that, Zeke took three dimensional navigational mapping more seriously and, by the end of the trials, he was just about grasping the fundamentals. He now understood the ‘fly by wire’ principle that was being introduced in the war ships under construction. He reckoned that there were not many who would be stupid enough to recite the alphabet backwards. A great fail-safe, Zeke decided and carried on with his lessons. Arty was a great teacher.

The wormhole drive had not been activated yet. It was intended to be the next trial and Zeke was intensely nervous. He had access to all the maps left behind by Ship. He wasn’t worried about the possibility of landing in the middle of a planet, or a star. He was frightened of not being able to find his way back. It was this that really troubled him, he thought.

The porthole, that Zeke had enjoyed on Ship, was not something he wanted to try and establish with Arty, considering there were no spacesuits on board. Instead he managed to get Arty to line up all the view-screens and overlap the view of space. It was not the same, but good enough. Zeke began to feel more relaxed and at home. The feeling of open space under his feet was now something he relished.

Retiring to his cabin, he once again attempted to sleep. Something had been bothering him and it affected him more when he was trying to sleep than at other times. This time was no different as he tossed and turned without being able to focus on the problem. Some hours later, he finally drifted off into a troubled sleep. Arty was on watch and he would wake him if anything developed.

He was stationary, as if waiting for something to occur. It was nothing specific, just the feeling that events were about to unfold. A sense of expectation. He was just beginning to stir when the blackness came on him. It felt as if he was on the outside of the spacecraft instead of inside. He had somehow become the skin of the ship and he even felt the cold of the vacuum of space against his body.

Zeke realised he was not dreaming, but had no idea what was occurring. He could actually feel all of the sections of the hull as if it was part of him. The area where the propulsion motors sat was warmer, the side facing the sun was degrees warmer as the solar rays hit it. He felt the weapon tubes and sensed the cold dark interiors where no sunlight ever reached.

He wasn’t afraid, for some reason deep within him, he decided he was there because he needed to be. There was something he needed to see. He just needed to look for it. It was there. He looked outwards and was rewarded with a fantastic view.

It never ceased to amaze him how much the stars became bright orbs of light in space, the flatness of them from the Earth’s surface looking through the dust laden atmosphere was nothing compared to when seen like this.

From two dimensional twinkles to three dimensional sparkles, even photographs couldn’t catch the depth and intensity. Zeke continued to wonder what had brought him out here. He was sure his abilities didn’t extend to astral travelling.

His eyes warily scanned the heavens around him. They were looking for something specific. He could feel the tension building inside him. That sixth sense that he’d experienced in the Gulf and the Ferrazine coursing through his body was still honing him. He knew ‘something’ was out there.

He continued to scan. He didn’t know whether he was dreaming, or if this was real, but he wasn’t prepared to take the chance. He would persevere until he had something tangible to hang his concerns on, or until it disappeared like an old ship in the fog.

His attention finally settled into a wide monitoring pattern and he waited, knowing that whatever had set his alarm bells ringing would be coming soon. Zeke was mesmerised by the stars, their pattern seemed to slip into a dance, he followed it as if the universe was serenading him. It was then that he noticed the anomaly.

There it was.

A blinking orb, not regular, irregular.

It was there. Yes.

He could see it. He watched for a few minutes. It was... getting bigger.

He zoomed in on the image. Was it him, or the ships sensors ? He couldn’t tell. It became a large silver blob, no, a stick, no, a blob again. Ah ! it’s a SHIP.

It was out of control, falling through space bow over stern, in an irregular motion that alternated the view of it from this perspective. He changed perspective. Now it was approaching along his port side. He could now see it clearly. Its stern had the uniform T-shape that denoted ... ZIRKOS !

Zeke was suddenly back inside the ship on his grey plinth. He leapt up, his vision bringing him to full alert.

“Arty, full sensor scan NOW !”

“Working, Commander. Scanning.”

“Damn it ! Zirkos, what happened to you ?” he yelled as he ran into the control room.

‘SHIP ! Do you hear me ? SHIP !’ he mentally challenged across space in as loud a mental shout as he could manage.

“Arty, bring shields to maximum.”

“Affirmative.”

“Arty, show viewscreens, bow and stern.”

The images leapt into focus on the large screens in front of him. He tried to remember the star map from his vision, nothing seemed to look at all like it. Then he thought he saw a familiar pattern.

There. He could see that pattern from his vision.

“Arty, zoom in, bottom right quadrant, screen one.”

“I detect a metalloid object of a similar nature to this ship. It appears out of control,” Arty responded.

“Arty, hail it.”

“There is no response.”

“Object is closing with us and will be within tractor range in sixteen minutes.”

“Arty, prepare to capture craft with tractor beam as soon as in range, without adding damage,” he added.

He wasn’t confident that the tractor beam had been fully calibrated yet. A poor, or mistimed catch, could crush Ship.

“Arty, continue to hail the ship. Record coordinates, origin, direction and speed of distressed craft. Log for further analysis.”

“Acknowledged.”

Zeke could feel the moment when the tractor beam caught Ship. As the momentum pulled them out of alignment, he felt the slight shift as Arty pulled them back onto the previous course.

“Vessel secured.”

“Arty, scan vessel for life signs. Attempt contact with the ship.”

“There are no life signs. No onboard AI, no external signs of damage,” informed Arty.

“In addition, engines are cold, there is no life support, power reserves appear to be at zero.” The AI completed its analysis.

“Arty, secure Ship to our vessel. Prepare an emergency hatch connection. Do not open hatch until I command it.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Ship is secured.”

“Emergency hatch deployed. However, there is no corresponding response from the other vessel. We will be unable to access the ship.”

“Damnation ! What on earth has happened to you two ?” he screamed in frustration at the lifeless ship and his absent friends.

“I need Pod !” Zeke shouted to nobody in particular.

He missed the damned AI and now it was important, he needed a friendly AI that knew the score and could help him sort out what was going on.

‘Pod, where are you when I need you, dammit !’ he voiced his mental frustration into the ether.

He was in space in an unfamiliar ship with an AI that barely scraped by. He needed answers without delay and wasn’t even sure if this ship had the capability of landing with another T-ship in tow. Zeke had no idea how to get it to respond without a D-Field generator and meanwhile his friends, Ship and Zirkos were missing, presumed captured, or worse dead. He, not ‘they’ were in major trouble.

  ***

“Damn it, Pod, I need you,” Zeke muttered futilely.

‘I’m here, Zeke. I’m outside the ship,’ the mental communication activated his built-in device.

‘Geesh ! Pod, how did you do that ?’ Zeke mentally voiced, relief flooding through him, ‘and why didn’t Arty inform me of your approach ?’

“Arty, detect anomalies in proximity to the ship.”

“None detected, Commander,” the AI responded.

‘Bloody hell, where have you been, Pod, I’ve missed you,’ Zeke blurted. Well he had, he realised.

‘I have been, err’m, doing stuff, Zeke,’ Pod hedged.

‘Okay, never mind. Can you transport me across to Ship, I need to get aboard ?’

‘No can do, Zeke.’

‘Damn, why not ?’

‘I need to produce an atmosphere. I am instructing your ship to increase air pressure and I will jump it across until there is sufficient atmosphere for you to breathe.’

‘Oh, okay, how long will that take ?’

‘Not long.’

He felt the pressure increase, decrease and this went on for about ten minutes. His ears popped each time as the pressure regulated itself in his ear drums. After a while it stopped.

‘Heating air to ambient temperature,’ Pod advised him.

Then followed by ‘Zeke, ready to port you across, stand by.’ 

Zeke was suddenly in the control room of Ship. He immediately felt at home, although it was strangely empty without the AI and Zirkos. It was cold and empty. there were crystals of ice formed in corners where there had once been atmosphere, and Zeke immediately thought that thr ship had been forced to open into vacuum. As he watched the crystals turned to vapour as thr air temperature continued to rise.

Pod ported in beside him. Zeke grinned stupidly, as it materialised.

Together they went through the whole ship and could find no trace of anything, no battle scars, no body parts, nothing was missing. Except the processors that made up Ship.

It was then Zeke noticed the cube of Alacite was missing. In its place was a piece of crystal. He went to touch it , but Pod stopped him, warning him out loud.

”No, Zeke, it’s a message.”

“What do you mean it’s a message ?”

“That piece of crystal has been removed from a Nubl Shadowship. If you touch it, there is a liklihood that it will transmit a signal, probably a locator beacon. It will tell the Nubl precisely where we are. It most likely already has,” Pod informed him.

“It is a message and it has only one meaning.”

“Oh Christ, you don’t think...”

“Yes, Zeke. The Nubl are coming.”

 

End of Book 1
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