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        Parabiont (plural parabionts)

        Noun.

        An organism or community engaged in or united in a state of parabiosis.
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      Noah Blevins’ grin spread from one ear to the other. The MP-973’s tracks dug into the snow, the engine roaring with a powerful noise in the bare-bones cabin. The teenager was strapped in the passenger seat of the powerful snow crawler, taking everything in, loving every minute of it. The vehicle could climb up any hill, be it snow, mud or rocky terrain and in all types of weather. It reminded him of his old ATV, except a thousand times cooler.

      The driver shot a glance in his direction. “So?” Staff Sergeant Jose Garcia said, “Enjoying the ride?”

      “Yes, sir. Awesome.”

      The stocky soldier from Puerto Rico grinned with ease. “Yep, these babies can really climb. We don’t call them goats for nothing.”

      “Do you really call them that?” Noah asked, turning away from the scenery.

      Garcia looked into the mirror, to the man sitting behind him. “Ask Private Moffatt, he’ll tell you.”

      The soldier shook his head. “Absolutely kid. This particular crawler is even called the SuperGoat.”

      There was a guffaw from Garcia.

      Noah shook his head. “You guys are pulling my leg.”

      “No, they are not.”

      The voice breaking into the conversation belong to the other passenger, the only one who wasn’t fully human. Eklan, who used to be called Asher Sullon, cocked his head sideways, an interrogative frown on his face.

      Noah grinned. “It’s a metaphor, Eklan. I know my leg is not being pulled, believe me.”

      The Amilaki nodded. “Of course, sorry I miss that.”

      “That’s okay.”

      The teen’s mouth curled into a grimace. Ever since that terrible day when he’d been critically injured by the leader of an extremist faction of the Amilaki, Asher’s life had changed irrevocably. Noah understood the reasoning behind the procedure that saved his life but it was nevertheless hard to accept. Asher’s mind, his memories, and all that made him who he was was locked away in a neuronal vault, the only way to keep him alive according to those in the know. They had managed to keep his body going but it was Eklan that now spoke in his voice.

      Noah thought that what made the whole thing so hard was the fact that Eklan looked exactly the same as before. The rugged look, the wily stare, even the nervous tick of the right eye; they were all there, eerie reminders of the previous persona.

      There was, however, one important difference. When he spoke, none of Asher’s personality shone through. Gone was the wit, sarcasm and plain old geniality of Asher’s speech.

      He knew he shouldn’t compare the before and after, because it wasn’t fair to the Amilaki… but he couldn’t help it.

      It wasn’t that Eklan was a bad guy, per se. Quite the contrary, in fact. He had learned a lot from him these last weeks as they built the grid. He wasn’t Asher and it was now a given that he would never be him, but Noah liked the man anyways. The Amilaki had a respectful and positive attitude, and was always willing to share his knowledge, be it technical, scientific or even societal. His openness on that account was like a breath of fresh air, one that nurtured the bonds of friendship growing between them.

      And he wasn’t the only one with the same opinion. Though they loved to act tough, he knew Garcia and Moffat also appreciated Eklan’s companionship.

      “We’ve reached the coordinates,” Garcia announced.

      The heavy vehicle climbed the last twenty yards of the hill and settled in a narrow clearing ringed by rows upon rows of hemlocks, most of them bending under a thick coating of ice. Up ahead, Noah watched a couple of raccoons dart out of sight, their furry bodies cutting across the whiteness of the landscape.

      “Okay, guys, you know the drill. Let’s get to work.”

      Noah pushed the door wide open and stepped out into the cold. Though the parka was army-issued and designed for frigid temperatures, he still felt the wind’s bite as it tried to turn him into a Popsicle.

      “Jesus, its cold,” he mumbled, adjusting the wool hat to cover his ears.

      “That’s because we are high in altitude,” Eklan said, admiring the majestic ring of mountains vanishing into the slow-moving clouds.

      “No, it’s because we’re in Alaska.”

      Moffatt grinned at Garcia’s grimace. “Missing the weather of your home state, Sergeant?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      “Hmm… I don’t know. Winters in Minneapolis can be pretty nasty.”

      Garcia shook his head. “Oh, right.”

      “What about you, Eklan? Miss the weather of your planet?”

      The man shrugged, an elaborate and obviously rehearsed movement. “I don’t know. I have never walked on Ukun’s surface.”

      Noah’s eyes widened. “What? You mean to tell us, you’ve never walked under the sun, in the open air of your world?”

      Eklan turned to the trio of men, staring at him with befuddlement. “That’s correct. I was destined for the great journey between the stars. I never had a physical body, at least not in the sense you understand it.”

      The trio exchanged glances.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Garcia asked, a twinge of uneasiness creeping into his voice.

      Eklan beamed, the corners of his mouth curling upwards one after the other. “Of course.”

      Moffatt burst into laughter. “Hahaha! You got us, all right!”

      “Indeed,” Garcia acknowledged.

      “You should have seen your face, Sergeant!”

      Garcia turned to the Private. “My face? Touch your own chin, Private. Cold isn’t it? That’s because your mouth was open so wide that it sunk into the snow!”

      “Touché.”

      Garcia harrumphed, taking position between the others.

      “Okay, guys, time to go to work.”

      Noah and Eklan made their way to the back of the vehicle and pulled out an elongated plastic case, all white with no discernible markings save for a yellow radiation hazard label. Walking behind, Noah worked to keep the case level, cursing under his breath when the wind tried to tip it over. A minute later, Eklan chose a spot on the snow-covered ground, about twenty yards from the ring of trees, and they put the case down. With practiced ease, he pulled out the device from the tailor-cut foam, snapped open the tripod that doubled as legs, and plugged the power couplings into a portable high-density battery.

      Noah admired the way he worked. Each movement was performed with precision: a ballet with no superfluous moves. The man knew how to be efficient, no doubt about it.

      “I’m ready,” Eklan said at last, after a final check of the setup.

      Noah nodded and walked away to stand with Garcia and Moffatt. They were at least twenty yards away from Eklan, a distance the Amilaki had deemed safe enough.

      Not that what they were doing was dangerous in itself.

      It was the side effects that could cause trouble.

      Eklan flipped a switch on the side of the device. The mass of tubules and power converters, wrapped inside a decagon-shaped, carbon-fiber reinforced hull, activated. The trio of men watching from afar slid ski goggles over their eyes. Five seconds later, a brilliant blue light emanated from the device. The beam, aimed straight down through the tripod’s legs, punctured a hole in the ground, the snow instantly vaporizing by the high-voltage discharge. Though the light was dazzling, even in daylight, Noah couldn’t help staring at it. The blueish, tightly-focused, laser-like pencil of light was a wonder to behold. It was a joint Amilaki-US Army invention, conceived by Eklan, as well as key engineers from Fort Richardson.

      The beam could vaporize rock with ease, a powerful and compact drilling platform. But it was energy hungry. The battery pack they carried around was an industrial one, designed for use on construction sites. It could supply enough watts to furnish an entire household for 24 hours of normal activity… but it was no match for Eklan’s drill.

      “One minute.”

      Noah heard Eklan’s warning and gave a thumbs-up gesture. He jogged over to the snow track and selected a tiny palm-sized object from a plastic case tied down in the trunk. The object was Amilaki tech, compact and well-made. It was the same shape as an incapacitator, minus the light-weapon capabilities. Eklan had explained that the device was multi-purpose: it could be a medical tool, a weapon, even a teaching instrument. It was the crystallization of eons of technology fashioned into a compact shape, the only tech they’d managed to salvage from their vessel.

      The device in his hand weighted next to nothing and he loved how sleek it was and the feel of its smooth-as-ice exterior shell.

      It was too bad they couldn’t reproduce it… at least not for the foreseeable future.

      The material used in its fabrication was not found on Earth and though Eklan believed that with time they’d be able to synthesize it from home-grown compounds, it wasn’t a certitude.

      So, it was with deference borne of respect that Noah manipulated the instrument, aware of its importance in the grand scheme of things.

      For it could mean the difference between life and death, between survival and obliteration once the Snyl arrived from the Stars.

      For they were coming.

      And they needed to prepare.

      The dazzling light shut off at once.

      “Noah, if you will,” Eklan called, taking a step away from the tripod.

      The teenager nodded and came forward. He gingerly snapped the device to the frame of the tripod, underneath the business end of the light-drill.

      “Okay, Eklan. The activator is in place.”

      “Good. Proceed away from the drill.”

      Noah hurried away, finding refuge between the two soldiers.

      “Activating.” Eklan’s voice was neutral but Noah thought he detected a trace of trepidation… though it was probably just his own’s.

      The blue light erupted forth once more.

      The beam, now a blinding golden-yellow color, shimmered with furious intensity. There was a pulsing rhythm to the light, that grew brighter and faster with each passing second. Soon, the light show was too much for him, and he turned his head. From the corner of his eye, he saw Garcia and Moffat also turn away, arms raised up to their goggles. The blaze of light cast long shadows across the ground, like a second sun burning in the sky.

      It continued for a few more seconds, the landscape turning into a ball of dazzling brilliance.

      Then it was over.

      Noah turned back to the drill.

      Between the tripod’s legs, he could see a glow coming from the hole in the ground. It was still bright, not yet cooled. He made his way closer, followed by the soldiers.

      Eklan waited, arms strapped to his sides, as if waiting for a bus.

      “Well?” Noah asked, stepping closer to him. “Did it work?”

      The man with the dark eyes nodded. “Yes. See for yourself.”

      Noah slid even closer to the drill, taking care not to hit the tripod’s legs with his feet. There was a small display screen attached to the drill, fastened into place within a hand-made rig. A characteristic Amilaki decagon spun slowly on its axis, the sole object on the screen.

      Noah grinned. Eklan had adapted the display for his human companions: a green symbol meant success while a red one meant the opposite.

      The symbol he stared at was a glorious, and unequivocal, green.

      “Yes,” he said, turning to Eklan. “We did it!”

      “Is it time for the victory ritual?”

      Noah burst out in laughter. “Of course!” He jabbed his right fist forward. Eklan imitated the gesture, eyes alight with interest. They bumped fists, then elbows and finally clapped their hands together. The choreography done, Noah shook his head good-naturedly. “You’re getting good at this!”

      “I have a skillful instructor.”

      Garcia cleared his throat. “So we’re all done?”

      Eklan turned to the Sergeant. “Yes. As discussed previously, this is our last activator… the final one that needed to be put into place.”

      “So the grid is complete?” Noah asked, already uncoupling the power lines from the pack.

      “Not quite. We still have the base unit to set up but once that’s done, we will be ready to proceed with testing.”

      “And once that’s done?” Garcia asked.

      “We begin activation.”

      “And after that?”

      Eklan lifted his eyes to the sky.

      “We wait.”
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      “Dammit!”

      Beatrice McKenzie pulled out her hand from behind the washing machine. She stared at the cut on her finger, shrugged, and wrapped a wet towel around it. She had plenty of those around in her tiny bathroom, most of them now spread out on the floor. They were soaking up the water from the busted hose; the one she’d been trying to fix for half an hour. She gripped her wrench, tightened the new coupling and opened the valve. Taking a step back in case the water gushed out once more, she waited a full minute before raising both arms in the air in a celebratory gesture.

      “Crisis averted,” she intoned to the four-legged companion waiting nearby. Foxy, her four-years old Shetland Sheepdog, contemplated the mass of towels with a reproachful look.

      “I know, I know, it’s still a mess. Give me a minute to clean up.”

      The sable and white dog retreated out to the cozy living room and shimmied underneath a thick comforter, draped nonchalantly over a couch that had seen better days. Five feet from the couch, on a media stand that only had the one 32 inch flat screen and an antique iPod plugged into a compact speaker, screaming guitars filled the air with the shrill beats from the 80’s.

      The song playing at the moment was all about how ‘everybody wants to rule the world’ and Beatrice couldn’t help but agree with the lyrics. She shoved the towels in the dryer and twisted the dial to Heavy Duty then placed the wrench inside the battered metal toolbox. After she’d cleaned the mess up, she noticed the mirror in the bathroom was streaked with dirty tracks, turning the reflective surface into a zebra-like pattern. She sighed and went to work. Wiping the dirt off, she found herself staring at the young woman looking back.

      It had been a while since she’d done that, she realized with bafflement.

      The last weeks had been a blur, measured in long periods of sleep and days of lounging about, doing strictly nothing. Three minutes. That’s all it had taken for her to crash. Three minutes after Paige Hillcox, the feisty Army Corporal that was now a good friend, waved goodbye from the Humvee as it backed up the driveway. Three minutes after she realized she was back home, safe and sound.

      Underneath the covers, the world was a simpler universe, way less confusing. There were no Parabionts, no Tebayi, no Snyl. In the quiet of the bed’s sanctuary, friends didn’t turn into strangers.

      She’d been physically hurt by the events, but it was the sorrow in her heart that caused the most pain… and even though everyone said it wasn’t her fault, she still felt responsible for Asher Sullon’s fate.

      He had been her friend.

      A friend she’d failed to keep safe from harm.

      The young woman’s stare dimmed in the mirror, the spark of light fluttering like a candle in the wind. Beatrice threw the rag into the waste basket, leaving part of the mirror as it was. She’d had enough bad thoughts for the day, nay, for the entire week. She needed to clear her mind.

      Storming out of the bathroom, she made her way up the short hallway, stepping over a soggy cushion Foxy had chosen fit to abandon. Entering her bedroom, she was momentarily surprised by the mess at hand.

      What the blazes?

      Then she remembered.

      She had omitted to clean for a whole week, an experiment to see if the clutter would drive her nuts.

      The experiment was, indeed, a success: she couldn’t stand it. At once, she picked up the clothes, the empty bottles of wine, the torn bags of chips, the dirty dishes. Like a twister under directives, she spun into each corner of the room and cleaned, straightened, tidied. Foxy, hearing the racket from the living room, pointed her nose in the doorway but one raised finger from Beatrice had her retreat at once, tail between her legs. The noise continued for a good hour before Beatrice walked out, wiping her hands with satisfaction.

      Now that her room was back in order, it was time to move on to the rest of the house. She strolled into the living room. Foxy sat with a leach clutched in her jaw, a foot away from the front door.

      There goes my get-up-and-go.

      She stared at the Sheltie. It was true she had neglected her while she wallowed in bed and drank too much.

      “You’re right, girl. Time to go for a real walk for a change.”

      The dog’s tail whacked with enthusiasm against the legs of a side table.

      “What do you think?”

      The tail wagged even more frantically.

      “Okay. Give me a minute to get pretty.”

      There was a long uninterrupted string of whimpers.

      Beatrice grinned. “Just kidding.” She flung open the door to the cramped closet and fished out her parka from between the other, less in season, jackets. Even though spring was right around the corner, it was still cold in Sitka, with temperatures barely above freezing. She spotted Foxy’s own outdoor coat and grabbed it. It was an azure-blue that looked quite striking on her and she wondered why she’d forgotten all about it.

      “Damn alien invasion,” she muttered under her breath.

      Foxy ambled forward and let herself be zipped up, tail swinging. Beatrice straightened, admiring her handiwork. “You look good, girl!”

      Yap!

      Beatrice smiled at the dog, the swirl of dark thoughts crowding her mind momentarily left behind.

      “Ready?”

      Foxy yelped once, then turned to the door. For a second, Beatrice hesitated, her hand frozen to the doorknob. The sensation passed and she opened the door. A wash of light penetrated the gloom of the house, making her squint. She realized she had kept the shades drawn even though it was in the afternoon, something she’d never done before.

      “Come on, Foxy.”

      The dog ran past her and bounced down the short staircase in two easy hops.

      “Hey! Wait for me!”

      The Sheltie yelped, twirling about excitedly. Beatrice shook her head as she ambled out of the driveway, walking past the dog. “Jesus! You behave as if you’ve never been outside!”

      The sun was a pale disk in the blueish-gray sky as heavy clouds moved about, gigantic icebergs in the azure. Beatrice slipped her gloves on and followed the Sheltie, hugging the side of the road she knew so well. As usual, there wasn’t much traffic on Shotgun Drive; in fact, there never was. Sitka wasn’t exactly a busy city, even for Alaska. It was an item you ticked off a list, while in transit between vastly more interesting places. Still, it was her home now, for better or worse.

      For better or for worse.

      She had lived enough worse for a lifetime. It was time for better to pop back into her life.

      Climbing over a short hill, she made her way to the trail that snaked its way into the woods, the houses left behind as if by magic. It only took a few seconds to leave civilization behind and drop right-smack into nature. Here, the majestic forest reigned supreme, as it had done so for billions of years. As she watched Foxy cavort on the trail, jumping up to catch the occasional flake drifting in the breeze, she was taken by the surrounding serenity. The woods were calm, peaceful even. Here, she could let herself be transported, swept away by the sights of the great hemlocks and the scent of the pines, by the deers and raccoons, by the ferns and streams that accompanied her contemplative mood. It felt good to be outside, to be part of a greater whole, as if the land was her’s to enjoy. Wasn’t that part of the Alaskan experience, anyway? Why she’d come here in the first place?

      Her thoughts went to Colonel Graves’ last message. He had left it on her voice mail, asking about her decision. About his offer. Liaison officer. She liked the sound of it even though she dreaded the unknowns that went along with the job. It would mean being once again in the thick of it. In the middle of what the future had in store.

      Not only for her, but for the rest of humanity.

      Graves had filled her in with the latest information. Stuff he felt she had a right to know. The Army and the Committee had deployed a torrent of false news to protect the truth from going public, working with agents of confusion to infiltrate networks. They used the intelligence behind the curtains to bend the story the way they wanted it known. It was remarkable, really, how well it worked. Stories bubbled up on various blogs. They all reported the same accounts of so-called animal mutilations in Alaska. There was the cliché photograph of dead cows that had nothing to do with on-site reports and much of the hubbub died out quickly, replaced with celebrity-related gossip.

      For those, however, that had been in the real midst of it all, things had gone very differently. Though the Amilaki numbered only in dozens, the Committee had deemed it essential to separate them from the rest of the population. Co-existence with humans was over. For families with Amilaki in their midst, the shock was total. Overnight, squads of specially trained DHS agents would pluck the Amilaki away from spouses and children. The explanation was always the same: homeland security prerogative. The catchall charge allowed the agents to arrest the Amilaki, who by necessity, had no choice but go along with the new way.

      Beatrice could only imagine what those loved ones went through. The pain of having a husband, or a wife, hauled away as a criminal must be a terrible thing to live through. Graves had went to great length to explain the rationale behind the special order, and in a sense, she understood the need for it.

      But try telling that to the little girl whose dad was whisked away…

      … Never to be seen again.

      For that what the ultimate solution put into place.

      The family problem would never go away if hope still burned within them, if they still prayed for the return of their loved ones.

      So it was decided, they would never return.

      Staged in such a way to confound all observers, the Army burned the facility to the ground.

      All the detainees ‘died’.

      Families cried and spouses grieved.

      And after some time, most of them accepted the Committee’s help. They picked up the pieces of their lives and relocated, finding wealth and solace under kinder, bluer, skies.

      For the Amilaki, the new way of life was both a blessing and a curse. They had a place to call their own. A place where the Coalescence could live again.

      But there was no escaping the fact that it was a prison. The Army and the Committee had removed their obligation to behave as humans… but also their freedom, their liberty.

      Beatrice thought it remarkable how authorities had wrangled the Amilaki problem and turned it into an asset. The Parabionts were now working for us. In exchange for the right of going on living inside humans, they were required to help humanity devise machines to fight the upcoming threat.

      To fight the Snyl.

      And they had no say in the matter.

      “I don’t want the bad blood between us to destroy our chance for success, Beatrice.”

      The Colonel’s final words echoed in her mind. The man was fearful the situation could degenerate into chaos and destroy the bridge of good will he had worked so hard to put up.

      He needed her help.

      And she couldn’t refuse.

      She missed her friends, missed the esprit de corps she’d shared with Noah, Paige, Garcia and the others.

      And, to her surprise, she missed Asalak and Kalxin.

      She couldn’t help but wonder what they were up to, what grand design they pursued.

      And even though it meant she would have to face the man who used to be Asher, there was no way around it.

      Okay, Colonel. I’m yours.

      Foxy spun around and ran to her waiting arms, tongue ready to lick her face.

      What have you got in mind?
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      The first day of Spring was more a continuation of Winter than the expected seasonal change. Turning her back to the biting wind, she hopped lightly from one foot to the other, wishing she’d chosen the parka instead of the lighter down-filled jacket. Not that the coat wasn’t warm, but it was waist length instead of thigh, which as unlikely as it sounded, made a big difference when the temperature hovered near the freezing point. Hands stuffed into gloves, she waited outside the house for her lift. Weather called for snow, maybe 6 inches, with the possibility of more if conditions were right. It seemed to her, that conditions were always right these days. Climate change caused impacts that went beyond raising waters and droughts. It modified the air currents, the global conveyors of wind that fashioned the weather all over the planet. Change one air stream in the Pacific and the effects might only be felt on the Eastern part of the coast, in cities like Boston or Halifax. It was this intricate connection between systems that were the real unknowns and no one, really, knew how it would all end, what the long-terms effects would be.

      Of course, Beatrice mused as she shivered in the cold, Sitka would probably continue to freeze, with Alaska turning into one gigantic, and permanent, ice box.

      A glint in the distance caught her attention. A large vehicle, gray with spots of green, rose up and down as it powered up the road. A minute later, the Army Humvee veered into the driveway, the big tires making a sound that reminded her of popcorn coming to life inside a microwave oven. She waited for the vehicle’s engine to turn silent then walked over to it. The driver, a young man she’d met before, climbed out to greet her.

      “Miss McKenzie,” he said, shoving his hand out. “Great to see you again.”

      She gripped his hand and shook it. “Cornell! Nice to see you.”

      The young soldier smiled, the pearly whites lighting up his angular, yet smooth, dark-brown face.

      “I don’t think you’ve ever met Foxy,” Beatrice said, stroking the dog at her side.

      “No, haven’t had the pleasure.”

      The soldier dropped a knee to the ground. “Hi, Foxy.”

      The Sheltie trotted over to him and snuggled her head over his thigh. He petted her, the smile growing even larger.

      “I’ve always loved dogs… though we’ve never had one of our own.”

      “No? Why is that?”

      Cornell’s smile turned downward. “Too poor. We were five in a tiny house and Ma simply couldn’t afford it.”

      Beatrice nodded in silence, feeling the young man’s anguish. “I understand.”

      “So…” he asked, straightening up. “All ready?”

      “Just a minute.”

      She turned around, climbed up the stairs to the house and grabbed the duffel bag lying on the porch. She checked the door one last time to make sure it was solidly locked then made her way back to Cornell.

      “All set.”

      “My orders are to bring you directly over to the Plant.”

      “The Plant?”

      The young man nodded. “Yes.” He indicated the bag with a raised eyebrow. She handed it to him. “That’s our code name for the facility.”

      “Oh…”

      The Private stashed the bag on the back seat. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s not much of a name since the place is an old converted power plant.” He shrugged. “That’s the army for ya.”

      Beatrice opened the rear passenger door and pointed to the empty seat. “In you go, girl.”

      Foxy jumped inside with an effortless hop.

      “I didn’t know you could bring her along,” Cornell said, as he slipped behind the wheel.

      “Let’s just say I know people in high places,” Beatrice grinned, a glint in the eye.

      He nodded, impressed. “Ready?”

      It was her turn to nod.

      He pushed a button and the engine hummed to life. Staring at the large screen mounted in the middle of the dashboard, he backed the truck up to the lane. There were no other vehicles around, and with a last check, he shifted the transmission into Drive.

      Beatrice watched her house drop out of sight as they sped away, heart tightening in her chest. She had the overwhelming sensation she’d never see the modest cabin again. The chill flowing down her back had nothing to do with the low degrees… it was about doubt. As the miles went by, it grew inside her, making her wonder if she had made the right decision. She had followed her heart, relying on her intuition to guide her way.

      But was her intuition still reliable?

      Could she still count on it to avoid life’s pitfalls?

      She wasn’t so sure anymore.

      There was so much she still didn’t know. The Amilaki had abilities that bordered on magic. Telepathy, for once. She had heard their voices in her head. Voices with thoughts, memories and even fears. Voices that were not her own’s.

      Had those voices, somehow, influenced her decision?

      She had no answer.

      Was she taking the right path, the one she was supposed to take? Or could she turn back and pray that that everything would be okay, that the Snyl would somehow leave them all in peace?

      Outside the truck’s cabin, the scenery zoomed by, all green and white. They had left the residential zone behind and were now weaving their way among the hills surrounding Blue Lake. Crowning over the landscape, Mount Verstovia stood like a colossal sentinel, its 3,354 feet high peak invisible to the eye, lost to the gray clouds. The paved road ceded to dirt, and Cornell lowered the speed as the trail turned narrower. Up ahead, a tall smokestack edged out the treetops, the silvery column of steel clashing with the local greenery.

      Beatrice shot a glance at the navigation display and realized it showed an array of indicators, including weather data. At the moment, the wind speed was a very low 3 mph, coming from SSE. They rounded a bend and Cornell reduced the speed to a crawl.

      “We’re here.”

      Straightening up to take in the view ahead, she noticed that they were engaged in a dead-end, with the trail leading out to an old brick and mortar gatehouse. Decrepit, the place would have looked deserted if it wasn’t for the presence of two armed guards blocking the way. Cornell drove up to the chain-link fence and rolled down his window.

      “Hi, guys,” he said, fishing out his ID badge from around his neck.

      A barrel chested soldier with the name Newbury stitched above his heart put a hand to the top of the truck.

      “Hey, Josh,” Cornell said.

      The man ignored him, staring instead at Beatrice. “Who’s the girl?”

      Cornell’s breath caught in his chest. There was a twitch in his jaw as he answered in a robotic voice: “VIP guest.”

      Newbury’s brow furrowed, a vein popping in the middle of his large forehead. “What is her name? I need to write her name down.”

      He flashed a clipboard a millimeter away from Cornell’s nose.

      “Ask Colonel Graves.”

      “What?”

      “I said,” Cornell explained as if to a young child, “Ask Colonel Graves.”

      The guard’s face turned red. “Williams, you dumbass. Just tell me her name.”

      “Listen, Newbury. Enough games, the Colonel is waiting for us.”

      “I don’t care if the POTUS himself is waiting!” Newbury raged. “I need a name.”

      “I told you,” Cornell said, shaking his head. “VIP guest.”

      Newbury tossed the clipboard to the other guard and struck the roof of the truck with his fist. The noise clanged noisily in the quiet of the forest. “Suit yourself, Williams… but your not getting in.”

      Beatrice stared at both men in wonder. The bad blood between the two reminded her of a cock fight she’d seen in a documentary. Except this time, both warriors were armed with thoroughly real weapons.

      The second guard, Leo Kowalski, who had remained a way’s off while the discussion took place, stepped over to the passenger side of the Humvee. Beatrice saw him come closer and opened her window. “Do you mind writing your name down, miss?” He asked, handing the clipboard to her.

      “Not at all,” she answered with a smile.

      “I got this,” the guard called to Newbury, looking over the truck at the seething soldier. “Why don’t you relax.”

      A moment later, Beatrice slid the clipboard back into the guard’s hand. The man tipped a finger to his hat and walked away. A moment later, she saw him freeze in his tracks. He stood immobile for five seconds then made his way over to the gate. “All clear, Newbury. You can let them in,” he called, at last.

      Newbury backed up from the truck, eyes still glued to Cornell. There was a squeak of steel wheels against tracks and the chain-link gate slid out of the way. Cornell revved the engine and accelerated through the opening, sticking his hand out with one finger raised to the sky.

      Beatrice turned to him. Cornell slid his window up, cutting off Newbury’s curses. There was a large smile on his face.

      “What was that all about?” She asked.

      He shrugged with nonchalance but she could see he was still miffed by the whole affair. “That guy thinks he’s the king of the world but if you ask me, he’s more the king of yahoos.”

      “Yahoos?”

      “Yes, yahoos,” he laughed.

      They rode in silence for a minute before Beatrice’s own laughter erupted in the cabin.

      “I wish I could see his face.”

      “What are you talking about?” Cornell asked.

      “When he reads the name I scribbled down.”

      Cornell’s eyes narrowed, but his smile grew even wider. “What? You didn’t!”

      “Violet Ivy Piper Guest. At your service!”

      The Private stared back at her, dumbstruck. The questioning in his eyes changed to disbelief then to utter delight. He roared in laughter, the outburst making Foxy howl in surprise. Cornell’s laugh echoed for half a minute before dropping to a more measured level.

      “You are something else, Miss McKenzie,” he managed to say, wiping away tears.

      Beatrice shrugged, enjoying the young man’s good spirits. “Call me Beatrice.”

      He nodded. “Beatrice, it is.”

      The Humvee descended a last quarter mile before the large mass of the plant came into view, clearing aside the encroaching trees with its high walls and foreboding structures of bricks and steel. The building was huge, shockingly so, in the relative quaintness of the setting. Though the plant was old, it had been kept in working order, with numerous repairs noticeable on the exterior shell. As they came closer, the entire compound threw long shadows over the landscape, creating a zone without sunlight at its base. Squinting to make out details, Beatrice sorted out the basic layout of the place in her mind. There was one large building, with a few stubbier ones distributed in a row near the entrance. These smaller structures were all made of metal instead of bricks, indicating they’d been added recently.

      “We put those sheds in, if you’re wondering,” Cornell said.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, they’re prefab units. We use ‘em to store all kind of stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      Cornell shrugged. “Parts, equipment, supplies, hazardous material; you name it.”

      “I see.”

      “But you know what?” Cornell said in a conspiratorial tone.

      “No,” she answered, with the same hushed voice.

      “The real crazy shit is inside the plant.”

      “Crazy shit?”

      “That’s what I heard, yes Ma’am.”

      Beatrice kept her face straight. “Interesting.”

      Cornell’s eyes widened. “Scary, if you ask me.”

      Somewhat taken aback by his reply, she nodded in a slow, careful, manner, fighting the visions in her mind, the ones too frightening to face.

      “Rumors say we’re building some kind of super-weapon in there.” There was a faraway glint in Cornell Williams’ eyes. “A space weapon.”

      Beatrice furrowed her brow. He saw the doubt in her stare and exhaled softly. “I know what you’re thinking, that this is all just nonsense. But you know what, Beatrice?”

      She shook her head.

      “I think it’s real.”
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      Beatrice stared at the grand facade of the building. The double-set of doors were faded from yesteryear’s paint, the pale green hue marred with long vertical streaks of rust. Above the main doors, a row of windows cut the monotony of the brickwork, the large square panes of glass reflecting the overcast sky. Utilitarian in design, the building possessed few architectural ornaments, making it appear even more austere than the norm.

      Cornell stepped to the door and held up his ID card to the security card reader. The reader beeped once and a red light changed to green. He pulled the handle. The heavy steel door creaked with a loud metal screech, the old hinges suffering from a long overdue oil lube. “After you.”

      Beatrice nodded. She gripped Foxy’s leash, which was clipped to the dog’s collar, and made her way inside. The vestibule was a large open space stacked with old metal furniture. Like a museum overflowing with art pieces, she noticed scores of items that seemed to have come straight out of the 70’s. There were beige steel desks, with imitation mahogany surfaces, chrome floor lamps yellowed by age and busted office chairs. Cardboard Banker boxes had been piled up in a corner, along with reams of old paper printouts, waiting to be shredded.

      The place smelled of old, wet, paper, with a touch of burnt electrical wiring in the mix. Beyond the clutter, a large 10 feet wide reception desk welcomed visitors. Immediately behind it, on the cotton color wall, an old black and white photograph of the plant could be seen, the frame dulled by a coat of dirt.

      The concrete floor, that used to be painted red, was a sea of gray, leading out to a corridor on one end, and a bathroom on the other.

      Cornell shut the door closed and joined Beatrice at the oversized counter.

      “Nobody’s home?” She asked, looking out to where the corridor vanished into the shadows.

      The bathroom door opened. There was the sound of a toilet gurgling then a short curse. The door closed and the characteristic noise of a plunger working a drain was overheard. Another flush followed. At last, the door opened and a man came out.

      The soldier, tall with a heavyset presence, had deep-brown eyes, a square jaw and despite thinning hair, looked younger than his fifty years. An aura of authority accompanied him as he walked over to the counter, an easy smile on his thin lips.

      “Sir!” Cornell said, snapping to attention.

      Colonel Tobias Graves did a quick salute and said: “At ease, soldier.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Miss McKenzie,” Graves said, pumping her hand with affection. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, Colonel, thank you.”

      “And what have we here?”

      Graves bent down, stretching his long frame so that his hand could reach below his knee. “Foxy! How are you, girl?” He stroke the Sheltie with obvious fondness and she responded in kind, licking the Colonel’s hand.

      “She seems to be in top shape,” Graves said, straightening up.

      “Oh, yes, she is,” Beatrice replied with a grin. “I can hardly keep up with her.”

      “Really? To my eye, you look ready to tackle a bear.”

      She laughed. “Maybe, sir. Depends on what kind of bear, I guess.”

      It was his turn to grin. “I’m pretty sure the woods around here are full of them.”

      “Yeah, most assuredly.”

      He stared at her and she saw the steel snapped back into place. “Let’s hope they stay away.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did you bring your gear along?”

      “Yes, but I’m sorry to say, Colonel, that I forgot Foxy’s food.”

      The Colonel gave a short laugh. “That’s not a problem. I’ll get Supply to find you some. You’ll have it tomorrow, at the latest.”

      “Thank you, Colonel.”

      Graves turned to Cornell. “I’m going to give Miss McKenzie a tour of the facility. Bring her gear to the dorm and report back to Staff Sergeant Garcia.”

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      Cornell turned to leave.

      “Just one other thing, Private,” Graves said.

      “Sir?”

      The Colonel’s chin pivoted to the bathroom. “Get someone from Maintenance to fix that damn head.”

      The young soldier broke into grin but one look at Graves stolid expression made him wipe the smile from his face. Instead, he nodded, tilted his head to Beatrice and hurried away, closing the door behind him.

      The Colonel watched him leave. “A good man, that Williams.”

      Beatrice acknowledged with a quick smile. “Yes, sir… he’s got a good heart.”

      Graves pressed two fingers against his forehead before answering. “Yes. That’s what we need. People with good hearts.”

      “Everything okay?”

      Beatrice noticed the way he shielded his eyes from the overhanging light bulbs, as if the glow was too bright for him.

      “Ready for the tour?” He asked, his voice sounding much more tired than before.

      He didn’t wait for an answer and strolled away, his great stride propelling him along the corridor at a brisk pace. Beatrice pulled Foxy to her side and hurried after him.

      The corridor was rather narrow and quite long, reminded her of the one in high school. She hated it back then, and still did now, even though, she mused, this one was way quieter than the one from her past.

      The more they progressed forward, the more the light changed. In the lobby, large windows had provided welcomed, natural, light; but the corridor had none, relying solely on hanging light bulbs to illuminate the gloom. As the shadows deepened, Beatrice felt a twinge of uneasiness grow in her gut. The bare cement walls smothered all warmth from the yellowish light, changing the corridor into a stuffy, featureless, tunnel. The sound of her steps echoed in her ears, much louder than what she thought possible. She wasn’t claustrophobic, but the corridor made her feel that way. The sensation was overpowering and she felt a tightness to the chest, as if the walls were coming together, intent on turning her into a pancake.

      Graves reached a heavy door that completely blocked the way and pushed it wide open. She saw the opening brighten with light and felt better at once.

      “Are you okay?” Graves asked. “You’re as pale as a ghost.”

      Trying to keep her heartbeat under control, she looked him in the eye and nodded, her face a mirror of the anxiety she felt.

      “Good. You’d tell me if something was wrong, right?”

      Another nod.

      He drilled his stare into her’s. “It’s important, you know. We’re dealing with all kind of unknowns and I need to know what’s going on… even if it seems trivial.”

      “I understand Colonel,” she said with a tight smile. “You can count on me.”

      He put a hand to her shoulder. “I know I can.”

      They were standing on the doorstep of a large open space. The huge room was a football field in length and width, with various sectioned-out areas arranged in military-like precision. Her eye fell to what lay in the dead center of the vast room: a large chamber, about 25 feet wide, with one door and no windows. This room within a room was clad in walls made of plasterboards, that went straight up to the rafters. She had no idea what took place inside but knew at once it was the heart of the plant, the reason for all the activity. Nearby, other smaller spaces had also been set up, each with individual openings and dressed with heavy curtains in lieu of doors. Legacy offices, with real doors this time, were pushed back against the West wall, where panes of glass let the afternoon sun streak in, the light bathing the interior with a cold-yellow hue. Outside, beyond the free-of-cars parking lot, metal sheds could be seen, along with a host of discarded electrical equipment.

      “Come with me.”

      She followed the Colonel deeper inside the great hall. The ceiling was high, higher than the ones usually found in home renovation warehouses. The lighting came from dozens of hanging lights, each with one oversized bulb. She was surprised by the absence of fluorescent tubes, thought it probably had more to do with the age of the place than anything else. The concrete walls were painted the same faded pale green as the lobby, but here the paint looked better, with not a hint of rust.

      Her stare turned to the chamber.

      There was nothing to see really, just four walls erected with panels that you could buy at any hardware store, but it was the mystery behind those walls that fired her imagination. The plain, unpainted, steel door cut in the room’s facade was a gateway to the puzzle and she longed to go in and see for herself what it was all about.

      “That’s the Amilaki project.”

      Graves voice ricocheted in her mind, wrenching her back to reality.

      “Pardon?”

      “We call it the Cube,” he said. “It’s all Amilaki tech in there.”

      She glanced at the chamber as they passed by. “You mean, they’re building more machines?”

      The Colonel stopped in his tracks and spun around to face her. “I know what you’re thinking. But it’s not the same. Tebayi’s machine was dangerous because of her, and only because of her. It wasn’t the tech’s fault, it was the motivation behind it. This project,” he gestured to the vast hall, “is a collaboration between species, a way for our races to have a fighting chance. You know what we’re up against, what’s heading our way. I believe in Asalak, and in what he’s trying to accomplish… and between you and me, Miss McKenzie, do we really have a choice?”

      She watched the resolve settle on his features. It was obvious he felt it necessary to do all that could be done. The fate of humanity might rest with the actions of a small group of individuals. Though the Amilaki were few, she knew the Snyl were a whole other ballgame. She had glimpsed, in a vision, the way they overtook worlds, the chaos they brought forth, the destruction they caused. They were a horde, a horde of billions, hell-bent in decimating life. It was a threat unlike anything humans ever faced and it was a danger best shared with others who’d suffered the same fate. The Amilaki had lost their home-world, had escaped extinction by the thinnest of margins. It was plain stupid not to work with them. Their knowledge was our’s to glean, to use, and to deploy. The Colonel was right: we didn’t have a choice.

      As she pondered Graves’ words, the door to the Cube opened up. A bright light escaped into the hall, dropping a shaft of brilliance unto the concrete floor. A figure appeared in the doorway. It momentarily turned sideways, looking back into the golden radiance. There was a curt nod then the silhouetted form closed the door, cutting the glow off.

      Beatrice stared at the man.

      It seemed that every time they met, he appeared different; changed by some kind of miracle, or by a curse she didn’t understand.

      She recalled their encounter at the vet clinic. He had been overweight, then, with a full beard, long hair, and a shifting, furtive, stare. Later, his appearance had turned once again and he had morphed into a sick man, at the brink of death, ravaged by a mental assault that he couldn’t fight.

      And now, once again, he appeared different, as if he’d been suddenly struck by middle age.

      He settled a foot away from her, the characteristic ice-green stare muted by a veil of fatigue. “Beatrice McKenzie. It’s great to see you again.”

      My God, he looks so old.

      Her mind flashed to that moment on the lake. To the instant he fished her out of the frozen waters, saving her life.

      She gazed at the deep etches in his face, at the pallor of his skin, at the cluster of wrinkles around his eyes. Asalak, who had been Bennet Wynter before, looked at least twenty years older than he was.

      And although he was smiling down at her, the Amilaki had managed to do the one thing he excelled at.

      He had succeeded in spooking her.

      Again.
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      Corporal Paige Hillcox sensed the two eggs and bacon she’d eaten earlier move about with reckless abandon in her stomach. She hated the sea. Always did. That’s why she was Army and not Navy, even though Dad had wanted her to follow in his steps and become a seaman like him. She gripped the railing of the small boat captained by Melvin Horwood. His 25 feet long vessel, the Gruff Seas, was motoring the channel between the islands of Emgeten and Long, a few nautical miles off Japonski Island’s coast. The seas were rough, as they often were, with five feet swells and plenty of what she referred to as ‘hurl movement’. She vowed, however, to keep the breakfast down, wrestling her innards to stay put. But it wasn’t easy. Her companion on this sortie, Private Kyle De Rozan, fixed her with a compassionate grin. The kid, a wiry bundle of red hair, pale skin and surprisingly deep-green stare, seemed oblivious to the machinations of the sea. He stood, legs apart, easing into each rise and plummet of the craft, a smile hooked to his juvenile face.

      Lucky bastard!

      De Rozan was the unit’s youngest member, just a week older than nineteen. Though Paige was older by a few years, she felt ancient compared to the young man’s obvious ‘greenness’. But he was a good soldier and she liked his can-do attitude. In a sense, they were very much alike, a comforting notion when you trusted each other with your life. As she glanced his way, she thought he still had realms of stuff to learn. Stuff like not having an idiotic grin on your face when your superior was about to chuck beans into the drink.

      “This is great fun,” he called as a wave slammed into the boat. “Don’t you agree, Corporal?”

      That was another thing he needed to learn: to keep his damn mouth shut.

      Paige turned her head to the outside world. Beyond the shifting steel-gray waters of the bay, small islands could be seen, rocky enclaves of weather-beaten lands that were mostly inhabited. Some, the larger ones, had cottages and fishing cabins, that braved the inclement weather during winter only to open up once summer came around. There were no electricity in the archipelago of islands. You needed to bring all of it with you — if you wanted a semblance of civilized life. She and Kyle had scoured four different islands, always using the Gruff Seas for transport.

      Captain Horwood was a grizzled bear of a man, with an impressive beer gut and a thick beard streaked with white. His hands were large saucer-like affairs, as weathered as his boat. He was a solitary man and liked to keep to the cockpit, preferring to stare out at the undulating sea than engage in conversation.

      Paige thought he was perfect for the job. He never asked any questions, never enquired about what was going on. The only thing he cared for was being paid, and having enough fuel to come back to port.

      The Gruff Seas powered over yet another wave, the horizon dipping with a brusque lurch. Paige closed her eyes and steadied herself against the cabin’s wall. The boat had two decks: one up front, ahead of the crew compartment, and a larger one in the back, where fishing paraphernalia was set up. The cockpit had the standard wheel and controls along with enough living space for two persons. There was a narrow bed bunk, which doubled as a couch, a compact refrigerator (and stove) and rows of ingenious cupboards that allowed for a good amount of storage.

      Horwood had told Paige he had once spent a whole week on the boat, without going to shore.

      The thought had twisted her gut into knots. How could one consider spending a night on this tub, let alone a week? The trek to Gull Islet was just a 40 minutes ride, but she couldn’t wait to reach land.

      “Two minutes,” Horwood called.

      Kyle spun from his lookout spot on the forward deck and came back to Paige’s side.

      “How are you holding up, Ma’am?”

      Paige straightened up and felt the queasiness subside. The boat had eased into the calmer waters of an inlet bay and she felt better at last. “I’m good, Private.” She looked at the young man. His cheeks were reddened from the cold, but his eyes were as bright as ever. She looked him up and down. He wore the same attire as she did: a camouflage jacket over regulation pants and shirt, along with trekking boots, gloves, helmet, a backpack stuffed with essentials and their rifle of choice: an M16A4 loaded with rounds. Her own backpack had been hung on a hook fastened to the cabin’s wall and she slid it over her shoulders, feeling the weight sink into place. She exited the cabin and made her way to the stern.

      The Gruff Seas settled next to an old dock that had been weathering storms for better than half a century. It was a rickety thing that barely managed to keep itself together but it was miles away from the main one used by the islanders, making it ideal for their use. The Captain had proposed this alternative mooring site, knowing Paige would appreciate its remoteness… and secretiveness.

      The engine noise burbled to a stop. Horwood made his way out of the cockpit and with a sure foot, borne of decades of experience, tied a line to the dock’s tack. He went over to the boat’s stern, checked the underside of the boat and at once satisfied all was to his liking, sidled up to the soldiers.

      “Same procedure as usual?”

      Paige nodded. “Yes, Captain. Keep a low profile. If anyone asks what you’re doing here, just tell them the usual schtick about boat repairs. If they insist, putter away and wait somewhere else. Don’t engage with anyone. We’ll be back by seventeen hundred hours.”

      Horwood rolled his eyes. Paige knew he hated it when she used army terminology instead of the plain old ‘am-pm’ but he would need to get use to it because she would keep on doing it.

      She exchanged a last glance with him and he acknowledged with a curt nod.

      “Let’s go, Private.”

      They climbed over the side of the boat and dropped to the dock. Paige adjusted her pack and gave a last look at the boat. The Captain was making his way inside the cockpit, his job done. She turned and stared at the walking trail that led away from where she stood. The path was a narrow affair, barely wide enough for two persons, with rocks and low bushes acting as markers.

      The island was swept by a continuous wind, especially on the Eastern side, and Paige was glad she’d put on a wool hat instead of the standard one, the cold as biting as ever. De Rozan started up the trail and she followed. The vegetation was sparse near the craggy shore, the shrubs providing no cover whatsoever. Feeling exposed, she accelerated the pace and took the lead. There was no one around as they left the wind-swept shore and made their way inland. Gull Islet was more rock than trees but the center of the island hosted a more varied ecology, with dense woods and low hills. It was this area Paige was interested in. Satellite imagery had shown it hosted a smattering of secluded cabins and cottages, almost invisible from the ground.

      She weaved her way along the trail, mindful of rocks that could cut your leg open as easily as a laser scalpel. Kyle kept pace with her and before long they entered the woods, the wind dying at once.

      They took a breather, sipping water from their bottles, then started up again. The trail went up and around a hill, with, in the distance, a spot of white to indicate the objective.

      “Okay, Kyle,” Paige said, keeping her voice low. “Take the lead and…”

      De Rozan stared, waiting for the words he knew were coming. “… Stay safe.”

      The Private nodded, his eternal grin turning into a thin line. He checked his weapon, tightened a buckle on his pack, then after a last sip, started up the hill. Paige let three seconds go by then followed behind.

      She observed the trees hugging the hill like a bouquet. If she wasn’t mistaken they were of the red alders variety. They loomed over her, some more than eighty feet tall and despite their name, the bark was grayish and white, smooth to the touch. The long and wiry branches, still without leaves, glistened with frost, catching the light with a rainbow of colors.

      Leaving the alders behind, they crossed into a zone of pines, where the underbrush was taller, stuffed with different variety of ferns. She loved ferns. They provided such good cover.

      De Rozan vanished from sight behind a large boulder, one of the few ones around. She saw him re-appear and waited for him to take position behind a thick group of young spruces. He turned to her and gave a little nod.

      She crossed over to him.

      “Look,” he said.

      Maneuvering her way between the sharp needles, she pulled out her field binoculars and scanned the area. The objective was fifty yards out. It was as she imagined: a small cabin made of wood, the boards turned colorless by the weather and the years. There was a screen door, a short porch, and few windows. The roof was covered with needles and pine cones, and a few tiles could be seen hanging over the gutter, a brisk wind away from fluttering to the ground.

      The place appeared to be abandoned.

      But Paige knew better and proceeded to search for hidden surveillance cams, motion detectors, and other signs of what Colonel Graves liked to call ‘recent activity’. She took her time and scanned the windows, the front door, the stairs, even the trees closest to the cabin.

      Nothing.

      She zoomed out and did a wide sweep of the entire surroundings. It was quiet in the woods, with few noises to worry about. Behind her, Kyle’s even breathing reminded her she wasn’t alone but the sensation of being isolated was nevertheless as strong as ever.

      Maybe it had to do with being on a tiny island in the middle of nowhere.

      Deeming the cabin abandoned, she straightened up.

      “Let’s go check it out.”

      De Rozan grinned. “Another wild goose chase, Ma’am?”

      “Apparently so, but you know what the Colonel said.”

      The private nodded and said with an exaggerated low voice: “Leave no stone unturned.”

      It was Paige’s turn to grin. “That’s a passable imitation of our commander in chief.”

      “I, huh, didn’t mean any…” De Rozan stuttered, red in the face.

      “At ease, soldier. I’m just teasing.”

      There was an obvious look of relief on the young man’s face.

      “Come on,” she laughed, clapping his shoulder. “We’ve got work to do.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”
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      “It’s rather sterile looking, but it’s the best we could do.”

      Beatrice entered the sparsely furnished room. “It’s fine, Colonel.”

      She strolled over to the window and glanced out at the view. Her room looked out to the plant’s parking lot and to a row of low, corrugated steel hangars. Beyond the lot, a wall of trees fenced the area in greenery, the sun filtering between the pines in a diffused shower of white light.

      Foxy examined each corner of the room, sticking her nose out at the few furnishings. There was a single steel-frame bed with a brand new mattress, a small night table with lamp, a three-drawers dresser with mirror and a compact writing desk with chair. The room was not much larger than a cell but at least the bed was a real one, which was way better than the cot she’d ‘slept on’ in the airport’s shelter.

      She stared with amusement as Foxy tried the bed. The Sheltie spun around for a good half-a-minute before finding a comfortable position.

      “Well?”

      Foxy raised her head and gave a soft yelp. There was a quizzical expression on her face.

      “Yes, that’s where we’re going to sleep,” Beatrice said with a nod.

      The Sheltie appeared to ponder the answer and satisfied by the answer went right to sleep.

      Good dog.

      This home away from home would be their living quarters for the next days and weeks or possibly even longer. The army had built these rooms for the Amilaki but also for the humans who worked alongside. All the rooms were the same, save for a few larger ones, deliberately kept empty for eventual use.

      “Do you think it’ll do?” Graves asked, observing her reaction.

      “Yes, Colonel. No worries. I’m kind of getting used to bare-bones places. I’m glad, though, for the window. It’s a very welcomed touch.”

      “It is, no? It was one of the main reason why we selected this plant in the first place… that, and also the fact there’s nothing else around quite like it.”

      There was a polite knock and Cornell Williams appeared in the doorway. “Colonel, Miss McKenzie” he said, entering the room.

      “Thank you Cornell,” Beatrice said, grabbing the duffel bag from his hands. “And it’s Beatrice.”

      The young man nodded and pivoted smartly out of the room.

      “Well, I’ll let you settle in.” Graves said, shooting a glance at Foxy. “I’ll get someone to bring bowls and food for her.”

      “Can you point me to where the washrooms are?”

      “Oh, right,” he said. “The bathrooms are up that way. I’m afraid they’re not private but they are spacious and clean and, huh, have all the necessary toiletries you might need.”

      “Thank you, Colonel. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      Graves nodded. “Good. If you need something, don’t hesitate to ask.” He turned to leave then stopped in mid-step. “Dinner is at eighteen hundred hours in the mess hall… but if you prefer to eat by yourself that’s not a problem either.”

      “No, no, Colonel. I’ll be there. I’m looking forward in meeting your crew.”

      “Not all of them will be there, but that’s to be expected with the tight schedule we have going.”

      There was a distant look in his eyes.

      Beatrice watched the play of emotions on his face. The Colonel had a lot on his mind. It was a palpable sensation she could sense even from across the room. His eyes snapped to her and she saw a flicker of distress.

      The moment passed and he turned away from her. “Very well.”

      And on those words, he strolled out of the room.

      Beatrice watched him leave, not knowing what to do. The Colonel had been through a difficult experience. One which still haunted him. She knew what he’d gone through. Having your mind taken over by a hostile force was a surreal and gut-wrenching experience. Maybe he still hadn’t found time to talk about his experience. Maybe he feared sharing his doubts with the army’s medical staff; or perhaps he only needed a sympathetic ear.

      In any case she would be there for him, if he ever came to her.

      Staring at the duffel bag, she wondered if she was at her place, here, in this abandoned power plant.

      Liaison officer.

      Who was she, really, to be considered for such a role?

      What were her credentials?

      She had no clue, but the look in the Colonel’s eyes was enough for her.

      If there’s one thing I can do, is help the man with his mission.

      “Nice room.”

      She turned to where the voice came from.

      Noah’s trademark grin brightened the doorway.

      “Noah!”

      She stepped around the bed and with a grin as wide as his, hugged him in a tight embrace. He returned the hug with a quick peck to her cheek, holding her slim waist with both hands. She took a step backwards and gazed at him with a glint in the eye.

      “Well, look at you,” she said with a smile. “Where’s the scrawny teenager I used to know?”

      His grin widened even more. “That’s all due to Sergeant Garcia’s, huh, teachings. He says I’m too thin for my own sake and ever since, I’ve been stuffing my face with proteins and exercising like crazy.”

      Beatrice stared at the young man with affection. That was her Noah, always so willing to please.

      “Well, don’t let him turn you into a mountain.”

      “Nah, won’t happen. I still have the string bean bug inside me.”

      She guffawed. “I don’t know, Noah. You look more like a robust celery if you ask me.”

      He laughed. “Well you haven’t changed the least, Trish. Except for a few additional worry lines.”

      “Why you…” She punched his arm.

      He sidestepped the playful jab and strolled over to the bed. “Foxy! How are you girl?”

      The Sheltie hopped directly into his waiting arms and proceeded in licking his face with unrestrained enthusiasm. He let her wash the germs away for a full minute before setting her down to the bed, stroking her mane with both hands.

      “I guess she’s happy to see me,” he laughed, straightening up.

      “Oh, she is,” Beatrice agreed. “And so am I.”

      She fixed her stare on him. “I missed you.”

      “Me, too. Things haven’t been the same without you. I was kind of getting used of running away from danger with you at my side.”

      She took the chair and slid it closer to the bed. “Well, it’s kind of amazing how much things have changed.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “It used to be we were fleeing from Bennett Wynter and the others, and now…”

      “We’re working with them.”

      She shook her head. “Weird, right?”

      He nodded, his grin settling into a straight line. “Colonel Graves says we should learn to roll with the punches. That its what makes us stronger. Not only as individuals, but as a species.”

      “And who are we to argue with the good Colonel?”

      His smile returned. “We’re not even in the army.”

      She glanced at his clothes. He was dressed in olive drab from head to toe, except for a red baseball cap with a logo of a trident. “But we look like we are.”

      He stared at his t-shirt. “Fashionable, no?”

      She nodded in mock acknowledgement. “If you say so.”

      They exchanged a glance then he took a moment to pat Foxy again. “Have you seen Eklan yet?”

      He saw the hesitation in her eyes. “No, I haven’t had the chance yet.”

      She realized with a chill down her back that he had not called him by his former name. By his human name. The realization struck her with dismay. Noah and Asher had become fast friends during the first few hectic days, when everything was still up in the air, when they didn’t know who to trust. For Noah to call him by his Amilaki name could only mean one thing.

      That he believed Asher was irremediably gone.

      That he was now Eklan.

      “I don’t…”

      “What?” he said in a soft voice, pushing himself close to her.

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      He shook his head slowly. “I understand. But you know, just talk to him. Eklan is a, huh, unique guy. I’ve been working closely with him and he’s trying hard to learn our customs.” He shrugged. “I like him.”

      Her stare was full of doubt. “I’ll think about it.”

      He gripped her hand. “Good. That’s all I ask.” He turned to glance at her duffel bag. “So you’re here to give us a hand with the project?”

      She was glad he had the sense to change the subject. “Yes, though I don’t know much about it.”

      “Well, I think I have a general idea of what’s going on but I’m not one-hundred percent sure. I heard that what Asalak is doing is way out there.” His eyes brightened. “It’s fringe science for sure!”

      “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

      Noah nodded with a knowing smile. “Maybe. They are rather tight-lipped about the nuts and bolts. Something about loose lips sinking ships.”

      She winked at him. “I have ways of finding stuff out. Don’t worry about me.”

      He smiled. “Oh, I’m not worried at all.” He glanced at his watch. “I better get going. Sergeant Garcia is waiting for me at the motor pool. The damn SuperGoat is acting up again.”

      She was about to ask him what a ‘SuperGoat’ was then changed her mind. “Ok. I’ll see you later, I guess.”

      “Oh, yeah. No worries. We’re like family around here. You’ll see the same faces over and over again and soon enough you’ll be sick of us!”

      She laughed. “That’ll never happen, Noah. You guys are all I have!”

      It was his turn to laugh. “Perfect! Ok, gotta go. Talk to you later.”

      He scratched Foxy behind the ears one last time then hurried out the door.

      Beatrice watched him leave with her smile still in place.

      The kid was downright likeable.

      And she was vastly relieved that he’d found a role and a purpose in Graves’ unit.

      He deserved it.

      Foxy snuggled her head underneath her elbow.

      “Yeah, girl. You’re right. We’re among friends here.” She plunged her eyes into the warm brown stare of the Sheltie. “It’s good, no?”

      Woof!
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      Jeez, they’re loud.

      Paige hunkered behind a huge boulder on the rocky shore, staring at the gulls screaming overhead.

      “This place ain’t called Gull Islet for nothing,” she said to De Rozan, squatting alongside.

      The private grinned. “You don’t like them?”

      She shook her head. “Too noisy.”

      They had followed the shore for the better part of two hours now, encountering nobody as they made their way among the countless boulders and rocks. The few cabins they had checked out were all deserted, with most having been shuttered for winter. The day had gone as planned and Paige was relieved it was almost over. The tiny island was a forgettable piece of land… and probably the most boring place she’d ever had the pleasure of setting foot upon. It was a rock in a archipelago of other more interesting islands, and if it wasn’t for the gulls, it would be as lifeless as the moon. She couldn’t wait to leave and head back to base.

      But she had one last bay to check.

      She straightened and stared out at the carpet of sizable boulders that adorned the shore like weird chest pieces. They would need to thread their way between the granite giants to reach the bay, the only possible route unless one came from offshore. She was about to step forward and proceed when she felt De Rozan’s hand on her arm.

      “I see someone,” the private hissed, hunkering even lower behind the monolith-shaped block of stone.

      Paige crouched down low, eyeing the area ahead. “Where?”

      “On the left, beyond the reefs.”

      She grabbed the binoculars from him and took better position behind the boulder. Using her left elbow as a makeshift tripod, she adjusted the lenses and began to search the shore. In her sight, between the tall hulks of stone, the ridge of jagged rock rose from the waters like a palisade; the waves crashing with a roar as they worked their way inshore. On the wind-swept reef, the shape of man walked to and fro. He was dressed in dark clothes and held what looked to be a rope. Paige pushed the zoom setting to its limit and the view shifted, coming to rest to the gray clouds in the sky. Cursing inwardly, she lowered the binoculars a few centimeters, attempting to center the view on the man. The image bounced about as she fought to steady her hand. A shadow materialized into view and she froze. It was the man. He had his back turned to her. She attempted to zoom some more but the setting was already at 60x. She noticed he wore a heavy jacket, like the ones people had for all-day exterior work. There was something familiar about the jacket but she couldn’t remember where she’d seen it before.

      Then the man turned her way.

      The scar was unmistakable. It was him. The man she’d fought with at Beatrice’s house. And who succeeded in capturing both of them. As she stared at his hard face, at the beady eyes, at the glistening scar that seemed to define who he was, she realized with shock that he was looking straight at her. She whirled about and dropped behind the boulder. Heart hammering in her chest, she glanced at De Rozan. The private was staring at her, brow furrowed in confusion. With disbelief, she saw a tall man pop up right behind him, only a few feet away. She jerked involuntarily. It was the man with the large shoulders.

      The police officer.

      Carruthers.

      De Rozan realized something was wrong and pivoted at once to confront the intruder. The instant lingered for an infinite nanosecond. Carruthers raised his right arm. Paige saw something in his hand.

      Kyle aimed his weapon and squeezed the trigger.

      The bullets tore through Carruthers chest at a speed of 2,500 feet per second. The man’s eyes widened as he lost balance, his legs folding under him like the bellows of an accordion. He coughed a bright cloud of blood and crashed to the ground like a water-laden bag of bones. There was a noise like a balloon deflating and he lay still, his head coming to rest in the narrow space between two slab of stones.

      “Jesus!”

      Paige forced herself to move. She grabbed the Private by the shoulders and literally pulled him up. He shot a glance at her, eyes filled with fear.

      “Come on, we have to move,” she yelled in his face, hammering each word.

      With a last look at Carruthers, Paige took the lead. She knew there were more of them. Scar Man was back there and even though there were no signs of the others, they couldn’t be far away. She zigzagged between the boulders with speed, the adrenaline flowing through her veins. Up ahead, the shore ceded to an area of low hills, made slippery with a coating of ice. Bursting from the relative cover afforded by the boulders, she hurried up the hill, using the exposed rocks to her advantage as she hopped her way to the top. Breathing hard, she took a moment to check on De Rozan. The private was just a step behind her, climbing up the hill with his weapon still at the ready.

      In the distance, she saw a low mass in the water, near the reef. It was a boat, or rather a barge outfitted with living quarters on the deck. She had seen similar ones before, at Lake Union in Seattle. But this one seemed even larger, and wider. The roof was gently curved over the entire length of the hull, with regular-sized door and windows at the extremity, where an exposed deck acted like an exterior patio. The houseboat was old, with most of the woodwork streaked with dark, oily, stains. She guesstimated that it was at least 50 feet long, perhaps even longer. A movement caught her eye at the rear. Four human figures dropped into an inflatable zodiac boat, the silver exterior fabric catching the sun’s rays.

      Shit!

      A moment later, she heard the sound of the outboard motor.

      They’re on to us!

      Turning back to talk to De Rozan, she noticed at once something was wrong. The private was stuck in an odd pose, midway between a crouch and a step. There was a twinge of pain etched on his face and to her horror she realized his eyes had completely turned over, with only the white visible.

      “Kyle!”

      Not understanding what was going on, she took a step toward him. A shadow moved in the corner of her peripheral vision. It came out from behind the Private, slipping in front of him. She caught a glimpse of something metallic and dove for cover. There was a clicking sound, like a flick of a switch. Acting on instinct she rolled to her side and pulled out her handgun. The shadow moved sideways, trying to gain a direct line of sight. She fired. A small hole appeared in a boulder, about a foot away from the figure. There was flash of motion and Scar Man revealed himself. Surprised by the unexpected move, she saw him raise his hand. She lunged forward and felt the air move beside her left ear. Keeping her head low to evade whatever the man was shooting at her, she squeezed the trigger of her Colt in rapid succession, shooting wildly in his direction. There was a short cry of pain. She jumped up and rushed forward. Scar Man was about 10 yards away, cradling his right arm. He saw her come and with his good hand, bent down to grab an object from the ground. Paige fired a warning shot between his feet, the bullet ricocheting away between the rocks.

      “Freeze, asshole!”

      The man stopped moving but kept his weapon in hand.

      “Drop it!” Paige hissed, making her way closer to him.

      She saw the scar twitch along the line of his jaw.

      “I said, drop it!”

      The man didn’t move, glaring back at her with dark, inscrutable eyes. Paige took another step forward.

      “I swear to God I’ll shoot if you don’t let go of that weapon.”

      A loud buzzing noise erupted right behind her. Startled, she shot a glance sideways, looking for the source.

      But there was nothing.

      Scar Man moved.

      She felt something strike her in the sternum. A blazing wave of pain raced through her limbs, like a flame running up a detonation cord. The pain seared her from within, paralyzing her body in an instant. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even blink. A tunnel of gray swirling light distorted her visual perception, plunging her into a world of chaos. As the tunnel shrunk in size, it spun faster, turning her gut inside out.

      She saw Scar Man come closer. His face turned into a grotesque pastiche of a human, distorted beyond normality by the whirling maelstrom. His hand moved to remove something in her chest. The tunnel became a tight circle of tumbling blobs of matter. Paige saw an object materialized into view as the last tenuous bonds of reality shattered around her. Her mind seized on the object’s appearance.

      A needle-like thing. Barbed, translucent, scary. Utterly alien.

      Then with a final wink of dying light, the world turned dark.
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      “Why isn’t it a decagon?” Beatrice muttered, glancing at Asalak.

      She was standing right outside the Cube, the room within a room that lay in the heart of the plant.

      The Amilaki’s grin was scornful. “Because we weren’t consulted.”

      He saw the stupefaction on her face and he couldn’t help but smile. “I’m kidding. It’s true that we design our interfaces that way. It’s a biological thing. A decagon has ten sides, we have ten digits. Perfect fit.”

      “We also have 10 fingers, but our stuff is much simpler,” she retorted.

      “Well, we’ve been around a few thousand years longer than you. Give it some time, you’ll see.”

      There was a preoccupied look in his eyes.

      “The Cube is just a way to alleviate Colonel Graves’ security concerns. It could have been a sphere or any other shape really.” He shrugged. “But he seemed to like the fact that a cuboid shape is easy to built. Form follows function and all that.”

      She nodded. “I see.”

      The afternoon was turning way more interesting than she’d planned. The Colonel had dropped by to give her an ID card, telling her she could go about as she pleased. Well almost as she pleased. Security and Weaponry were off-limits, but that was to be expected given her status. What she found interesting, however, was the fact that the Cube was not restricted; that it was up to the Amilaki to grant her access.

      Or not.

      With curiosity urging her on, she had hastily put her things away, stuffing shirts and pants in the three drawers at her disposal. Foxy being Foxy, she attended to the Sheltie’s biological needs before, at last, she was free to roam the great hall of the plant.

      And she hit pay dirt at once.

      Asalak crossed in front of her, emerging from a storage room with a stack of electronic parts in hand.

      She had hailed him and one thing leading to another, now found herself at the Cube’s door.

      “Are you gonna show me inside?” She asked, trying hard not to stare at the deep ridges layering his forehead.

      A flicker of hesitation turned his face into a mask. She could almost feel his internal struggle as he debated what to do. She saw the doubt in his eyes and something else, something he wished to hide.

      Worry.

      “Follow me,” he said at last.

      He stepped over to the door and pressed his thumb to a panel affixed to the wall. There was a whirr of a bolt sliding away and he pushed the door open. “After you.”

      She stood unmoving for a second. She had the uncanny sensation that if she went inside, it would change her fate forever, like Alice traipsing into Wonderland. Choosing not to enter was out of the question, yet the option still burned in her mind. There was something reassuring about staying out of the loop, about being oblivious of the surrounding dangers.

      What was the saying? Better safe than sorry?

      She shrugged the sensation away and walked past him. The door closed behind them with a soft click. The first thing that came to her mind was of a womb. The lighting was soft, diffuse, not at all glaring or too bright. It surrounded and bathed the place in a warm and pleasurable glow, at once making you feel welcomed and at peace with yourself. The light was golden, beautiful, a sunset to best all those that came before or were still to come. She felt her nervousness ease, the sensation melting away like ice under a desert sun. The Cube was akin to stepping into an oasis of light whose sole function was to cradle you until Time itself turned over.

      She shot a glance at Asalak. He was observing her reaction with a knowing grin, though, she felt, it was a little too clinical for her taste.

      His stare turned to the center of the room.

      She direction her attention to what her mind categorized at once as a pile of machines. It was at least twenty-five feet tall by twenty feet wide. A complex assemblage of electronic hardware, cables, wires, power units and other 3D-printed parts, the stack stood under the rafters like an ode to a technological God, a tower of machinery that hummed with discrete yet clearly felt power.

      Alongside the stack, a manufacturing area had been set up. It was made up of stations equipped with what looked to be the latest in 3D making gear. Glistening chrome-plated robotic arms, that rolled along the floor on pneumatic wheels, fished parts in and out of the jumbo, industrial-sized, printers, their movement meticulous and precise. By the looks of it, they were still adding to the stack even as she watched; fabricating, assembling and installing an armada of parts, each one unique and whose function was, at the moment, quite unfathomable.

      On the other side of the assembly line, an array of Army-issued laptops and display screens had been arranged with military precision on laboratory-type tables, along with half a dozen office chairs, which to Beatrice’s eyes appeared brand new. A blanket of thick power cables snaked over the floor, going all the way out to the Cube’s rear wall, to where they vanished inside a rack of large power cabinets.

      Staring up at the ceiling, she was amazed to see there were no neons or lightbulbs of any kind. The serene illumination came from the stack itself, the only source of light in the room.

      As she struggled to understand what she was staring at, the light fluctuated, turning a few degrees brighter. Asalak walked over to where the main console of the machine was installed and took a seat alongside another man, already seated.

      Shocked that she’d failed to notice him, Beatrice’s heart skipped a beat when she realized who sat in the chair.

      Oh!

      The man turned to her.

      Asher!

      He was the same as she remembered him. The neatly neglected dark hair, the sharp features, the keen and intelligent dark-brown eyes, the sensuous mouth. Maybe it had to do with the fact that his appearance hadn’t changed, but she felt the bond they’d once shared blossom at once, as if it had never dimmed. He still looked so much like Asher. It was mesmerizing and for the first time in her life, she didn’t know what to think. Tebayi’s attack had left them both fragile, weak, and broken. They had suffered much, both physically and mentally. In the final instants when he confronted her, spurred on by Tebayi’s influence, she had held on to the hope that his affection would prevail, that he wouldn’t squeeze the trigger. Even when he did, the hope inside her still wouldn’t die.

      And she was sure that was the reason she was still alive.

      The man with Asher’s eyes looked at her quizzically, his features set in a neutral yet polite facade. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod then turned his attention back to the displays.

      Heart hammering in her chest, she shot a glance at Asalak. He saw the indecision in her eyes and with a quick hand gesture, invited her to come closer.

      Beatrice’s emotions flopped inside her like a goldfish away from his bowl.

      She knew she had to face it someday. Face the fact that Asher was no longer the man she’d known, appreciated, cared for. It was disconcerting but she had to find a way to rationalize it, to live with it.

      Because that’s the way it is now.

      She took a deep breath and walked over to them.

      “Beatrice,” Asalak said without looking away from the screen, where a complex diagram slowly rotated counterclockwise, “you remember Eklan, of course.”

      The man she thought of as Asher bolted upward from his seat. He struck his hand out, a crooked smile appearing on his handsome face. “Beatrice McKenzie. A pleasure to meet you at last. I have heard a lot of good things about you from Asalak, Noah Blevins and Staff Sergeant Garcia.”

      Taken aback by the subtle differences in his voice, she involuntarily jerked backwards. He seemed not to take notice and eased forward.

      “I know this is a shock to you. I am sorry my appearance causes you trouble.”

      She realized he was still waiting for her to shake his hand. She gulped down her unease and  gripped the proffered hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      He indicated the stack with a nod of the head. “What do you make of it?”

      She glanced at the tower looming in the background. Up close, it was even more impressive. The stack was filled with hundreds of palm-sized decagonal devices, plate-sized, that twinkled with activity, each one behaving differently than the other. They reminded her of the incapacitator weapons, but larger and without the smooth shape. Each device was made-up of even more integrated pieces, of the same ten-sided decagonal shape, that created an overall effect of looking into infinity, with each piece getting smaller and smaller, down to a level that was too small for her to make out. Fascinated, she observed the stack with awe. There was a sense of power behind the hum of the machinery, a purpose that was hard to quantify but there nonetheless.

      “It’s quite striking. What is it?” She said, shifting her stare to Eklan.

      “A disruptor.”

      “Interesting.”

      He grinned, pleased.

      “What’s a disruptor?” She asked.

      He blinked twice before answering. “An apparatus designed to disrupt.”

      Somewhat miffed by his answer, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Really? I wouldn’t have thought of it.”

      Asalak turned away from the screens to watch the interaction between the two. She noticed he had a timid grin on his face.

      “That does not surprise me,” Eklan said, as if he stated a fact pulled from the book of ‘Known truths about humans’.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Eklan didn’t notice the edge in her voice. “It is well known you prefer to let instinct dictate your actions instead of thinking it through.”

      “Is that so?”

      The sarcasm was lost to him. “Yes.”

      She shrugged. “We’re not all that way, you know. Take me, for example. I think too much.”

      Eklan’s face registered surprise. “I didn’t think that was possible for humans.”

      She snickered. “Oh, it is. Believe me, it is.”

      He pondered the answer. “Perhaps.”

      She turned to the disruptor. “So about this apparatus.”

      It was Asalak who answered this time. “It’s a weapon against the Snyl.”

      She glanced at him. His eyes affected a quiet confidence but his jaw twitched with apprehension.

      “A weapon?”

      He walked over to where she stood. “Yes.”

      They both stood in silence for a few seconds, the play of light revolving around them.

      “How does it work?” She asked.

      Eklan returned to the console. Asalak watched him took his seat then turned to Beatrice. “It uses energy from brain waves.”

      Her eyebrows rose up a good centimeter. “Woah.”

      He smiled. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “Oh?”

      He nodded. “Yes. That this machine can’t possibly work. The Colonel said the same thing.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” she corrected.

      He realized it was true and shook his head. “Sorry.”

      “So how does it work?”

      He gestured at the glittering decagonal machines. “It’s kind of complicated.”

      “Give me the short version.”

      He nodded, somewhat taken by her peevish expression. “The Snyl use a complex form of communication to coordinate their existence. They are but one mind, a collective entity dependent on a main nexus to govern their existence. Disrupt this nexus and they lose coherence, becoming scattered and leaderless.”

      “And brain waves will do that?”

      There was a brief hesitation before he nodded. “That’s what we hope. The disruptor will harness our brain waves and store them in this matrix. Then, using the most powerful Artificial Intelligence on the planet, we will write a new set of rules for the Snyl. The energy we have right here,” he touched his head. “is what makes us different from them. We each have an individual, separate, unique brain that processes data continuously. That is our advantage over them. We will wield this power to disrupt the Snyl and achieve our goal.”

      “To stop the invasion.”

      Eklan turned from the screens. There was a pleased expression on his face. “That is correct, Miss McKenzie.”

      Beatrice froze, stunned by the sight.

      For a fraction of a second, she could have sworn seeing Asher’s distinctive grin on the Amilaki’s features.

      But that was impossible.

      Wasn’t it?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There you go, good as new.”

      Beatrice sat back from the edge of her cot. Foxy stirred up from her prone position and shook her head from side to side, flinging away any remaining hairs that weren’t still attached to her skin. She licked her right foreleg a few times, then did the same with the other. Beatrice watched the maneuver with a knowing smile. Satisfied that the Sheltie was now groomed and somewhat presentable, she set the brush aside and made herself comfortable. Using a pillow to soften the wall behind her, she stretched out on the cot, at once tired from the day’s tribulations.

      It was late night and she ought to be sleeping but the encounter with Eklan still played in her mind, like a video on endless repeat. Had she imagined it all? Was Asher still in there, deep inside the Amilaki’s consciousness? Or where the two beings so intertwined that Eklan’s quirks and nonverbal expressions somehow mirrored Asher’s?

      Asalak had told her it was highly improbable, that Asher’s mind had been too damaged; yet her instinct said otherwise.

      There was a nudge to her right wrist. With familiar ease she raised her arm to allow Foxy access to her lap. The dog settled into place and fell asleep. Foxy’s snores soon turned into an impossible-to-resist lullaby and Beatrice found herself drifting into slumber, her eyelids at once weighted down by weariness.

      She closed her eyes.

      A voice hissed in the silence, barely discernible. Still groggy, she scanned the room for the source, not really alarmed by the disturbance.

      That’s when she noticed a shadow crossing behind the frosted pane of glass, the one set inside the room’s door. She gently rolled Foxy aside then got up. With outmost care not to make any sound, she pulled the door open, keeping it ajar just wide enough for her to peek through.  She glanced down the hallway. Two soldiers were slowly walking away, their footsteps surprisingly subdued in the quietness of the night. Beatrice recognized one of the figures at once.

      “Paige?” She called, keeping her voice low.

      Twenty feet away, the soldier stopped. There was a moment of hesitation than the shadowy form slowly turned around.

      Paige Hillcox lifted her right hand and gave a little wave. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      Taken aback by the blunt response, Beatrice called back, “Everything okay?”

      Paige nodded and gave another small wave. Then with one quick spin, she walked away, vanishing in the gloom at the far end of the hallway.

      Beatrice watched her go, confounded by her behavior.

      What’s gotten into her?

      She locked the door and eased back into bed, troubled by Paige’s dismissal.

      But as she yielded to sleep once again, it was the other soldier’s conduct that bugged her the most.

      For the man had never bothered to turn, remaining perfectly stock-still.
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      Corporal Paige Hillcox stared at the sun as it began its daily climb into the sky, a row of grayish-white clouds creeping along on its own itinerary. The first phase of their mission had gone as planned. They had returned late to the base, which had allowed them to evade any inquisitive questioning from the other soldiers. Only the guard on duty had asked about ‘their day’ and ‘how it had went’ but Paige had casually walked by, leaving him behind without a second glance.

      The morning was exceptionally quiet, with only the bird calls to disrupt its stillness. It was time for phase two. Their objective was out in the courtyard, just a grenade lob away. Hillcox indicated the shed to her companion. Kyle De Rozan nodded. Making sure the perimeter was clear, they approached the steel-clad enclosure with caution. There was a device positioned over the entrance. A security cam. Hillcox gripped a palm-sized object from her jacket and aimed it at the door. There was a burst of red light. She waited a second then made her way to the door. Picking out an ID card, she flashed it to a control panel that had been fastened to the wall. The panel’s color changed from red to green and the door popped open.

      The shed was a basic structure, with the one main door and a roll-up one for deliveries via pallets. There were no windows and the construction was anchored in place with oversized bolts, drilled directly into a foot thick concrete slab. Flicking the light on, she strolled without hesitation to the rear, to where the heavier weapons were stored.

      Two large carbon-fiber cases were fastened to the wall with a set of tie-downs, the only objects in the shed with such a special disposition. De Rozan gripped the straps with an assured hand and thumbed the release switch. Hillcox stepped over to the case and popped the latches holding the cover in place. There was a sound of air escaping, then, satisfied that she could proceed, she set the cover aside to expose the contents.

      The GS-777 RPG-7 launcher was an older model but it would do the job nicely. All they needed now was the grenades themselves. Turning to the second case leaning against the wall, she let the Private remove the fasteners. Half a minute later, she gripped one of the grenades from the lined interior. There were six grenades in the case.

      Plenty enough.

      De Rozan set his weapon aside and grabbed the launcher. It was lighter than it looked though he kept the observation to himself.

      The Corporal snapped the grenade into the launcher then stuffed two others inside her backpack. She felt the added weight dig into her shoulders but it wasn’t of consequence. De Rozan scanned the contents of the shelves, making his way toward the front door. There was a lot of stuff they could use. But they needed to be nimble. So, they had forego the use of claymores and other heavy ordnance, less advantageous in a raid-type operation. Along with their rifles, they each had a handgun, along with a belt of clips, a helmet, body armor, kevlar-plated gloves, combat pants with reinforced knee pads and assault boots.

      They were ready.

      Hillcox went to the door and looked outside. The way was clear so she exited the shed and hurried over to the other structure, 20 yards out. De Rozan followed, his equipment making a clicking noise as he jogged over to where she waited. Pointing with her M16, she gestured at the main building. There was a path leading out to a service entrance at the back of the building. Hillcox knew this entrance was used by the Amilaki traitors; and by those misguided enough to give them a hand. If they could make their way to that entrance without being spotted, their mission would have a greater chance of success.

      She waited for the Private to catch his breath then sprinted off.

      Legs pumping, she hustled up the hill that fenced off the courtyard and crossed over to a row of tall hedges. Hidden from sight, she allowed herself a moment to breathe. From behind the hedges, the entrance was just a baseball throw away. She waved at De Rozan and a moment later he joined her, putting a knee down to the ground.

      All they needed to do now was to go back inside the building.

      There was a squeaking noise and the service door creaked open. Hillcox raised her weapon and peered in the scope to better make out what was going on.

      A woman with a pale complexion, a long coat and a mane of fiery red hair was holding the door open. Her name popped inside the Corporal’s head. Beatrice. The soldier hesitated for a second then immobilized the dancing crosshairs on her, aiming for the forehead. She slid her forefinger to the trigger.

      The woman in the doorway turned on her heels and vanished back inside, the door closing automatically with a sharp bang.

      Hillcox eased her finger away from the trigger. She glanced at De Rozan. The Private looked as annoyed as she was but nevertheless kept his position.

      The oversized steel door opened again.

      There was a flash of sable and white and an animal streaked outside, zooming over the ground with a burst of speed. The dog spun around in a wide circle a couple of times, its tail wagging with unbound enthusiasm as it found interesting scents.

      Hillcox brought her weapon up.

      The crosshairs darted left and right, up and down as she worked to keep the cavorting dog in sight.

      The door opened again.

      Hillcox pivoted sideways, changing the target in her sight. The woman from before stepped outside, accompanied by another young person. They walked slowly away from the entrance, coming to a standstill near a knee-high concrete border that delimited the courtyard from the forested area beyond.

      From her vantage point, the woman was partially hidden behind the youth, so Hillcox changed target. In the sight of her rifle, the kid’s skin blemishes and rare beard hair popped into view, as sharp as a high resolution image.

      Her finger found the trigger and she calmed her breathing, settling into the firing position.

      There was a loud bark, right in her ear, about six feet away. Jerking her head up to look over the hedge, she noticed the dog staring straight at her.

      “Foxy!”

      The voice exploded in the air like a firecracker.

      Hillcox turned her head back to the two humans. She realized they were coming her way and with a short nod to De Rozan, she plowed through the bushes with one swift lunge. The dog’s barks rattled in the air like a machine gun, the woof-woof-woof’s an uninterrupted barrage of noise. She aimed her weapon and fired. The bullets tore the ground between the animal’s front paws, throwing dark clouds of dirt in the air. There was a yelp of pain followed by a piercing shriek.

      The dog stopped moving.

      Hillcox levelled her weapon.

      “Paige!”

      The call hit Hillcox at full blast. Her finger froze. She turned to the woman rushing forward.

      “What are you doing for God’s sakes?” Beatrice screamed, eyes wide in terror.

      Noah came forward, a look of fear and incomprehension in his eyes. De Rozan burst into the open and using the butt end of the launcher, smashed it over the kid’s skull. Noah crumpled like a rag doll, unconscious. Beatrice gaped in horror at the Private. Shocked, she scooted over to the teen and knelt down beside him. There was an ugly gash on his head, a long jagged line that cut across his scalp. Blood flowed down the side of his face, pooling on the hardened ground. She removed her scarf and dabbed away the blood, then, in one quick gesture, wrapped the length of fabric around the wound. Her eyes fell to Foxy lying immobile on the ground. She couldn’t believe what was happening. She turned to Hillcox. The Corporal had her weapon aimed straight at her.

      “Paige?” Beatrice said, the fear exploding in her chest. “What are you doing?”

      She saw the Corporal’s face twitch.

      Is she understanding what I’m saying?

      Hillcox motioned for her to get up, the weapon jerking upwards. Beatrice straightened, lifting her hands up in the air. De Rozan grabbed her left arm and pinned it to her back, hard. Beatrice felt a burst of pain in her shoulder. She stifled a cry and stared with defiance at the Private. The young man gazed back at her with no outward emotion.

      “Kyle! My God! It’s me! It’s Beatrice!”

      The Private shifted his gaze to the Corporal. There was a wordless exchange and Beatrice wondered what was going on. Then, as if in answer, De Rozan pushed her forward with a rough shove. She stumbled and almost fell but managed to stay upright.

      “What the hell are you doing? Why won’t you answer me?”

      There was no answer but instead she was urged forward again, with the same brutal shove as before. Gritting her teeth, she shot a glance at Foxy. The Sheltie lay on the ground, unmoving. She had no idea how badly hurt she was. The only positive thing was that she still breathed, her chest rising up and down with a regular, though way too fast, rhythm. Beatrice’s heart went out to her and to Noah. There was nothing she could do for them, not now. Paige and Kyle were acting without reason. It was terrifying because she had no idea what they would do next.

      But she had the sinking sensation that she was about to find out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “We got a visual.”

      Tebayi’s stare shifted from the high mountains ringing the horizon to the gloomy interior of the houseboat. She crossed the doorway, waited a second for her vision to adjust, then took position to Violet Blake’s left. The plump woman with the dark hair and inquisitive stare indicated the monitor propped on the kitchen table. “They have entered the premises.”

      Tebayi nodded. The drone’s visual acuity was pitiful but it was all they had time to cobble together from the available parts they’d managed to retrieve. She sighed. The primitiveness of the humans grated on her nerves. Why the Universe had not managed to wipe them out was a total mystery. They were either the luckiest species in existence, or they had some intangible power that she didn’t know about.

      Of course the planet they lived on had a lot to do with their survival. Earth was a miracle place. One of the few in the Cosmos.

      Though, she knew, a miracle, too, could die.

      The image flickered as the drone shifted position, tracking the two soldiers who had fallen in her hands.

      They were so easy to manipulate, these poor beings. Their minds were feeble things, prone to suggestion and so utterly devoid of self-preservation.

      Hillcox and De Rozan where her’s now to toy with, to use, to exploit.

      Asalak and his followers were on a path that would lead to the annihilation of the Amilaki.

      They had to be stopped.

      Once and for all.
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      Beatrice heard the heavy door slam shut behind her. De Rozan walked past, holding the launcher close to his chest. There was another shove from behind and she was pushed forward again. They were hugging the walls of the short corridor that led out from the rear entrance and over to the open space beyond. The common area was probably already busy with people getting ready for the day, unaware of the impending menace. She needed a way to warn them or she feared a bloodbath was at hand.

      The business end of the Corporal’s weapon inserted itself between her shoulder blades. She froze. Paige’s face came into view, a foot away from her left ear. She had a finger to her lips, the universal symbol to ‘keep your mouth shut’. Beatrice sensed the cold determination of the woman and automatically nodded in acknowledgement.

      There goes one idea.

      Prodded again, she hurried up the corridor, trying to both keep her cool and find a way to defuse the situation. They were only twenty feet away from where the corridor opened up to the common area. It was already a minor miracle nobody had come their way to go out for a cigarette or check on the weather. Already, a low hubbub could be heard, the sound of people saluting each other while they walked away to the other sections of the plant.

      The light changed, turning brighter.

      They were seconds away from the open area. On the right, the dormitory’s private rooms would occupy most of the space while on the left, rooms and other hallways would fill up the remaining square feet.

      Beatrice scanned the opposite wall.

      There was a fire alarm box near the corner, on the left side of the corridor.

      De Rozan maneuvered closer to her, his right arm a few inches away from her left shoulder.

      A voice, louder than the rest, at once rolled down the corridor. “You can’t be serious, that gear is older than my grandma!”

      The owner of the voice, a large man wearing a navy-blue baseball hat with ‘NY’ stitched in white letters, crossed the empty space from right to left and came to a standstill, right smack in the center of the corridor. The white of his eyes shone in the low light.

      “What the?”

      Hillcox’s weapon jerked sideways. With a sudden and explosive burst of speed, Beatrice elbowed the Corporal in the ribs. The detonation of the M16 in the enclosed space was like a nuclear explosion. The bullets struck the wall a few inches away from the man, the impacts projecting bits of concrete in the air. There was a confused cry from the soldier. Beatrice recognized him as he dropped to the ground.

      One of the guards.

      Kowalski.

      To her left, she sensed De Rozan move. Without warning, he grabbed her by the hair and pulled. Beatrice cried out in pain. Ten feet away, Kowalski looked up as Hillcox came closer to him, her weapon trained on his head.

      “Corporal Hillcox?”

      The soldier’s voice was full of confusion. Beatrice’s heart leapt up to him.

      Hillcox motioned for the soldier to get up. Kowalski obeyed, eyes shifting to De Rozan and Beatrice and back over to Hillcox.

      “What is this?” He called, clearly upset.

      For all answers, Hillcox lined up her rifle directly to his chest. The message was unequivocal and Kowalski froze, eyes wide in disbelief. The Corporal made a small gesture with her left hand, specifying he should turn around and face the other way. Kowalski spun around at once. In one smooth motion, Hillcox eased the M16 over to her shoulder and pulled out her handgun. A millisecond later, the Colt’s business end was glued to Kowalski’s head.

      Beatrice watched another soldier arrive on the scene. Cornell Williams saw Kowalski with his hands raised and with stupefaction realized what was going on.

      “Easy, Corporal Hillcox, easy,” he said, slowly backing up.

      More soldiers erupted into the hall. Cornell gestured at them to stay behind. All the soldiers were unarmed, having just stepped out of their rooms to grab some chow before getting on with their day.

      “Whatever it is, Paige, we can work it out.” Cornell’s voice was smooth as silk. “Why don’t you put your gun away so that we can talk. How about it?”

      For all answer, Hillcox simply stared ahead, continuing on her path.

      Beatrice sensed a shift in De Rozan’s grip followed a moment later by release. She glanced backwards. The circular mouth of a Colt filled her view.

      Shit.

      There was another brutal shove and she was pushed ahead.

      Behind her, she heard the confused exclamation of soldiers as they enquired about what was going on. Cornell was shushing them down the best he could, his voice calling for attention.

      Up ahead, the main hallway waited. Beatrice noticed that a steel door was propped open with a rubber doorstop, jammed tightly into place. De Rozan shoved her forward and she walked past the door. A moment later, she heard a scuffle followed by the characteristic sound of someone hitting the floor. She turned her head. Kowalski was sprawled to the ground, inert. Before the image had time to register itself in her mind, she saw Hillcox kick the doorstop away and pull the door close. There was a loud clang of noise then shouts from behind the door. Hillcox gripped the security lock with both hands. On the other side, someone was attempting to open the door, tugging the handle. De Rozan watched Hillcox’s struggle and hurried over to the door, letting Beatrice go.

      She bolted.

      Fear and adrenaline coursed through her veins, propelling her forward. Too soon, she heard the sound of the lock sliding into place followed by the pounding of fists on the metal.

      She had only two yards to go before the hallway opened up to the large area, and to safety.

      “Stop!”

      Hillcox’s voice chilled her to the bone.

      She was still one yard out. She dove to the floor.

      The sound of footsteps echoed up the hallway.

      She rolled out of the way, protecting her head with both arms.

      “Miss McKenzie?”

      Sergeant Garcia’s voice engulfed her at once. She turned her head. He was standing twenty feet away, a look of concern on his face.

      “Stand back!” She called in desperation.

      Hillcox surged out of the hallway, weapon in hand. She turned her head toward her main target. Toward the Cube.

      “Paige?” Garcia said, his voice wrapped in uncertainty.

      She turned to where he stood and fired.

      There was a loud rattle as the weapon discharged, superseding everything else. Beatrice heard Garcia cry in pain then the sound of his body hitting the ground. De Rozan stepped around Hillcox and lifted the launcher to his shoulder. Beatrice got to her knees and with an inarticulate shout kicked him behind the knees. He crumpled, dropping the launcher to the floor. From the corner of her eye, she saw Hillcox’s Colt pivot into view. There was a slight quiver to the Corporal’s finger as it kissed the trigger.

      Beatrice squeezed her eyes shut.

      The shot rang out.

      She heard a low thud.

      Hillcox was lying on the floor, her upper torso drenched in blood.

      De Rozan picked the launcher from the ground and hefted it. Beatrice saw someone flash into view, running at great speed. Then, without warning, she heard bodies collide with great force, the noise culminating with the characteristic sound of a bone snapping.

      Then silence.

      Trying to still the heart galloping in her chest, she checked Hillcox’s pulse. It was accelerated but strong. She saw someone come closer. A hand came into view. She grabbed it and felt herself being lifted up. Asalak’s face materialized at once, clear as a bell.

      “Are you all right?” He asked, between breaths.

      She nodded, too shocked to say anything.

      Turning sideways, she saw De Rozan’s body on the ground. He was unconscious, with his nose all crooked and bloody.

      “Stay here,” she heard Asalak say.

      He ran away.

      She stared over to where Garcia lay. The Sergeant sat on the floor, cradling his left arm, a pained expression in his eyes.

      She walked over to him.

      “Sergeant, are you okay?”

      “Never mind me,” he said. “How’s Paige?”

      “Still breathing. I think she was hit in the shoulder.”

      The Sergeant’s eyes closed. “Jesus.” His stare settled on De Rozan’s still form. “And Kyle?”

      “Unconscious. Broken nose for sure,” she said, the words escaping her mouth with a much faster rate than usual.

      “Help me up.”

      Beatrice stepped closer to the soldier. He raised his arm, the one uninjured, and she slid her shoulder underneath him. He counted to three and she lifted him up as he pushed, the two vacillating under the strain.

      “Thank you,” he said, after finding his footing.

      “Don’t thank me. I should be the one doing that,” she said, shaking her head with a sob. “You saved my life.”

      His eyes clouded over. “Help me to her.”

      Propping him up, they slowly made their way over to where the two soldiers lay. At the same time, a rush of bodies erupted from the hallway. Asalak hurried over to her, accompanied by Moffatt and Williams.

      “Let us take over, Beatrice,” Cornell said, easing alongside her.

      She nodded, her mind playing back in a loop what Hillcox and De Rozan had done. She stared at her hands. They shook with uncontrolled nervousness, beyond her capacity to keep them still. The images kept spinning crazily in her mind, a wild kaleidoscope that mashed together the scenes of what she’d just lived through. Then, a specific vision asserted itself. At once, she felt a gauntlet of ice clutch her heart.

      “Oh my God!”

      With a look of despair to Asalak, she ran down the corridor, her heart about ready to explode. She dodged the troops rushing in, dancing right to left and back again, her sight locked to the heavy doors of the rear entrance. She couldn’t run fast enough, even when the hallway fell behind, even when she pushed the doors wide open, even when she exploded out in the open air. The cold wind struck her skin but she ignored it and careened down the hill, all other thoughts left behind. She could hear Asalak’s footsteps behind her, the man following her every move. Up ahead a human figure sat on the ground, looking lost.

      “Noah!”

      The kid’s dark brown eyes didn’t look up. There was a mess of fur on his lap, the sable and white hair matted and dirty.

      Beatrice’s heart sank. “No!”

      She ran over to them and dropped to her knees. Noah turned to her, his stare all wrong. His head was cocked sideways and a trickle of blood completely occulted his ear.

      “She’s hurt,” he croaked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Beatrice put a hand to Foxy’s head. The dog lifted her head a centimeter, letting out a low whimper. There was a large spot of blood in her side, next to the right hind leg.

      “Oh, Foxy…”

      Not knowing what to do, Beatrice stroke her with a hesitant hand, tears freely flowing down her cheeks. She could sense the Sheltie’s accelerated heart rate through the palm of her hand. It raced with a rapid cadence, matching Foxy’s labored panting.

      “Easy, girl. Easy.”

      The words hung in the air. Foxy’s hind leg twitched and she turned her head a few degrees, to the voice she recognized from any others. She let out another whimper, even more feeble than before.

      “Easy, love.”

      She heard Asalak run off. “I’ll get Kalxin,” he called, his voice sounding as pained as Noah’s.

      Beatrice’s whole universe shrunk with each of Foxy’s breath, with each of her moans.

      Noah sat, transfixed, refusing to move, to think. His head hurt like crazy but he refused to let it bother him. He was here to support Foxy. To support Beatrice.

      And when she turned to him, her eyes so impossibly sad, he knew he would never forget them… for as long as he lived.
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      Vokug observed the pandemonium with satisfaction. Events had not proceeded exactly as planned, but it was even better in a sense. ‘The puppets have failed,’ the voice said, directly inside his head. ‘Proceed as planned.’

      Though the voice was distracting, he welcomed it anyway, enjoying the closeness of the contact. Tebayi was a ferocious entity, one he admired, respected, feared… and loved. There were no uncertainties with her: you either had her trust, or you didn’t.

      And if you didn’t, you were her enemy.

      He knew she polarized opinions among those who followed her. Those who embraced her vision of the future were way too extremist for Asalak’s more sensible approach.

      But sensibility during times of war was a luxury no one could afford.

      They had to have control.

      Control of their future.

      Of the future.

      Slipping away from where the puppets lay on the ground, he stepped into the shadows, hugging the high walls of the room. It was his first time inside the restricted area, inside the private space where the others worked. Only officers were allowed here, but with Hillcox and De Rozan shooting up the place, he had managed to make his way inside, unnoticed.

      Hugging the concrete walls, he hurried out to the objective. The Cube was calling to him, a beacon of possibilities in a vacillating world. According to Tebayi, a new destiny would await them… if he was successful.

      But first, he had to wait.

      ‘Stand-by,’ the voice said, as if in response to what he’d been thinking.

      He was standing about thirty feet away from the Cube’s entrance. He could see the security panel that granted access. It was the only piece of tech around, save for the natural-gas powered heating units hanging from the rafters. Looking up at them, he noticed there were four of them, one in each corner, though at the moment only two worked, the blue flames easily visible even from the ground.

      Back near the hallway, he saw the doctors attend to those hurt. He watched as Marilisa Leyland staunched the flow of blood oozing from Hillcox’s wound, a concerned expression on her face. Williams and Moffatt rushed to her side, maneuvering a gurney into position.

      ‘Get ready.’

      He felt his heart skip a beat then resume its normal rhythm.

      How weird it was. To have someone else’s heart.

      He shifted his gaze to the Cube. There wasn’t much time left. Soon, he knew, Graves would lock everything down and force everyone out of the room.

      Something had to give, and right now.

      The security panel’s light flickered twice then switched off.

      ‘Go.’

      He raced off. Vokug was tall, heavily built, with the body of a hockey player. The powerful legs propelled him with maximum efficiency and a few seconds later he reached the door.

      ‘Wait.’

      He took position alongside the opening, flattening his back against the wall.

      The door opened, pushed out from the interior.

      A man stepped out.

      He recognized him at once.

      Eklan.

      Not waiting for the confirmation he knew was coming, he pressed a needle-like device against the back of his neck. Eklan gave a short sigh and crumpled, senseless. Vokug caught him by the elbows and settled his body to the ground.

      Got him.

      ‘Go in,’ the voice urged. ‘Now.’

      Vokug slipped between the door and the frame and disappeared inside. He let the door close behind him and hurried over to the target.

      The stack overshadowed everything else in the room. It was a glowing assemblage of focused power, shining forth with purpose. He knew what it was. Tebayi had guessed its function as it was being built, channeling Asalak’s intentions. At first, the plan had been to destroy it, plain and simple. Then, Tebayi had settled on an even better idea. One that might be even more providential.

      He approached the structure, staring at the engraved decagons glimmering with steadfast intensity. The object’s size and complexity was impressive and he admitted to himself that Asalak and Eklan had worked wonders with the resources they had on hand. It was a beautiful thing to behold. There was Amilaki grace to the design and its eloquence wasn’t lost to him.

      But he had something to do.

      He extracted a tiny octagonal-shaped tube from a hidden slot in his belt. The tube was small, even for Amilaki tech, but it was the contents that were truly singular. With utmost care, he pressed the tube to one of the blinking decagonal devices. There was an almost inaudible click and with amazement, he watched the tube burrow its way beneath the surface. Then, with a tiny burst of light, the tube ruptured. A cloud of microscopic, nanosized infiltrators dispersed at once through the stack, finding refuge at once within the central matrix.

      His job done, Vokug made his way outside the Cube. He closed the door and waited.

      The panel lighted up and he heard the bolt slide back into place.

      Staring at Eklan still lying prone on the floor, he made a move to finish what he’d started.

      But the voice advised against it.

      ‘You need to get out, now.’

      What about Eklan?

      ‘Leave him… he may still yet be of use.’

      He hesitated.

      ‘Vokug. I need you by my side.’

      Tebayi’s words jolted him and he hurried off, without a backward glance. As he rushed between the soldiers still crowding the corridor, the voice of Colonel Graves boomed down from the PA system.

      “I want all non-essential personnel to go back to the common area. I repeat: non-essential personnel to the common area, on the double.”

      Striding down the hallway, he nodded with curt acknowledgements to those who crossed his path, evading their stares. Nobody blocked his way as he left the dormitory behind and walked towards the rear entrance, to the one he had used to infiltrate the unit in the first place.

      He closed in on the door, put his hand to the aluminum crossbar and pushed.

      “Hold that door, soldier,” a voice called from ten feet away.

      He froze.

      He knew that voice.

      Asalak.

      The traitor was squatting next to a woman with a mess of reddish hair. Another traitor, Kalxin, faced them, attending an injured animal lying on a piece of clothing. Neither Kalxin or Asalak were looking up, their attention focused on the dog.

      This was his chance. He could take care of them both and end their misguided actions with a few well-placed blows.

      ‘No.’

      ‘But they’ll never know what hit them.’

      ‘Leave them.’

      He understood Tebayi’s decision. His mission had been a complete success thus far. He risked being captured if he went on the offensive. And being captured meant Graves would worry about his presence in the compound, and what he’d been up to in the first place.

      It was too great of a risk.

      So he pivoted on his heels and walked away, hurrying off without a backward glance.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Let’s get her inside,” Kalxin said.

      Asalak turned to his friend. The Amilaki was both a scientist and a veterinarian, the marriage made possible by a particularly efficient matching of the parabiont to its human host. Kalxin was rather unique in this aspect. Most of Dr. Henry Sopp’s knowledge, accumulated along the years, was accessible to him so even though he had no formal training in animal medicine, Kalxin knew what to do.

      With a silent nod, Asalak lifted the dog in his arms.

      Beatrice stood alongside, her mind whirring with questions. But she didn’t want to find the answers. Not right now.

      Like an automaton, she followed both men inside the plant. The earlier chaos had abated but there was still a buzz of energy echoing in the place, like an aftershock. Soldiers and medical staff hurried from one place to the next, carrying blankets and medical supplies. As they approached the area that had been setup for medical needs, Kalxin hurried forward, searching for something. Beatrice noticed Doctor Leyland cross the open space with haste, going from one treatment room to the next. She vanished behind the olive-green curtains of a section partitioned off from the others, followed close behind by Nurse Allston.

      “This way.”

      Kalxin had found an empty space, the last one available in the Medical area. It was small and was used to store supplies but it would do the job. There was a gurney already setup, along with a pillow and an empty chair.

      “Put her there.”

      Beatrice’s breath caught in her throat.

      Asalak’s shirt was stained with blood.

      With great care, the Amilaki deposited the Sheltie on the mattress then stepped back to let Kalxin work.

      “I need an instrument tray.”

      Beatrice nodded, turning to Asalak. “I’ll get it.” She heard him say.

      Her heart went out to him. He understood her unspoken desire to stay at Foxy’s side. Though it might have been an alien concept to him, he still respected the deep bond that existed between her and Foxy.

      “Hold her steady,” Kalxin said.

      She saw him pull something from a pocket. She recognized the Amilaki design at once. Compact and smooth, the device had the same eerie light show as the rest of their tech. He thumbed the surface and the pattern of symbols solidified into a new emblem. She had no clue what it meant but she guessed it was the Amilaki equivalent of the caduceus, the symbol traditionally used to depict medicine.

      He closed his eyes for a few seconds, his hand hovering an inch away from Foxy’s forehead. Then, with a sure hand, he placed the device between the Sheltie’s eyes. Beatrice stared in amazement as Foxy’s rapid breathing eased, becoming normal again. A moment later, she was fast asleep.

      “Tranquilizer,” Kalxin said, as explanation.

      Beatrice nodded, unsure about what to think.

      There was a brusque shove of the curtain and Asalak reappeared, holding an aluminum tray in his hands. The sight of the tools sent a shiver down Beatrice’s spine. The tools were so clinical, so surgical in design and function that she couldn’t help but be terrified.

      It was stupid, but she couldn’t help herself.

      He deposited the tray at the gurney’s head.

      “Beatrice, bring that bottle to me.”

      She glanced at the corner of the room where he pointed. There were boxes stacked along the far wall. The one on top was already open, filled with green bottles. “Yes, the antiseptic.” He confirmed, as if answering her unspoken question.

      She grabbed the 32oz bottle and handed it to him again. “No, you open it. Pour some unto my hands then on Foxy’s wound. Right here.” He indicated an area near the dog’s hind leg.

      Fumbling with the cap, she managed to do what he asked. “Very well,” she heard him say.

      Kalxin turned to a large box in another stack . “Gloves.”

      Beatrice reached over and ripped the tape from the box. She grabbed the first available bag. There was a white sticker with the letters XL on the packaging. She held them in the air for Kalxin to see. “Are there any large ones in there?” He asked.

      She rummaged through the box. But they were all the same size, and all of them purple.

      “That one!” Asalak called, pointing at the box at the bottom of the pile. Beatrice dropped the gloves back in the box then squatted down to seize the other box. Tearing the box open, she tossed a bag of blue gloves to Asalak. A moment later, Kalxin had them on and was now ready to operate.

      He grabbed a scalpel. “Beatrice, you can wait outside if you want. This will take some time.”

      She looked him in the eye.

      “Not a chance.”

      He nodded. “Can you keep an eye on her breathing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He exhaled softly. “Then let’s begin.”

      And on those words, he cut Foxy’s abdomen open.
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      Eklan woke up with the dream still vivid in his mind. He had dreamt of a place. A place of beauty where the natural world bordered on the divine. This place was bathed in a golden glow, with the sun taking position above tranquil seas over which decorative clouds glided by, solely for their aesthetic properties. The sea was a refuge for archipelagos of islands, loosely assembled together to form a sprawling land mass. Each island was sun-kissed and blessed with seasonal temperatures all-year long, the white-sanded beaches and luxurious greenery never changing as Time went on its way.

      He had found himself on one of these islands. Strolling through the diverse flora, he was amazed by the luxuriousness of it all, by the richness of its variety. Life, here, was plentiful and even abundant, alive with possibilities and future promises.

      Hunkering down to poke at the ground, he watched with contentment as tiny creatures went about their business. They were a busy species, building and erecting spires that loomed high over the ground, hundredfold taller than their own size. What possessed them to build such structures? And why? Was it linked somehow to the building blocks of their genetic material, or was it something similar to instinct?

      He had no idea.

      It was one of Life’s mysteries.

      Staring at the pale pink sky as the sun went down, he saw the first pinpoints of light appear. But contrary to what he’d anticipated, the pinpoints moved with careful deliberation, crossing the sky from West to East, coming to rest directly above his head. The lights glittered as they settled into place, forming a circular cluster, like an eye looking down from space.

      The cluster blinked.

      And the sky turned bright white.

      “Eklan.” A voice said in his head. “You have a task waiting.”

      He sat up at once.

      Early morning light streamed inside his room, pushing away the shadows of the moonless night. He was in his bed, like he should be, except that he had no memory of actually going to sleep. He couldn’t recall washing his teeth or stripping off his clothes, or even what the previous evening had been about.

      But he had obviously carried out his routine, or he wouldn’t be in his room.

      Unless someone had done it for him.

      He shrugged the discomfort away and got dressed. His clothes waited for him in the closet, the hangers all neatly aligned the way he liked. After donning the gray cargo pants and the black vest over a white t-shirt, he made his way to the Cube. For some reason, he felt compelled to check out his work in progress, foregoing his body’s cravings for replenishment.

      It was particularly quiet as he strolled out of the common area and crossed the hallway that led to the big room. There were a few soldiers going about their daily chores, but they ignored him as he walked by, some of them stifling yawns as they either began or ended their shifts.

      Four minutes later, he arrived at the Cube. He stared at the main door with a mix of puzzlement and hesitation. His hand went to the back of his neck. He felt a small protuberance on the skin and he wondered if a bug or spider had bit him during the night.

      He put his palm to the security panel and waited for the confirmation. The light changed to green and he heard the door pop open with a soft hiss. He made his way inside the brightly lit room, feeling at ease at once. The illumination mimicked Ukun’s own natural light, making it easier for him to concentrate and to think. The object of his attention stood a few feet away, awaiting further work.

      The disruptor was a powerful device, unique in itself. There was nothing quite like it on this planet, at least that’s what he believed.

      But you never really knew.

      He took his seat at the desk and slipped on the cerebral cortex interface he had designed himself. It was a netting of tiny electronic parts, all built to exact specifications. He had created the interface to aid in the extensive programming required by the device. It was much easier for him to think a command than use the clumsy finger-dependent interface known as a keyboard.

      Way easier, and faster.

      The interface positioned, he activated the connection that linked his brain to the machine’s. A blinking cursor appeared in his mind. It was a strange thing to think one needed a password when one was linked in such a way with a machine, but Colonel Graves had insisted in taking every precaution, thus the use of anachronistic security measures.

      He pressed a button on an old analog tape-driven recorder. There was a hiss from the diminutive speaker. Eklan eased forward on his seat, brow furrowed in concentration.

      “Synchronicity,” a youthful female voice said.

      Eklan did not know who authored the tape but was nevertheless impressed by the variety at play. Every day the word was different, so no two passwords were ever the same. The words ran the gamut from alphabetical to zoological, but they were always interesting, at least to his ears, though his human colleagues had complained with quite a few groans when subdermatoglyphic was selected.

      He repeated the word in his head, and then, to comply to Graves’ security lock, typed each letter on a special keypad attached to the mainframe computer.

      There was an audible confirmation and the blinking cursor vanished. At once, he was linked to the machine’s outer core, to where the interface permitted him to interact with the programming and modify it as he pleased. This secondary core was where all the work was done. It was separate from the inner one, from where the machine processed the commands and acted upon them. The thinking core was isolated from the rest of the machine, and even from the interface itself. It was built in such a way to assure complete and total integrity. Only the destruction of the entire building could affect it, though even that possibility was being addressed.

      He composed the first command.

      And like for the previous days, he felt exhilarated by the action.

      They were creating an intelligence, building it as it was layer by layer, instruction by instruction, command by command.

      But it wasn’t an easy task.

      It needed to be both indued with knowledge and the capacity to evolve.

      And therein lay the challenge.

      To create an artificial mind that would adapt to war’s changing conditions, and most importantly, learn from its mistakes.

      Closing his eyes to better think, he concentrated on the problems that needed to be solved. Asalak had worked on the inner core’s framework, building it up with security in mind, but also with the freedom to experiment. He knew that time was precious. They had to be ready before the Snyl stormed into the Solar System, before it was too late to do anything about it.

      The disruptor was dependent on the Artificial Intelligence.

      And the AI was dependent on them.

      A simple equation for an infinitely complex problem.

      Yet they didn’t have much of a choice.

      The fate of everyone on Earth hung in the balance of what they were attempting to create.

      He examined Asalak’s code for a few milliseconds then optimized it to the best of his abilities. He cycled the command in the testing core and satisfied by the result, went on to the next challenge.

      Here, the code was different, more chaotic. It was human designed, put there to regulate the hardware side of things. He skimmed over it, not bothering to check its value or usefulness. If the humans had felt it was needed, then it must be.

      The hours went by and Eklan kept working, his mind attuned perfectly to the interface. He created scores of intelligent agents, that roamed the AI’s inner core for bugs and defects. They were his own private army, deployed by his own neuronal network to seek and identify what didn’t work, what needed to be fixed. It made the debugging task easier to perform, relegating to the wayside much of the tediousness involved in the necessary process.

      They were getting closer to a breakthrough. He could sense it as his army came back from the core with fewer and fewer issues. He patched up the discrepancies and after a last check of the system, broke the connection.

      Reclining back on his chair, he removed the interface, letting the wires tumble unto the table. He massaged his scalp with his forefingers, rubbing away the itchiness that always accompanied overly long sessions. His gut made an odd sound and he realized he hadn’t eaten breakfast. Staring at the wall clock, he was amazed to see it was past nineteen-hundred hours. Had he worked for twelve hours straight?

      Impossible.

      Both Asalak and Kalxin usually came in early to help, with Colonel Graves and Captain Henderson joining them soon after to enquire about progress.

      It made no sense that he had been working inside the Cube for an entire day without having visitors.

      Impossible.

      Yet, where had all the hours went?

      Feeling worried at once, he pushed his chair away from the console and got to his feet. He felt a twinge of vertigo but it vanished with his first step. He made his way to the door and palmed the security panel. The door refused to open. Taken aback because this had never happened before, he tried again, pushing his palm against the device.

      Again, the door refused to comply.

      He was locked inside.

      Another impossibility.

      The security system was powered by two independent sources. If one came to fail, the other would take over. It was redundant for the same reason the Cube was separated from the rest of the facility: to assure it couldn’t be compromised.

      But for some reason the door refused him.

      He knew that one of the power source was located behind the hangars, outside the building. The solar array, set up on a steel mast that rose 150 feet in the air, was entirely dedicated to the Cube’s security features, and it could produce more wattage in an hour than what the panel consumed in a month.

      It should be impossible for the door not to open.

      Wrapping his mind around the problem, he walked back to the console. There was no way for him to contact anyone outside the Cube. It had been designed that way for security reasons but now those same reasons were keeping him isolated from the rest of the crew.

      He stared at the row of monitors facing him. The data scrolling up and down on the displays were visual representations of his day’s work, confirming that he had indeed spent the entire day working in the Cube.

      Why did no one check up on me?

      He sat back in one of the chairs. Across from where he looked, the stack hummed with intense activity, processing the data he’d programmed. The humming hiccuped and paused as the cluster of machines digested the terabyte’s worth of instructions.

      Silence fell inside the Cube.

      Eklan felt at once compelled to try the door once again.

      He had no idea why but he got up from the chair and made his way to the door. The sound of his footsteps echoed in the hushed volume, bouncing against the four walls. He palmed the panel.

      The door popped open.

      He hesitated for two heartbeats then pushed his way outside.

      The plant’s open space was plunged into darkness. Angular shadows cut across the concrete floor in diagonal lines, creating a serrated effect in the poor light. A shrill sound came from the hallway’s corridor, the one that led out to the common areas. It was a clicking kind of noise that eclipsed all others, getting louder with each second. Alarmed by the noise, he took a step backward towards the Cube, his fingertips to the the door handle.

      A rushing cloud of dark limbs and multifaceted glowing eyes exploded out of the hallway, careening across the empty floor with swift and ferocious haste. His brain tried to rationalize the sighting.

      The creatures hurtling toward him were not supposed to be here.

      They couldn’t be.

      It was impossible.

      Wincing in pain as the horrendous shrieks reached his ears, he let instinct take over and did the only thing he could do.

      He slammed the door against the horror and locked himself inside the Cube.
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      Beatrice stared out into the gloom. For a moment she wasn’t sure what time it was but it dawned on her that it must be the middle of the night. She got up from the semi-plush chair into which she’d fallen asleep, crushed by both worry and fatigue. The room was dark and she waited for her eyes to adjust. There was just the one chair in the room, along with a gurney that doubled as a bed. The room’s sole patient had a uniquely different characteristic than those resting elsewhere in the medical unit run by Captain Leyland.

      She was the only four-legged one.

      There was a soft wheezing sound from the animal lying under the rough-hewn blanket. Beatrice stepped over to the gurney. With care, she moved the covering away from the dog’s head.

      “There you go, Foxy.”

      The Sheltie lay still, still knocked out by Kalxin’s drugs. The operation had lasted less than an hour, but it had appeared way longer to Beatrice, interminable even. At first, all had gone well, better than what she’d hoped for. Kalxin had found the bullet without delay and had extracted it from Foxy’s belly with skill, encountering no issues whatsoever.

      But then things changed for the worst.

      As he finished stitching up the wound, Foxy’s breathing had changed, turning shallow and irregular. At once they gave her oxygen, pumping the precious gas into her lungs with a compact, hand-operated, booster. Beatrice stood aside, transfixed, as Kalxin and Asalak worked in tandem to get air inside her, the duo working as an experienced team, with nary a vocal command to disrupt the hushed silence of the room.

      They were going above and beyond the call of duty, doing everything in their power to save the patient under their care.

      And it had worked.

      After some time Foxy’s breathing had resumed, normal once again. Beatrice listened with rapt attention as the breaths worked their way into her lungs, the tempo slower than usual but nevertheless steady.

      She had kissed both of them on the cheeks at that moment, overcome by both the strong emotions she felt, and by the Amilaki’s obvious and sincere solicitude. Both Kalxin and Asalak had raised eyebrows at her exuberant display of gratitude but she didn’t let their puzzlement damper her high spirits.

      Foxy was going to pull through.

      And that’s all that mattered.

      “You’re a good girl. You know that, don’t you?” She murmured into the Sheltie’s left ear, the one cocked up over the blanket. “You can’t possibly think of leaving me. What would I do without you?”

      Foxy raised her head from the mattress, searching for the source of the voice. Beatrice gently put a hand to the side of the dog’s head. “Shh, easy,” she whispered. The Sheltie’s soulful, golden-brown eyes, closed again. “There you go, girl. Sleep. Forget everything.”

      She stood by the gurney for a long moment, gazing at Foxy without really looking, enjoying the moment for what it was: a peaceful interlude in a frantic life.

      “Trish?”

      The voice, all in restraint, came from the other side of the curtain.

      Beatrice rose and and eased over to the entrance, to where the voice waited. She pushed aside the heavy fabric and gazed out.

      “It’s me. Asher.”

      Her heart stopped.

      The man staring at her with dark-brown eyes and a quick grin looked like the man she’d known before.

      The man she’d known as Asher Sullon.

      The man who was gone.

      The man now known as Eklan.

      He took a step forward and gripped her by the shoulders, burning his stare into her’s. She felt the heat of his hands through the material of her shirt.

      “I missed you so much,” he said, inching closer. His chest met her’s and she could feel his heartbeat intermingling with her own’s. There was an unaccustomed intensity in his stare, a kind of deep yearning that seemed to transcend the physicality of the contact. “I thought I had lost you forever.”

      She sensed his right right hand glide over to the side of her face. It was a soft caress but it seared her with as much potency as if she’d been marked with a red iron. She found the effect irresistible and she was drawn to it, like a moth to a light. She felt a sudden desire to do what she’d said to Foxy.

      To forget everything.

      To leave behind the worries crowding her mind.

      She put her hand behind his neck and pulled him closer.

      His lips found her mouth and they kissed. At once, her mind went back to her first ever kiss. It had been with Charlie, after the school’s dance. She remembered it clearly. It was both passionate and klutzy, beautiful yet nerve-racking. But it wasn’t all about the kiss. It was about how she’d felt. About that moment when she knew, with absolute certainty, that he was the right one.

      The kiss lingered on. She could feel Asher’s lips on her own, the press of his mouth against her’s.

      Yet…

      She pulled back and opened her eyes. He was still facing her but his features were etched in doubt, as if, he too, had felt something wrong; that the kiss, somehow, had felt different than what he expected.

      “You,” he said, eyes growing wide with disbelief. “You’re one of them.”

      She took a step backward, aware that his hands had left her waist. His stare changed to an accusatory one as she continued to back away from him.

      “You’re one of them,” he repeated, with a twitch of disgust on his lips.

      “No, I, no… It’s you!” she stammered, flummoxed by his accusations.

      “Look at your hand!”

      Dumbfounded by his words, she retreated further away, coming to a standstill when her right heel bumped against the gurney’s legs.

      What did he mean by ‘look at you hand’?

      She lifted her right hand and turned it over.

      Her palm was a dark grayish mass. An hardened envelope adhered to the skin, absorbing the light with its sharp, multifaceted ridges. The crust espoused the contour of her hand with perfection, completely masking the skin beneath. It was as if her hand had been plunged into a vat full of parts and kept there while various pieces fused together over her skin.

      The hardened material gelled over her hand and began to creep up, oozing along her arm. She tried to whisk the encroaching oddity with her other hand, but to her horror, it, too, got infected. Both her hands turned a black so dark, so profound, that even the surrounding light was swallowed, siphoned by the darkness.

      With impossible speed, her hands changed shape, sprouting long needle-like appendages in lieu of fingers. Other serrated horn-like protuberances exploded along the ridges of her arms, grotesquely modifying her appearance.

      She was turning into a monster.

      Into a bug.

      Into a Snyl.

      Glancing down at her feet, she saw huge talons extend both forward and rearward, the  outgrowths enlarging in size even as she watched. A moment later, her legs began to tremble and shake, the flesh replaced by the shell-like coating that now enslaved her. She was more bug than human now, with only her upper torso still untouched.

      “You see,” Asher hissed, his stare full of hatred and revulsion. “You are one of them.”

      She shook her head.

      There was something on her cheek. Something cold. It was so biting that it burned, digging deeply into her freckle-spattered face. She raised a hand to touch it, but her finger had melted together to form a claw and she let it drop out of sight, wishing at once she could unsee.

      The coldness spread to her forehead, to her neck, to her ears. It gripped her whole being now, supplanting the last bonds she still possessed, the ones she desperately hung on to with every fiber of her being.

      The ones that meant she was still human.

      The bitter cloak settled over her eyes, cutting off her last available sense. She was mired in the gloom now, blind, senseless, alive… yet not.

      The gloom was a pit of despair, a final purgatory from which the only possible escape, or outcome, was death.

      She waited for it. Prayed for it. Her mind was still her own’s but she knew it was just a matter of time before it wouldn’t be anymore. Already dark thoughts had begun to attack the wall she’d put up in self-defense. Wave after wave, attack after attack, the wall buckled and flexed against the incessant pressure from the dark horde.

      There are so many of them. So many.

      The horde engulfed her.

      She tried to shut her mind down, to crawl back into her soul.

      But it was too late.

      For she was Snyl, now.

      “Beatrice? Are you all right?”

      Two arms gripped her by the shoulders.

      “She’s not responding.” A woman’s voice said. “Beatrice, can you hear me?”

      In her head, she felt the layers of gloom dissipate, whisked away by the voices making their way to her brain.

      “Jesus! What’s wrong with her, Doc?” Another voice said, further away.

      She sensed a cloth, damp and clammy, on her face. She snapped her eyes open. Looming above, she recognized the concerned stare of Doctor Leyland.

      “She’s coming out of it,” Leyland said.

      Beatrice turned her head slowly. The other person ogling each of her moves was a young man with a narrow face and a head wrapped up in a thick bandage.

      “Do you know where you are?” The youth asked.

      “Hawaii?” Beatrice croaked, favoring Leyland with an almost imperceptible wink. Noah’s eyes widened.

      “Doc, is she alright?” he asked, clearly distressed.

      “Let me double-check,” Marilisa said, pulling out her stethoscope. She proceeded to listen to Beatrice’s heartbeat for a minute then flashed a light in each of her eyes. She gave an elaborate sigh then stuffed her hands in the pockets of her smock.

      “As far as I can tell, she’s fine,” she said, at last. “But let’s do a final test.”

      Noah shook his head with a nervous nod.

      “Beatrice?” Marilisa said, taking position near the chair. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, Doctor Leyland.”

      “Your friend, Noah, here…” she indicated the young man nervously looking on. “He wants to know if you’re all right.”

      “Noah?” Beatrice said. “He’s here?”

      Noah came closer to the chair where Beatrice slumped.

      “Trish, I’m right here.”

      All of a sudden, Beatrice straightened up like a deranged Jack-in-the-Box. Noah, startled, jerked backwards but before he even realized what was going on, Beatrice had wrapped her arms around him.

      “Thank God. You’re all right,” she said in his ear.

      She heard a sharp intake of breath followed by a chortle. “And you?”

      She hugged him again, even fiercer. “I’m fine. I just had the weirdest dream, the worst nightmare I ever had.”

      They eased apart. She put a delicate hand out to his head. “How’s your head?”

      It was Marilisa who answered. “He suffered a concussion and should be resting, but boys being boys and all, he simply ignores my recommendations.”

      “But I wanted to check up on Trish,” Noah grumbled.

      The Doctor nodded, but her mouth was a thin line. “Yeah, all right. But you really need to take it easy. You had quite a bump on that thick skull of yours.”

      “Got it, Doc.”

      Beatrice piped up. “So, Captain Leyland, how are your other patients? How’s Paige?”

      There was an uneasy exchange of glances between the other two.

      And Beatrice knew at once it couldn’t be good news.
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      “Physically she’s fine,” Leyland said.

      She was standing at the foot of the pop-up bed where Corporal Paige Hillcox lay. Beatrice, at her elbow, observed the play of emotions on her face.

      “Her wound wasn’t that severe. The bullet passed right through her body, a centimeter below the collarbone.” She shook her head. “It’s here,” she tapped her right temple, “that something’s not right.”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      The Doctor’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure. It’s an Amilaki thing, I’m afraid. Every time she wakes up, she’s responsive and seems fine. She knows who and where she is, and even our names. But that’s about it. She can’t recall any of the last day’s events.”

      “She doesn’t remember the, huh, shooting?”

      “No.”

      Beatrice inched closer to the bed. Paige’s pale skin looked even more pallid than she remembered, and even though she slept, her features appeared tense, as if something was tormenting her. Her short dark-brown hair was matted over her forehead and though it was rather cool in the room, she could see beads of perspiration on her skin. She found a place to sit on the bed.

      “But what’s scares me is what happens when she’s under. Her heartbeat starts to accelerate, zooming up to dangerous levels. She becomes agitated, fighting back imaginary monsters. The episodes are so bad that I have to sedate her so that she doesn’t hurt herself, or others. I hate it because she slips back into even deeper sleep. And then—”

      “The cycle repeats itself,” Beatrice said, finishing the sentence.

      Leyland nodded. “Yes.”

      “You said earlier it was an Amilaki thing.”

      Marilisa rolled the blanket down a couple of inches, exposing Paige’s neck and shoulders. She scanned the dressing for spots of blood and satisfied there were none, repositioned the blanket as it was. “Yes. Kalxin examined Paige with his own medical device. He said Paige was victim of a new form of mind control, one that was new to him. He feared there wasn’t much he could do but hoped that it was a temporary condition, that Paige would fight it off… eventually.”

      “Eventually?”

      “That’s what he hoped.”

      “Jesus,” Beatrice said, shaking her head. “And what about Private De Rozan?”

      Marilisa’s face fell. “He suffers the same affliction as Paige. He wakes up and feels okay for a few minutes, then everything turns to crap.”

      There was a polite knock at the door.

      Jose Garcia’s head popped into view. “Can I come in?”

      “Of course,” Leyland answered.

      The Staff Sergeant made his way closer to the two women. His left arm was encased in a black neoprene sling that featured an adjustable strap that went over the shoulder and down the back. He smiled as his eyes settled on Beatrice.

      “Miss McKenzie, it’s great to see you’re feeling better.”

      Beatrice grinned back. “I owe it all to you, Sergeant. But what about you? How’s your arm?”

      He looked down at the sling. “Not bad, actually. Doc, here, says I just have to keep this on for a couple of weeks and I’ll be as good as new.”

      “That’s great news,” Beatrice said, her smile growing even wider.

      Garcia nodded. “Yes. Between you and me, Miss McKenzie, those weeks can’t go fast enough. I just hate being sidelined.”

      “But you’re still in uniform!”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m still on duty. I had to convince Colonel Graves, though. He wanted me to take some time off. Can you believe it? Me, being away from the action? That’s just not on my agenda!”

      Beatrice laughed. “Well, I, for one, am glad you’re still around.”

      “Thank you, Miss McKenzie.”

      There was an awkward silence then Garcia turned to Leyland. “Any change, Doc?”

      Marilisa shook her head. “Afraid not. The good news is that she’s getting stronger everyday. Her shoulder should heal with no foreseeable problems. Like I was telling Beatrice, it’s the other thing that bugs me.”

      Garcia’s stare dimmed a few degrees. It was clearly evident that he cared a great deal for the Corporal.

      “If I could get my hands around those that did this.”

      “It’s that woman, Sergeant,” Beatrice interjected. “Tebayi.”

      He turned to stare at her. “The one from that warehouse we raided?”

      “Yes, I’m sure of it. Who else could it be?”

      Beatrice rose and joined the two standing. “It’s surprising how, huh, tenacious that person is.”

      Garcia wasn’t impressed. “It’s a cowardly way to do things, if you ask me. Fudging the mind of someone to do your bidding while you hide in the shadows.” He clenched a fist. “Makes me mad just thinking about it.”

      “Me too,” Beatrice acknowledged. She put an hand to Garcia’s shoulder. “We’ll stop her, I’m sure of it.”

      He snorted and shook his head. “I wonder…”

      “That makes me think. I need to talk with Asalak.”

      Beatrice inclined her head to Garcia then turned to Leyland. “You’ll keep me posted if there’s a change in her condition.”

      The Doctor nodded. “Of course.”

      Beatrice gave one last look at the soldier lying on the cot then made her way out of the room. The rage Garcia felt had jumped over to her, like a virus fluttering from one host to the next. Jose was right: Tebayi was a coward, plain and simple.

      And she needed to be stopped.

      The inherent problem to the whole Amilaki affair was one of trust.

      Or rather, the lack of it.

      And it had been that way since day one.

      As she made her way outside the medical sector and walked into the common area, she wondered if things could have turned out differently. Picturing it in her mind, she entertained the thought of having the Amilaki land in front of the White House.

      What would have happened?

      There would have been plenty of confusion, paranoia and fear. That was a given.

      But then what?

      The aliens were in dire straits. Their entire species was at risk.

      But was that because their craft had crashed in the lake?

      The way she understood it was perhaps different than the truth.

      They had wanted to find refuge within compatible organisms on Earth.

      Not necessarily with Humans.

      But apparently, we were the only creatures with big enough brains to accommodate their intellects. When they departed Ukun, they were but pods. They had jettisoned their bodies, leaving them behind to maximize their ability to survive the long voyage ahead. So, in a sense, it was true that their entire species was at loss of being wiped out. Their world was gone. They only had that one ship. And one Coalescence, that now accounted for their entire civilization.

      It was a hard concept to accept.

      A whole species. An entire race of people, with their accumulated knowledge in astronomy, medicine, science and technology, in a space not much larger than an average SUV.

      It boggles the mind.

      Yet, here they were.

      Beatrice shook her head.

      What if they had made contact in the expected, traditional, way? The way it should have been. With the President, the army, the media, etc… What then?

      She was pretty sure things would have been way different.

      And it would have made our chances of survival even more remote.

      It was easy to visualize: the Amilaki announcing their obligation to ‘inhabit’ Human ‘volunteers’.

      Pretty sure that would have been the first strike against them.

      Then, another announcement: “Oh, by the way, a destructive force of unimaginable power is heading your way. Not our fault, good luck anyway.”

      Pretty sure that would have mean a few missiles up their blow holes.

      She sighed.

      There was no easy way to wrap one’s head around it. The Amilaki were here. They were still in troubled waters. They were split apart by internal conflict, with some taking action against their own kind. And on top of it all, on top of everyone’s head, was the threat posed by the Snyl.

      In a sense, they were the reason why the Amilaki were here in the first place.

      The Snyl.

      Her skin crawled with the mere thought of them.

      The nightmare was still on her mind, just a blink away. She had but to close her eyes for a few seconds and the terror would bubble up, rising from the dark pool of her psyche. The nightmare had engulfed like no other one before. It had been a visceral experience; a terrifying and even transformative event.

      And since then, she now felt closer to them.

      Because even though it had only been a dream, she had been one of them.

      She could still feel the horror of it, as she turned into one of them.

      She knew there was a message embedded in the nightmare. She didn’t know, however, if it had somehow been planted by Tebayi or if it was really from the Snyl.

      And she was too terrified to find out.

      The nightmare would always be there, percolating in the recesses of her subconsciousness. She had to keep it that way because if she looked too closely, the dark thoughts of the Snyl would grab hold of her, maybe forever.

      “Beatrice?”

      The voice cut through the gloom in her head like a ray of light. She turned to the tall man with the bright stare.

      “I was looking for you,” Asalak said, drilling his eyes into her’s.

      She noticed the pull of his jaw and the way the muscles moved beneath the skin.

      “What’s wrong?” She asked, already fearing the answer.

      “It’s Eklan.”

      Her heart leaped. “What happened?”

      “It’s better if you come.”

      “Lead the way.”

      He gave a curt nod and she followed him down the hallway. Up ahead, two guards watched them come closer, a look of mistrust solidifying into place.

      A chill went down her spine and for a second she felt as if she was the enemy.

      Maybe you are.

      The thought had come out of nowhere but for a breathless moment she wondered if the inner voice was her own’s.

      Or someone else’s.
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      The Cube looked the same as the last time she’d seen it except for the throng of people at the door.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Eklan.” Asalak answered. “He’s locked himself inside.”

      Taken aback by the news, she gaped at the man walking alongside. “But why?”

      He shook his head. “Something happened to him during the attack. We fear he’s been infected.”

      “Infected?”

      He turned her way and she could see the tension behind the stare. “Yes. I’m afraid it’s not good.”

      It was her turn to frown. “Are you saying he’s infected by some kind of virus?”

      He nodded. “But not in the strict biological sense. It’s more as if his Amilaki core had been affected, not the Human body.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh…”

      “Asalak, you’ve got to see this.”

      The call cut across the chorus of voices filling the hall. Kalxin raised his hand and they joined him to where he stood, about 20 feet away from the Cube’s only door.

      “What is it?”

      The elderly man’s eyes seemed even dimmer than usual and Beatrice thought he looked sick. Even his voice was lower than normal when he said: “Look at this.”

      Asalak gripped the compact display screen from his hands. Beatrice inched closer, finding a spot between the two men. There was a spiral of symbols and numbers on the screen, characteristic of the Amilaki interface she was getting used to seeing. She couldn’t make sense of it, but when Asalak’s breath caught, she knew it meant trouble.

      “What’s wrong?” She asked, looking at both men in turn.

      “It’s Eklan. He’s attempting to hack into the AI,” Kalxin said, the apprehension clear in his voice.

      “He can do that?”

      It was Asalak that answered. “Of course.” He nodded at the stack. “The disruptor is a collaborative effort. We each programmed our cores. They are separate for safety reasons, but he knows the overall system as well as I do… perhaps even better.”

      Beatrice glanced at the men working on the door. They had drilled a hole through the thick metal skin of the door and where now trying to disengage the locking mechanism from the outside. She turned back to the Amilaki. “Why is this such a problem? I mean he’s locked himself inside but what damage can he do? This AI of yours. It’s still offline, right?”

      “Correct,” Asalak said.

      “So…?”

      Both Amilaki looked at each other.

      Beatrice sighed. “Listen, guys, you got to tell me what’s going on if you want me to help. Unless you think I’m too stupid or something.”

      “It’s not that at all,” Asalak assured, shaking his head.

      “Then, what is it?”

      Asalak shot another glance at Kalxin. The older man shrugged, spreading his arms wide at the same time.

      “Just say it!” Beatrice said, lifting both arms in the air.

      “We screwed up.” Asalak’s stare turned faraway. “I screwed up.”

      The wretched look in his eyes was as shocking to Beatrice as the revelation from his lips. She had never seen him so distraught and nervous.

      “The AI is offline. That’s the good news. It is in still in silo mode, still not yet linked with the outside world, with what you call the ‘Net.” There was a sudden downcast to his shifting stare. “But the Coalescence is already inside the AI.”

      She glanced at both men, puzzled.

      “Yes, Beatrice. Our collective intelligence is now part of the machine,” Asalak said, his voice sounding as if it was about to break.

      There was a look of stupefaction on her face. “I don’t understand.”

      Asalak’s whole being seemed to crumble in front of her eyes. “We thought it would be safe there. I thought it would be safe.” His voice was full of worry. “But I see now it was a mistake. A terrible, terrible mistake.”

      She took a step closer and gripped his hand. Asalak’s stare was turned to her but she realized he was looking someplace else, somewhere inside himself. “You see,” he went on, “After the events in the warehouse, I was determined to secure our survival. It’s a sad fact that it is our own infighting which caused this situation.” He shook his head. “Tebayi’s vision clashed with my own’s, with everyone’s else; but I should have found a way to work with her, instead of against her.”

      He glanced at the men working on the door.

      “You were right not to trust us.”

      He took a step backward. “I regret what we have done to you. What we have done to your friends. What we have done to the men and women of this world.”

      “Every creature fights for survival” she said, surprised by her own words, by their innate truth. “Even highly civilized ones.”

      He made a face. “It still doesn’t atone our actions.”

      “No, but your next ones might.”

      He looked at her and nodded.

      “Is the Coalescence at risk?” Beatrice asked, fearing the answer.

      “Yes. Eklan can erase it with a simple command.”

      Beatrice shook her head in disbelief. “But he won’t do it, right? I mean, what would be the use?”

      “None,” Kalxin interjected.

      “Then what is he doing?”

      “It’s unclear at this point.”

      “You must have theories,” she retorted.

      “Yes,” Asalak admitted, though it seemed to pain him. “We have a few.”

      “I’m all ears,” Beatrice said, crossing her arms.

      “And so am I.”

      Colonel Graves’ baritone voice dropped over their heads, like a mobile PA system. The heavyset man maneuvered his way alongside the trio, his face as taught as the muscles bunched up underneath his shirt.

      “Go ahead Asalak,” he said, after acknowledging them with short nods.

      “We think he could use the Coalescence against us.”

      “How?” Graves said, his voice rising above the din.

      Kalxin answered. “The AI.”

      “What about it?”

      “He might be able to use it as a weapon.” Kalxin turned to Asalak. “We think he could deploy the AI in your infrastructure, have it take over your networks. It would be a powerful entity if it siphons knowledge from the Coalescence. A very powerful one.”

      “This is not good,” Graves said.

      “No, Colonel,” Asalak admitted, his stare darting from one person to the next.

      The sound of the drill eased then stopped altogether. “Colonel!” A voice said from near the door. “We’re ready!”

      Graves spun on his heels and regrouped with the soldiers. Beatrice followed the Amilaki and took position ten feet away from where the soldiers stood. The industrial-grade door was punctured by a latticework of holes that still smoldered from the heat generated by the drill. A sharp odor of burnt metal accompanied the whiskers of dark smoke as they wafted up to the rafters. The holes had been drilled around the lock and Beatrice realized that with one swift hit, it would be rendered useless. She saw Graves nod in the direction of Chris Moffatt. The Private swung a large and heavy mass at the door. There was a resounding boom followed by the sound of eight men rushing the door. The door slammed against the wall, revealing the Cube’s interior. She craned her neck to see what was going on. The soldiers hurried inside, aiming their weapons every which way. There was a flicker of movement behind the row of displays lined up on the metal tables.

      “There!” One of the soldiers called, indicating the figure huddling in the shadows.

      “Don’t shoot!” Graves ordered, making his way inside.

      Beatrice saw Asalak cross the door’s threshold. She hesitated for a millisecond then followed him inside. Turning her head back to Kalxin, she saw that the old man was waving at her to proceed. His face looked as if it was made of wax and she thought he looked even more sick than before. She gave him a quick nod then turned back to see what was going on inside the Cube.

      That’s when she realized how quiet it had suddenly become.

      She was standing a few feet from Asalak and maybe a dozen feet or so from Graves and the soldiers. Expecting the soldiers to jump Eklan and wrestle him to the ground, she noticed with bewilderment that they were still at arm’s reach out, transfixed into immobility. She stared, startled, at Graves. The Colonel had his hand up, pointing directly to Eklan. He, too, was immobile, a frown of consternation etched on his face.

      What the…?

      Beatrice took a step forward and circled around Asalak. She saw his eyes shift her way, the movement taking an eternity to her frazzled mind. He could only stare out as she pushed past him, his body rooted to the floor like a utility pole. Turning to the soldiers, she felt her heart sink at once. They, too, had turned into statues. They all gaped at their surroundings with confusion in their eyes, aware of their situation but powerless to change it.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Eklan move away from the shadows. She stared at him as he came forward, the fear building within her. His features were distorted by pain. The eyes, dark and terrible, quivered with uncontrolled energy, the pupils dilated beyond normality. It was too much for her and she began to back away, dismayed by what had befallen him.

      He saw her hesitation and rushed forward.

      “Eklan,” she said, her voice breaking. “You can fight it.”

      There was a flicker of change on his tormented face. He mouthed something that she couldn’t make out. Then realization struck.

      It was just one word, but it exploded in her heart like a nuclear bomb: “Trish?”

      She heard the acknowledgement as if someone else had spoken it. “Yes?”

      “Who am I?”

      The question caused a tsunami of doubt inside her. She had the horrible sensation that her answer would plunge him into madness. She so desperately wanted him back, like the way he used to be. But she’d been told that it was impossible, that Asher’s trauma had been too severe.

      That he was irrevocably gone.

      Yet, she couldn’t help thinking that maybe they’d been wrong.

      The parabiosis was new to the Amilaki. Maybe, somehow, with time, the bond between parabiont and host changed, even evolved. God knew she didn’t want to hurt him, but this was perhaps the only chance she had of bringing Asher back.

      She had to try.

      Eklan, I’m sorry.

      “Who am I?” Eklan repeated, his words like the desperate pleas of those drowning in the ocean.

      Settling her nerves, she steeled herself. His whole body was coiled, as if he was ready to pounce on her and possibly rip her to shreds. She had no idea what was going on inside the cranium of the man standing before her. He could be angel or demon, or neither, or both.

      But could he be both Eklan and Asher?

      “You are Asher Sullon,” she said in a whisper. She saw a tiny spark of light in the too-wide pupils. Then an indisputable conviction exploded inside her head.

      Raw. Powerful. Impossible to deny.

      And she simply had to blurt it out. “You are Eklan of Ukun.”

      The illumination inside the Cube brightened as a horrid scream filled the air. Eklan’s face melted into pain and he fell to his knees. He looked up at her. Tears streaked down his face.

      She knelt down next to him and grabbed his shoulders.

      “Beatrice,” he wheezed, fighting to remain conscious.

      “Yes. I’m here.”

      He pressed both hands to his skull.

      “Help us.”

      And with a foreboding sense of doom, she watched him collapse to the floor, insensate.
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      Beatrice felt her powerful presence at once. Close by. Outside the door.

      Tebayi.

      She shot a glance at Asalak. Though he was rooted in place, she noticed that his gaze was keen, aware.

      He’s still conscious.

      She carefully set Eklan’s head to the ground and after a short hesitation hurried over to the other Amilaki.

      “Is there something I can do?” She said, drilling her stare into his own’s. “Asalak?”

      His gaze shifted slightly to the left.

      She followed it across the room.

      The bank of displays were throwing a kaleidoscope of imagery unto the polished steel surfaces of the tables. Behind them, the machine she’d labeled ‘the stack’ stood like a phantasmagoric sentinel, a monolith among the more mundane furnishings of the room. A mess of power couplings and thick cables snaked out from its base and joined up into a thick bundle that ran along the length of the floor, an ungallant solution probably due to the short time frame involved. She followed the bundle with her eyes until it disappeared inside a large, ten-feet wide by ten-feet high, electrical power unit. She realized that the unit must function like a miniature power center, driven by its own independent source of energy.

      She glanced back at Asalak.

      His eyes had stopped moving.

      So that’s the key. The power source. He wants me to shut it down.

      The unit’s facade was a sheer slab of aluminum with nary a lever in sight. Only one, single, source of light indicated there was power inside the cabinet.

      That thing is more battery than machine. How do you stop a battery from working?

      There was only one way. She had to severe the tie between the stack and its power source.

      But how?

      The cables seemed hard-wired from one end to the other. There wasn’t a plug she could simply pull, or breakers to snap off.

      That would have been too easy, of course.

      Thinking hard, she followed Asalak’s stare once again. Was she missing something?

      There was a noise right outside the door.

      Shit!

      She had to do something, now!

      Galvanized by the clock spinning in her mind, she ran over to the stack, dropped to her knees and pulled the thick snake of cables as hard as she could. The wires tugged, refusing to give. She pulled again, harder.

      “Tssk, tssk,” a voice said from behind her.

      Beatrice turned to the voice.

      A soldier, stocky and with a somber look, appeared in the doorway. She had seen this man before though had never spoken to him. He was holding up a device with both hands, handling it with utmost care. The object, the size of a toaster-oven, glowed with the characteristic signature of Amilaki tech; an intense display of light that seemed to defy earthly conventions. A flexible, hose-like, appendage went around his waist, casting a glow that clashed with the surrounding light. This hose was attached to a flat and heavy-looking piece of machinery, which he carried on his back with effortless ease, as if the apparatus weighed nothing.

      Beatrice let the cable drop and took a step backward.

      Vokug eased forward, thrusting the device forward with both hands.

      Around her, those that were paralyzed twitched at once, a jerking movement that made her jump back in fright. He moved his arms again and the statues jolted, defenceless against the power he wielded over them.

      Behind him, a group of people appeared, fanning out into the room.

      Beatrice recognized some of them. Scar Man was there, as well as the other Alaska Park Ranger, the one called George. Her old boss, Carl Oliver, also came into view, looking around with a satisfied smirk; but it was the lithe figure of a stupefyingly beautiful woman that caught her attention.

      The woman captured the light and draped it around her like an heavenly cloak. She had seen her before and though her beauty was still intact, there was an edge of the sinister to her appearance, as if the veneer required to maintain the illusion was beginning to crack.

      Tebayi swiveled her head around, settling to each of the transfixed individuals standing in the room.

      Beatrice felt a river of cold go down her spine. She had no way out, no chance of escape and no one around able to help her.

      “You, again,” Tebayi said, a smile growing on her pale lips. “Interesting.”

      Beatrice straightened, trying to reign in her galloping heart. She didn’t know what was going to happen and that scared the bejesus out of her.

      What can I do against a dozen of them, against their powers?

      “You’re always at the right place at the right time.” Tebayi’s gait was as smooth as her voice. “Like a pest that refuses to go away.”

      “I could say the same of you,” Beatrice countered, working her throat to get the words out.

      Tebayi’s blue eyes glittered against the stack’s diffused glow. “Spunky, to the last.” She stopped walking and drilled her eyes into the other young woman’s stare. “It’s too bad you can’t be swayed to work with us… we could accomplish so much together.”

      There was a shift in Beatrice’s stance.

      “Oh, that’s right, You don’t know.”

      “Don’t know what?” Beatrice asked, sensing the terror rise within her.

      “Why you can’t be influenced, can’t be controlled like the rest of them,” Tebayi said, opening her arms to take in those rendered immobile.

      Beatrice’s eyes widened in stupor.

      She had no idea what Tebayi meant, and that scared her even more.

      “I pity you.” Tebayi whispered, shaking her head as if in compassion. “You’re so clueless about your own fate.”

      Beatrice’s fists tightened. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Tebayi smiled but there was no warmth in it. “Oh, I will, I will… when the time is right, but it’s not quite there, yet. Let me just say that you have a gift inside you, one you weren’t destined to have.”

      A sensation of dread flowed into Beatrice’s heart.

      Somehow, she knew that Tebayi was speaking the truth. She had relegated the thought to the depths of her mind, scared by what it could mean.

      But…

      It would give sense to the terrifying visions that kept blowing up in her head like supernovae.

      I’m different.

      It pained her to even acknowledge the possibility, but there it was.

      Nothing is never without reason.

      The thought bubbled up from memory, like a life vest in rough seas.

      But it wasn’t her voice. It was Asalak’s.

      She veered her head to him. The pupil of his right eye dilated but a fraction of a centimetre but it was enough for her to understand that he was still with her, that he was still trying to help her.

      The telepathic link between them was dead.

      It was surely due to Tebayi’s new device, the one the soldier brandied about like a weapon.

      She had to find a way to communicate with Asalak. Perhaps she, herself, could initiate the link. She had never entertained the thought before but now that it took form, she couldn’t let it go.

      She had to try.

      Asalak?

      Forget it, my dear.

      The words erupted inside her head.

      Trying out something new, Beatrice? Tebayi’s stare glowered with renewed intensity. You shouldn’t play with things you don’t understand.

      Beatrice pulled up an image of sealing the voice inside an airtight jar.

      That, too, won’t work.

      Tebayi stepped closer to her, slipping her mask of spite back into place. Enough of this.

      She smiled anew but her eyes burned with cold ferocity. It’s time you learn to be quiet.

      Beatrice held her ground, refusing to be intimidated. “Not a chance.”

      Tebayi shrugged. “As you wish.”

      A cry came from the open door. Two burly men shoved a third one forward, propelling him inside the room with a strong push.

      Beatrice’s breath caught in her throat.

      Noah!

      The teen picked himself up from the floor, eyes ablaze with defiance. He looked around the room. His face crumpled when he realized he was surrounded. One of Tebayi’s followers turned to him. Dumbfounded, he stared with disbelief as his mother, Jenna, gazed back at him. Though she looked like her, he knew at once that Jenna was missing, locked away by the Parabiont. His heart broke. What he had feared from the very beginning, the reality he hoped wouldn’t come into fruition, was now indelibly etched in his soul. His parents were no more. Jerome and Jenna were now strangers, entities with no special relations to him other than the fact that they were once his parents. In his heart, he still loved them but he knew they couldn’t be trusted anymore, that he needed to separate what they were from what they’d been. It was a jarring switch to make and he felt weakened at once, the hopelessness of the situation seeping deep inside his heart.

      Beatrice watched his face contort in confusion and fear. Their eyes met. The desolation she felt from him, even from across the room, made her gasp in dismay.

      Noah, I’m sorry.

      Tebayi watched Beatrice’s reaction with interest. “This young man is your friend, no?”

      Beatrice’s fists tightened reflexively. “Leave him alone, he has nothing to do with this.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, he’s just a kid.”

      Tebayi huffed. “A kid teamed up with traitors.”

      She glided forward, crossing the distance to Noah in one effortless stride. “Do you know who I am?”

      Noah nodded, riveted despite himself by Tebayi’s penetrating stare.

      “I assume they,” she gazed at Eklan and Asalak, “told you all about me, about what I intend to do.”

      She touched his chin and caressed the side of his face. He jolted in alarm, surprised by the sudden scrutiny.

      Beatrice found his attention. He gazed back at her. She beamed a resolute expression, one intended to let him know that he wasn’t alone, that she was there for him. He acquiesced with an almost imperceptible nod.

      “But they are wrong,” Tebayi’s silky voice continued. “And if you believe them, then so are you. Do you not see, Noah?”

      He flinched when she spoke his name, a long tremor that spiraled down his spine in one continuous pulse.

      “Do you not see that what I’m doing is for the benefit of everyone on this planet? That my plan will assure your survival? That it is your only chance?”

      Tebayi shook her head from side to side, disappointed. “Don’t you see, Noah?”

      He stared at her, working his jaw to keep quiet.

      “Of course you don’t. How could you? You’ve been lied to,” she flashed an accusatory finger at Asalak, “from the beginning.”

      Tebayi touched Noah’s chin once more. “It’s not your fault.”

      She abruptly spun on her heels and made her way to where Graves stood.

      “It’s the fault of your Colonel and all those in authority. They were the ones deceived by the traitors. They were the ones misguided by the fears planted by the traitors, by those too scared to do what needs to be done.”

      Graves’ stare didn’t change an iota as he faced Tebayi.

      “You need to see, Colonel.”

      Tebayi glanced up at the ripple of light emanating from the stack. “Just like everyone else on this planet.”

      With an abrupt change of stance, she hurried over to the main computer interface and settled next to Carl Oliver.

      “It’s time to change that.”

      Don’t you think, Beatrice?
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      Paige Hillcox’s heartbeat accelerated.

      For she knew what was to come.

      She stood on a vast desert plain, all sand and minerals, the browns and deep grays of the soil and sky wrapped around her like an overstretched tapestry. The sun shining down on the starched land was overly large, a white bulb that hurt the eyes if you stared at it for too long. Out to the distant horizon, the vast swath of land buckled and flexed, shook by powerful underground waves.

      The ground cracked open with an explosive spasm.

      A dagger of ice raced up her spine.

      She closed her eyes but the imagery still made its way to her brain.

      From the shattered ground, an eruption of dark limbs and grotesque appendages spilled out, tumbling out like a wave that had nowhere to go. A torrent of creatures escaped the underground, a nightmarish surge that careened across the ground with incredible speed and unstoppable force. Of the thousands of creatures, one in particular took interest in the lone human prostrating herself on the bare soil of the desert.

      Paige’s heart pounded in her chest. She knew the creature was standing right in front of her, an arm’s length away.

      But she refused to look at it.

      Because it was a ploy.

      A ploy to break her. To make her do things she didn’t want to do.

      So she hunkered down and screwed her eyes shut, calling to mind the song Mom sang from time to time, the one about little stars twinkling in the sky.

      The creature hissed.

      In her mind, Paige screamed. She knew what would come next. The pain. The darkness. And the nightmare would resume, once again.

      But there was a change, this time. It came with a flash of light.

      White.

      Intense.

      She opened her eyes.

      It was daylight outside. The glow of the sun penetrated inside the room despite the thick curtains that had been put up to the window’s frames. She lifted her head from the pillow. A wave of wooziness flooded her insides. She kept absolutely still, taking deep breaths to curb the unease. Minutes went by and at last the wave eased, though she sensed that the cause was still hunkering close by, ready to crash down at any moment.

      To her utter surprise, she was no longer under the brutal sun of the nightmarish wasteland. But rather in a room.

      She lifted herself up on her elbows and stared at the figure looming in her field of view. Doctor Leyland was holding up a clipboard and glancing at it with a tight frown. Paige watched her with interest. Leyland looked like one of those wax statues she’d once seen in a museum. It was eerie the way those statues seemed to track your movement as you moved about.

      It was the same for the Doctor.

      Paige propped herself up, now fully awake. There was a quality to Leyland’s stare that no wax statue could replicate.

      An aliveness.

      Weird.

      She looked around the room. Motes of dust danced in the narrow pencil-thin shafts of light that streaked in at the edge of the curtains. In opposition to the Doctor, they appeared to be behaving normally, obeying the laws of gravity as they drifted in slow-motion to the floor. Acting on instinct, she made a cone with her hands and blew a breath toward the shaft of light. To her delight the particles swooshed aside, twirling every which way as the air from her lungs disturbed their trajectory.

      This is the coolest dream ever.

      Feeling stronger with each passing minute, she began a thorough visual survey of her surroundings. There was the Doctor, an empty chair, a large plastic container in a corner, and an IV stand with a line dangling from a bag. She followed the line with her eyes. It snaked from the stand, went over the blanket and finally to her arm. She stared at the needle sticking in her flesh. With a shrug she pressed a finger on it.

      A sharp prick of pain shot through her.

      Ouch!

      She looked up at Marilisa Leyland. “Uh, Doc? I’m feeling better now. Can you remove this thing from my arm?”

      The Captain’s eyes twinkled but her body remained fixed.

      “Doc?”

      What the hell?

      The last tinges of wooziness lifted away. She moved her legs and they responded at once, like they always had. There was a wrapping around her right shoulder and she gingerly lifted a corner to view what was beneath. There was a neat circular flesh-wound patched up with stitches.

      Why God! Did someone shoot me?

      She had no memories of being shot but then again her head still felt as empty as her bank account. Looking out to the door that had been left ajar, she called out toward the open space, the one she knew existed outside the room. “Hello? Anybody out there?”

      She cocked an ear. There was the hum of the heating and ventilation system, but no replies. She straightened up and called again, louder this time. “Can anyone hear me? I need help.”

      “Corporal Hillcox?”

      Although faint, the voice seemed to come from right outside the door.

      At once surprised and relieved, she called back, “Is that you, Kyle?”

      The voice acknowledged at once, sounding equally relieved. “Yes, Corporal.”

      “Can you get up?”

      There was a pause before De Rozan answered. “Aside from my nose feeling twice as big as what it used to be, and a IV line, I think I could.”

      She nodded to herself. “Yeah, same for me. Is there someone with you, someone, uh, that seems frozen in place?”

      “Yes. Nurse Allston is five feet away from me. She’s just standing there… real weird if you ask me.”

      Damn. I might not be all dreaming this after all.

      “Ok, Kyle. I think something bad is going on,” she said, her voice getting raw from the effort of speaking up.

      “Yeah.”

      “We need to get out of bed and investigate.”

      She could almost see Kyle’s eyes widen in understanding. “Yes, Corporal.”

      “So I’m going to pull out my IV line and then I’ll do yours.”

      There was an audible gulp.

      “Is that okay, Private?”

      There was an hesitation followed by a clear, “Yes, Ma’am!”

      “Ok, here goes. If you hear me scream or collapse, you can come to my rescue if you feel like it,” she said, closing off her statement with a short guffaw.

      The Private gave a short chortle.

      Glancing down at her arm, she stared at the needle with apprehension. She’d never thought that one day she would need to do something like this.

      Suck it up, girl.

      With careful attention, she plucked the bandage away to expose the skin. The needle’s extremity stuck out at an angle, giving the fingers of her right hand easy access. She gripped the extremity of the needle, a centimeter above where it vanished inside the skin. Gritting her teeth, she took three quick breaths and pulled. There was an indistinct sensation in her arm and a small arc of blood sailed up in the air. She stared at her arm. There was a solitary drop of blood, but nothing else.

      She was free.

      She dropped the IV line and pushed the blankets away. She realized she was only wearing her sport bra and panties. Shifting her focus to climbing down from the bed, she put one leg out then the other. The effort made her head swim but she relegated the sensation aside and with a short cry of triumph, stood up. Standing on the balls of her feet, she felt the world dip crazily around her, as if she was back on the Gruff Seas. Her stomach heaved and she put a hand out to the wall. The disorientation passed and she felt better. Turning to the other person in the room, she went around the bed and touched Leyland’s arm.

      Not a dream.

      The Doctor was definitely real, and in the flesh.

      Unless the dream was the new reality.

      “Doctor, can you hear me?” She asked, jiggling the physician’s arm.

      Nothing. No outward sign whatsoever.

      Jesus.

      Leaving the Doctor behind, she went over to the container. Bending down, she pulled the cover away. Her clothes lay in the box, washed and neatly stored. She quickly got dressed, sensing her confidence grow with each of the familiar gestures. Pushing herself to go faster, she tied up her shoelaces, bounded out of the room and made her way to where De Rozan waited.

      Hold on, Kyle. I’m coming.
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      Tebayi inserted the compact, oblong-shaped device in the machine’s interface. She waited for it to do what it was programmed to do. The confirmation would take but a few seconds. Five heartbeats later, the device confirmed the successful completion of the task.

      Disruptor.

      She snickered inwardly at the name given by the Humans to Asalak’s misguided folly. They would soon find out that the disruption they were hoping for, the one promised by the disloyal Amilaki, would undergo a radical shift.

      A shift that would change everything.

      She glanced back at Asalak. His stare was locked to the young woman, the one with the secret in her head. Though she knew there was something special about Beatrice, the true nature of it escaped her.

      And that was bothersome.

      She could extract the information by tearing down the walls the human had put up in her mind… but would the secret still be viable after such a brutal course of action?

      It wasn’t a certainty.

      And she needed to be certain before attempting it.

      Asalak and Eklan were proving to be more devious than she’d anticipated. They were always a step ahead, building systems that went beyond what she thought possible with the technology at hand.

      She had to give it to them.

      They had changed. Evolved, even. And they were much more crafty.

      She had taken the threat of their efforts too lightly, and only now realized the impact of their work.

      An AI.

      The system they wanted to activate was beautifully inspired, a tour de force that managed to transcend the limitations of Human engineering. But there was so much you could do without a true vision of what needed to be done. And they were too close to the humans, to their beliefs about the sanctity of Life to achieve true success.

      Only she could.

      Only she had the genius to accomplish what the Amilaki should have done eons ago.

      Only she had the audacity to go against what had always been.

      She glanced at Eklan, the venom in her heart blossoming anew. He, of all of the Coalescence, was the brightest of the bright. The cumulative knowledge of the entire Amilaki civilization was at his disposition. And what did he do with it? He had built a machine that should not exist.

      Though brilliant, he had followed Asalak blindly, too young and too new to grasp the complexities of what they were all facing.

      For it was impossible to deal with the Snyl problem from the outside.

      With a program.

      Even if it was the most brilliant one on the planet.

      No. You needed to be inside.

      A living entity within.

      Someone with a way.

      Someone with a destiny.

      And now that she had the perfect tool at her disposal, there was nothing to stop her from being that someone.

      “Proceed, Vokug.”

      The man acknowledged with a characteristic, strictly functional, nod.

      There was a sudden flash of intense light.

      Beatrice flung her arm up in self-preservation. Around her, the sound of bodies hitting the floor in perfect synchronization echoed in the chamber. Fighting down the raw outburst of nausea clawing at her insides, she threw herself down, her knees meeting the concrete floor with a bone-rattling jolt.

      Keeping absolutely still, she let the wave of queasiness pass through her, refusing to succumb to its debilitating effect. She took a deep breath, then another. To her surprise, the wooziness eased, calmed down. She willed her heartbeat under control and cracked open her right eye. In front, in an arc that circled her position, the soldiers’ bodies lay on the floor, unmoving. She swiveled her eyes to take in the scene. Every Human in the room was down on the ground, unconscious. Only the Amilaki were left standing, apparently immune to the device. She shot a glance at Noah. His face was turned away from her, but he lay inert, his fate the same as Graves’.

      Her stare found Asalak’s. Though he stood on his feet, the paralyzing effect was still in function and he could only gaze back at her, aware but powerless to do anything about it. Her head was clear of the gray veil yet she remained prostate. It was the only way to hide the fact that contrary to the others, she wasn’t insensate, that she was still conscious. She surreptitiously moved her head, letting a few locks of hair fall over her eyes. Her legs hurt but she refused to think about them. She was in a position to observe without being seen and though she was the only one from her camp able to move, it was better for the moment to make it appear as if she couldn’t, if only for a few moments.

      She prayed that neither Tebayi or Vokug came any closer, fearing they might see through the deception.

      But, for now, she was safe.

      She heard footsteps from beyond her field of vision. If she was right, they were coming from outside the Cube, or at least from the doorway. The steps came inside. For some reason, they appeared hesitant. From the corner of her eye, she watched Tebayi made her way to the front of the room.

      Senses on maximum, she strained to listen to what was going on.

      Tebayi’s voice glided to her ears. “Is the procedure ready?”

      The voice that answered broke Beatrice’s heart.

      “Yes, Tebayi.”

      Beatrice’s mental anguish cried out. She flicked an eye to Asalak. The pupil of his left eye expanded.

      And she knew that he was as devastated as she was.

      “Then we can proceed?” Tebayi asked.

      “If that is your wish,” Kalxin said. “But I must advise you that this is all highly experimental. I can’t guarantee the results.”

      “Yes, Kalxin, I know.”

      The lined face of the ex-veterinarian turned a shade darker. “Very well.”

      He glanced at those left standing. There was a deep sadness in the stare, and although he didn’t a say word, his whole demeanor spoke volumes. He, too, was trapped.

      His eyes settled on Beatrice.

      Her breath caught.

      He knew.

      He knew that she was conscious. That she was free of Tebayi’s control.

      But how?

      The glance between them lasted but milliseconds, but she had the distinct impression that a connexion had nonetheless been made. Kalxin had done something to her. After the confrontation with Tebayi, she had been comatose for almost two days. Somehow, he had found the way to make her resistant to the incapacitator.

      What else has he done to me? Has it always been part of the plan? To have me become a weapon against Tebayi?

      The more she thought about it, the more it became obvious. Kalxin had planned for this. Tebayi was a threat that needed to be stopped. Maybe he feared that his fellow Amilaki wouldn’t be able to stop her, that they were too weakened by the division in their midst and by the ongoing struggle to survive. Whatever the reason he had decided to act.

      She understood, now, that he was playing a game.

      A most dangerous one.

      He was working with Tebayi, coerced in some way to do her bidding. But he’d found a way to hide a weapon in plain sight; that even if she managed to rule the Amilaki and make all of them subservient to her will, someone would stand up.

      Someone with something in her brain.

      Damn.

      Kalxin turned his head and the flood of thoughts in her head subsided.

      And she realized that his message was clear: it was up to her now. He had done all he could to help her.

      She let out a low breath, angling it so that it pushed aside the strand of hair in front of her left eye. The maneuver failed and she did it again, keeping resolutely still at the same time. The rebellious lock of hair slid away from her iris, revealing what Kalxin what doing.

      He was plugging Tebayi in the interface.

      That was how her brain interpreted the strange sight before her.

      She tried to understand what was going on. Kalxin had pulled out a sleek webbing of lighted tendrils from a compact case and was affixing it to Tebayi’s head. The one called Vokug was standing alongside, helping him out. Scar Man, hovering behind them, kept a watchful eye on the proceedings. Beatrice guessed that if Kalxin merely entertained the idea of doing something foolhardy, he would be neutralized at once, maybe even permanently. The sullen look on Scar Man’s grim visage was a warning in itself.

      Kalxin joined the bundle of glowing tendrils to the ubiquitous oblong-shaped object the Amilaki used all the time. This one, however, was different. The device had ten faces, each one a separate display screen. Columns after columns of data rolled over the faces, the characteristic Amilaki alphabet of swirls and dots coming and going in an uninterrupted flow. Kalxin peered at the data for a full minute before nodding, apparently satisfied.

      “Is all well?” Tebayi asked, making Kalxin jump.

      He nodded with a nervous shake of the head, then made his way to the main interface. With haste, he proceeded in unplugging all the extraneous tech with quick pulls and tugs. One by one, the human components of the Disruptor were rendered useless, cast aside without concern.

      Beatrice understood that most of those systems had been put up to aid Graves’ technicians have a sense of what Eklan’s programming was all about. The code was all but unfathomable to humans, and although it had been deemed to complex and time-consuming to try to teach the language to human coders, it had been agreed that an activity log had to be kept, available for all to consult. Eklan himself wrote the log entries, doing his best to make it, as he once said to Noah, human-palatable; though apparently, it wasn’t easy to transcribe advanced Amilaki theories into sentences that made sense in english.

      Kalxin pulled one last connexion out from the main panel of the interface and took a step backward. Satisfied that all the superfluous hardware was out of the way, he went back to Tebayi’s side.

      He checked the webbing over her head one last time. Super-thin tendrils, the width of a human hair, dangled from the left side of the device.

      Tebayi nodded at him then turned to those, like Vokug, who stared back with anticipation. Her followers looked on with attentiveness, clearly enthralled by what was going on, and what was about to take place.

      And she wasn’t about to disappoint them.

      “This is for Ukun. This is for us. This is for all those who believe in our right to exist. In our obligation to prevail and in the validity of our cause.”

      She gave a short nod to Kalxin.

      “This is the beginning of the new reign, long overdue. A reign when the Amilaki, at last, accomplish their true destiny.”

      The tendrils burrowed themselves in the soft tissue behind her ear, inside the lump that marked her as a Parabiont. There was a brightening of the webbing and a shudder crossed her body.

      Her head fell to her chest.

      Kalxin removed the device from her cranium and set it aside.

      “It is done.”

      “Indeed it is.” A voice answered, sounding strangely incorporeal.

      Beatrice’s blood turned cold at once.

      Because the voice had come, impossibly, from above her.

      From the stack of Amilaki tech.
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      Paige stepped out of her room to a scene straight out of a horror movie. Two soldiers stood like mannequins in the hallway, their faces frozen in expressions of sudden bewilderment, as if a jokester had pulled their pants down. She crossed between them, careful to not bump an arm or step on a toe, and made her way to De Rozan’s room. The curtain was pulled tight so she swiped it aside with one quick flick of the wrist. Inside, Nurse Allston stared back with vacant eyes. She, like the others, was paralyzed, another victim of the attack.

      Because, Paige thought with conviction, this was an attack.

      “Corporal!” Kyle said, turning to her. “It’s good to see you!”

      Paige couldn’t help but agree with the young soldier.

      “You said it, Private!”

      De Rozan propped himself up in the bed, lifting his left arm away from the blanket. Paige saw the IV line dangle from the post. It was the same setup as the one in her room. She came closer to the bed.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding along. Your nose is something to behold!”

      The private’s entire face turned red. “How are you feeling?” Paige asked, checking the empty bag on the post.

      “Good, though I’m a tad woozy.”

      “It’ll pass.”

      He shot a glance at the IV in his arm then turned his head away. “I’m ready, Corporal. You can pull it out.”

      It was Paige’s turn to nod. “Very well. On three.”

      She gripped the needle sticking out from his arm. “One.”

      De Rozan stiffened.

      “Huh, remind me. What comes after one?”

      “What?” the Private asked, dumbfounded.

      Paige pulled the needle out with a sudden move.

      Kyle’s eyes bugged out in surprise. “Two,” he muttered between clenched teeth.

      Paige stared at his arm. There was just the one drop of blood but the IV was definitely removed. “You’re good,” she said with another grin.

      “No. You are,” Kyle said, removing the adhesive bandage from his arm.

      Paige indicated the plastic container in the corner. “Your clothes must be in that box. Mine where anyway. Get dressed. I’ll wait for you in the common area.”

      Paige’s back-to-business tone wasn’t lost on the Private. “Yes, Corporal.”

      She gave him one final nod then exited the room. The common area was just fifty feet away and she hurried over to it, her footsteps sounding loud in the relative quietness of the hall. Though she had recuperated her clothes, she missed having her weapon at hand. She guessed it must have been stored in the armory, along with the rest of the equipment. The steel shed was outside the plant and as far as she knew, only Graves and Garcia had the necessary keys.

      It was eerily quiet in the hallway, save for the hum of the heating system as the warm air travelled through the ducts. Around her, only a handful of soldiers stood about, each with the same helpless expression. Cornel Williams’ features were obscured by the blanket he was holding up, his arms struck in an odd pose and locked midway in movement. She walked over to him and tried to lower his left hand. It was stiff and wiry, refusing to budge. Even the fingers wouldn’t flex as she tried to extirpate the blanket away.

      “No use?” Kyle asked as he ran up to her.

      She turned to him.

      He was still as pale as a ghost and his nose stuck out like a sore thumb but some of the redness in his cheeks had returned and his eyes were focused and clear. Like her’s, his uniform was clean and pressed.

      “No. Even their muscles are all bunched up.”

      The Private looked around the room then said, “What are we to do?”

      Paige indicated with her chin the end of the corridor, where the rest of the plant waited to be explored. “We need to find the cause of this.” Her mouth settled into a thin line. “And we need weapons.”

      “I’m with you, Corporal.”

      They left Cornell behind and proceeded up the corridor. The plant’s layout was familiar to them and they quickly moved through the maze of hallways, stopping here and there when they encountered more of their static comrades. Soon, they reached the limit of the common area and came upon the intersection that led to the off-limits section of the plant.

      To the area where all the activity took place.

      To where the Cube was.

      “We still don’t have weapons,” Kyle said, eyeing the final hallway that led to the heart of the complex.

      “Yeah,” Paige agreed.

      “Maybe we could go back and search again. Maybe we missed something.”

      They had kept an eye out each time they came upon another soldier. But either the unit was unarmed when the attack took place, or more likely, had been disarmed afterward.

      “What bugs me,” Paige said with a shake of the head. “Is that we couldn’t even wrestle a blanket out of Cornell’s grip.”

      Kyle’s stare mirrored her own confusion.

      “Then, how the hell were our guys disarmed?” She said, her voice laced with apprehension.

      A blaze of light lit up the hallway. Like a super blood moon on a cloudless night, Paige saw the outline of the Cube for the first time. A wedge of cold sank between her shoulder blades. More stock-still soldiers stood around the open doorway.

      The one that led inside the Cube.

      But what was even more striking was the abundance of illumination twirling inside the room.

      A light that radiated with intensity.

      She shot a glance at Kyle. He, too, had seen it and by the stunned expression on his face, it was clear he’d never seen anything like it.

      “What is that?”

      “I don’t know,” Paige said, still taken aback by the flare-up. “But let’s go find out.”

      They eased forward, leaving the relative safety of the corridor for the gloomy interior of the volume. Paige was surprised by the emptiness of the hall they found themselves in. Aside from the Cube, the rest of the space was empty, save for deserted racking systems and oversized steel cabinets with warning stickers that dated back at least 20 years. Walking side-to-side, they followed the lozenge of light that indicated the Cube’s entrance. Already, the men and women rooted to the spot could be seen in sharper detail, their faces bathed by the otherworldly radiance. De Rozan walked by a few soldiers he knew well, his shoulders slumping as the scale of the attack became clear. His teammates were all here, but they might as well be absent. Josh, Chris, Leo, the names popped into his mind one after the other, along with snippets of memories of his interactions with them. Be it a beer passed along after a well-deserved break, a good laugh or even a tragic loss, those around him deserved a better fate than the one they were subjected to.

      They should have, at least, the opportunity to do something about it, and not be relegated to the side lines, powerless bystanders against a force they couldn’t understand, yet alone fight.

      Blood boiling, he followed Paige closely behind as she weaved her way towards the open doorway. Thirty feet out, they found a place along the Cube’s wall and hunkered in the shadows, making sure their contours didn’t fall in the crescent of light. Paige raised her right hand and put a knee down to the floor. De Rozan found position alongside and shot her a glance .

      “Do you hear that?” She said in a hushed voice.

      He turned his head sideways, trying to pick up what she was hearing. There was a subdued whimpering, a cry repeated every few seconds.

      A sound he’d heard before.

      “Yes.”

      He watched as Paige moved away from the wall and disappeared into the inky darkness, where the light couldn’t reach. A moment later, he saw two rapid flashes of light lit up the dark. Keeping his head down, he moved out at once.

      “This way, Kyle.”

      The flashes broke the gloom and he saw Paige’s silhouette. She was kneeling on the ground, a low mass to her side.

      He took a fews steps forward then felt her outstretched hand on his arm. The darkness was so complete that he could barely make out her outline, event though they were almost knocking heads.

      The whimper he heard found his ears once more. Paige pulled out a tiny torch LED keyring flashlight from her pocket and aimed it at the ground. Two sharp-looking brown eyes stared up amidst a mass of fur.

      “It’s Foxy,” Paige said, as if to convince herself.

      The Sheltie was lying prone on the floor, immobile. There was a wrapping of thick gauze around her midriff, contrasting sharply with the sable colored fur. De Rozan gently petted her, shaking his head in commiseration.

      “It seems we weren’t the only ones hurt,” he said, with a glance at Paige’s shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Paige said, jaw flexing.

      Kyle could hear the outrage behind the curt response; an indignation he, too, shared. At once, Paige planted a kiss to Foxy’s head. “Just hang on Foxy.”

      The dog let out a low whimper.

      “Let’s go, Kyle,” Paige said with a low hiss. “We have to stop this.”

      “I’m with you.”

      And on those words, the two soldiers left the shadows behind and stepped out into the light.
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      Beatrice stared at the stack with incomprehension. Had she really heard Tebayi’s voice? She swiveled her head a fraction of a degree. There was so much she didn’t understand about the Amilaki, but even if her knowledge was limited, it was obvious from Asalak’s shocked stare that what Tebayi had done was unprecedented.

      Kalxin made his way closer to the bank of monitors, perusing the displays with a deep frown on is face. A dozen of Tebayi’s followers began removing the soldiers from where they stood. Working in teams, they grabbed the arms and legs of the incapacitated and proceeded in clearing the Cube of their presence.

      Beatrice watched as Graves was picked up without ceremony and carried out of the Cube. The Amilaki were working with quiet efficiently, a solid reminder that they were in complete control of the situation. As the minutes went by, she found it increasingly difficult to keep still.

      Her instinct was to try and do something.

      Anything to stop what was going on.

      But what could she do?

      Noah was carried away, then Garcia. The doorway out of the Cube beckoned her. She had no idea where the soldiers were being taken, though, it couldn’t be that far away since the Amilaki teams came back rather quickly.

      The soldiers were assuredly being locked up somewhere.

      But where? The common area? No. That area was too open, too expansive to be easily guarded. The electrical building? No. That zone was too critical to lock people in.

      At once, a thought popped into her head.

      The steel containers.

      They were away from the main building, completely outside, and easy to guard. You could cram in an entire unit in those 40 feet long steel boxes. 24 men and women would have to share a limited amount of air but if you drilled holes in the panels and gave them water, you could keep them alive for a significant length of time.

      If that was your goal in the first place.

      And, for once, Beatrice wasn’t sure that was the case.

      There were just a handful of containers behind the plant. One, the armory, was already packed with gear. She doubted Tebayi’s people had time to clear it out for their use.

      That left two others. One was used to store food, blankets and other ‘non-critical’ supplies. Again, she thought it unlikely they would have had enough time to empty it.

      That left the last one.

      The one she didn’t know about.

      Nobody had told her what it contained. It might well have been empty, a relic from the plant’s past. Maybe, like for the others, it had once been used to house hazardous materials like oil or paint.

      But she didn’t know for sure.

      And when she toured the place with Graves, he had omitted mentioning it.

      It might be nothing, or it might be everything.

      She had no way to know.

      She heard footsteps approach and knew it was her turn to be carried out. Trying to stay absolutely still while her heart hammered in her chest, she forced herself in becoming limp.

      But it wasn’t easy when your muscles were already bunched up, ready to bolt. She drilled herself to go numb. At once, the distorted profile of Scar Man danced in her vision. His eyes were devoid of empathy as he roughly grabbed her wrists and lifted her cleanly off the floor. Her feet scraped the floor for a few seconds as he pulled her away before a second pair of hands gripped her ankles. She risked a glance as she was lifted out, desperately searching for any sign of Asalak. As Scar Man turned to cross over to the doorway, she saw Kalxin stare back at her.

      Their eyes met.

      She saw the immense fatigue behind the wizened stare, but something else too.

      Despair.

      The moment lingered for a pregnant second before Vokug stepped into view. He grabbed the Doctor’s arm, seizing it as if it was a child’s. She heard a muffled cry of pain, then nothing.

      Overhead, the play of light danced between the rafters and as the shadows deepened, she realized she’d been taken out of the Cube. The hold on her wrists tightened, making her hiss out in pain.

      The men stopped.

      Scar Man repeated the act, applying even more pressure. Refusing to give in to the agony in her wrists, she bit down on her tongue, tasting at once the strong metallic taste of her blood. Followed a pause. She screwed her eyes tight as she felt Scar Man’s gaze on her. He was looking for signs that she was conscious but she remained completely limp, reigning in the adrenaline racing through her as well as the throbbing pain. The strong grip relaxed somewhat and Scar Man started up again, hastening his pace. Letting her head flop to the side, she peeked out between the locks of hair that fell over her face. The concrete floor whizzed by, a featureless plane of gray lost in a sea of gloom. Time seemed to stand still as she floated above the floor, kept afloat like a stringless puppet by invisible masters.

      A familiar sound found her ear and she perked up.

      There. That low whimpering.

      She opened one eye larger, risking detection but unable to help herself.

      She had to see.

      The floor bounced up and down every few seconds as they made their way out of the large room that housed the Cube. A light had been turned on to illuminate the path to a secondary exit, one that was usually reserved for emergencies. Scar Man veered toward it and a silhouette of an animal lying on the ground appeared, not ten feet away. It lay ignored as Tebayi’s people walked by, just another obstacle to avoid.

      But not by Beatrice.

      Foxy!

      Scar Man’s trajectory hesitated for a second then resumed. With stupefaction, Beatrice realized he was heading right for the Sheltie. She felt her muscles tense despite herself.

      Don’t even think it! Her mind screamed at the man with the ugly scar. Don’t you dare touch her!

      But Scar Man ignored her unspoken warnings and stepped closer to the dog. For a second, she thought he would simply pass by without stopping. But then he lifted his left foot. The man’s safety boot caught the light. There was a yellow exclamation point icon embedded in the black rubberized outsole. She realized it meant the boot was wrapped in steel. His foot hovered a few inches above Foxy’s throat as she lay on the floor, a low whimper escaping her lungs. Beatrice’s heart stopped.

      No!

      His threat galvanized her. She kicked out with a violent jerk, hitting the arms of the man gripping her ankles. He jerked back in surprise and she felt her legs pop free. There was a low growl above her head followed by a brutal lunge. She twisted her body left and right, desperately fighting to loosen the grip holding her prisoner. Scar Man’s vice-like hold on her wrists doubled down and she cried out in pain. From the corner of her eye, she saw the second man stick his right hand in a pocket. A second later he pushed forward, aiming an incapacitator at her head.

      “Don’t move!” he hissed.

      She froze.

      He grinned. “That’s better.”

      With a rough tussle, Scar Man set Beatrice back on her feet. “Why aren’t you out like the others?” His voice was as rutted as his appearance.

      She drilled her eyes into his cold stare but said nothing. He looked at her for ten more seconds then turned to the other man. “Tebayi will find this discrepancy interesting. Don’t you think?”

      The other man acknowledged with a brief nod. “Absolutely.”

      Abruptly, Scar Man grabbed Beatrice’s right arm and twisted it behind her back. She let out an involuntary cry of pain, her eyes smoldering with hurt and fury.

      “Let’s go,” the disfigured man said.

      He pushed Beatrice forward, keeping a strong lock to her arm.

      “What about the animal?” The other man called as they walked away.

      “Leave it where it is. We’ll come back later to finish the job,” Scar Man said, wheezing the words directly in Beatrice’s ears. Without warning, she shoved her head backward at full force, the movement brutal and sudden. The back of her skull smashed into Scar Man’s face. There was the sound of a broken bone. He let go of her arm and stumbled backward, raising both hands to his face.

      “My nose,” he mumbled in shock, his voice sounding even more nasal than usual.

      She pivoted on her heels and smashed her fist directly between his eyes. His eyes grew wide and he fell to his knees, the blood pouring down his face. The other man saw him collapse.

      “Joe?”

      “Get her!” Scar Man managed to say, spitting out blood.

      The large man with the ovoid face lunged.

      Beatrice sidestepped him. She felt the air move as he missed her by an inch. He twirled about and she did the same, the two facing each other again. “You shouldn’t have done that to my brother.” His smile turned into a snark. “He never forgets, nor forgives.”

      The man duked to his left then made a move to his right. Taken by surprise, Beatrice danced out of his way but she lost her balance and crashed to the floor. A hand shot out and gripped her ankle. Turning her head, she realized that Joe had seized her and was holding on, a demonic look in his eyes. She kicked hard and connected. He let go, snarling in pain. His brother wrapped his large hands around her, lifting her up with one effortless pull. She twisted her body left and right, clawing at his face with desperation. She heard him cry out in pain then felt his hold falter. She found herself back on her feet and saw that the man was dabbing at a wicked scratch to his chin.

      “Now, you look even more like your brother,” she exclaimed with a triumphant glint in the eye.

      “You bitch.”

      He took a step forward. She stood her ground. Then, all of a sudden, he fell, his body hitting the ground with a loud crash. Beatrice saw movement in the shadows. Behind her, the muffled cry of someone being immobilized came to her hears. She swiveled to where Scar Man lay and saw him sitting on the floor, arms tied behind his back and with a rag stuffed in his mouth. Standing in front of him, a grinning Kyle De Rozan turned her way and gave her a wink. Shocked by the apparition, she grinned back, the disbelief ceding to elation. A hand settled on her left shoulder, making her jump.

      “We’ll make a soldier out of you, yet,” Paige said with a wide grin.

      “Paige! You’re back… you’re you again!”

      There was a look of incomprehension in the Corporal’s stare.

      The emergency exit door opened and a group of Amilaki began walking back toward them.

      “Quick! Help me with this guy,” Paige said, keeping her voice low. She stepped out to the knocked-out man and grabbed him by the arm. Beatrice found the man’s other arm and with a silent nod to each other, they pulled the man deeper in the shadows, away from the shaft of light. Breathing hard, they retreated back a full ten yards before Paige felt they were a safe distance away.

      “Stay here,” the Corporal breathed, slipping away once more.

      Beatrice nodded, too wired to wonder why.

      At least both Paige and Kyle seem like themselves.

      A moment later, Paige returned with Kyle, both of them grunting as they pulled Scar Man into the shadows. Beatrice noticed the man had a new bump to his head and that he was out cold.

      She raised an eyebrow to Paige.

      “Let’s just say he had it coming.”

      “I’m not arguing,” Beatrice said, a smirk setting into place.

      “Now what do we do?” Kyle said, putting a knee down and wiping his brow.

      Paige turned to Beatrice. “Can you tell us what’s going on?”

      “Yes, but I need to do something first.”

      Leaving the others behind, she hurried out into the darkness.

      “Where are you going?” She heard Paige mutter, her voice lost to the gloom.

      “To get Foxy.”
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      “Stop!”

      Paige’s warning cut through the gloom with a sharp hiss. Beatrice froze on the spot and waited, making herself small to avoid being seen. Half a minute later, Paige sidled up next to her. Twenty-five feet away, a parade of Tebayi supporters glided past, their footsteps overly loud as they walked back to the Cube.

      “Wait,” Paige said, directly in her ear.

      Fighting back the impatience about to boil over, Beatrice gave a curt nod.

      Paige saw the discomfit look on her face and put a hand to her shoulder. The last Amilaki finally crossed the doorway, vanishing inside the Cube’s radiance.

      “Now!”

      Beatrice sprung up like a coiled snake and bolted off to where Foxy waited.

      Paige kept an eye out to the Cube’s doorway, just in case someone came their way. She saw two men grab Asalak and march him away, deeper inside the whirling light. A minute went by, then a touch of wetness brushed the bare skin of her right arm, an inch below the sleeve of her t-shirt. She turned and realized it was Foxy’s permanently moist nose. Beatrice grinned at her. She was cradling the Sheltie as if it was the most precious thing in the world and Paige guessed that it was probably not far from the truth. She scratched Foxy behind the ear then indicated the spot where Kyle waited. “Let’s go.”

      She hurried away into the dense shadows, Beatrice following closely in her steps. The light from the Cube made it easier to navigate the vastness of the room and a few minutes later they joined up with the Private.

      “Ok,” Paige started, her voice deliberately hushed. “Me and Kyle are going to lock these guys away.”

      She glanced at the two men. They were still insensate and showed no sign of waking up. Somewhat relived, she turned back to Beatrice. “We will rendezvous outside the plant, behind the armory.”

      Beatrice acknowledged with a nod.

      “You’ll be okay with Foxy and all?”

      “Yes,” Beatrice whispered. “I’ll try to find a good place for her.”

      It was Paige’s turn to nod . “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

      They all got up at the same time.

      Beatrice walked away at a brisk pace, carrying Foxy in her arms. In the distance, the door leading out to the rear of the plant was barely discernible in the gloom, but she knew she was on the right track. Behind her, she heard the two soldiers huff and puff as they carried out the larger of the two brothers, the one she’d scratched with her nails. Twisting her head back to glance at the Cube, she noticed that both Asalak and Eklan had been taken away.

      They must still be inside the Cube.

      With Tebayi.

      Staying focused on the task at hand, she reached the emergency door. There was a steel push bar and an old faded sticker that stated: EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY - NO ENTRY.

      They would have to be careful if they didn’t want to be locked out. The door had a spring that prevented the door from being kept ajar. It was ancient and rusted, but it still worked. She pushed the door with her left elbow. There was a noise as the spring extended but to her relief, it was less bothersome than she anticipated. She waited for the others to arrive. Outside, dusk now claimed its rightful place in the sky, the colors of the setting sun demarcating the edge of trees looming in the background. The Northerly wind descended from the ring of mountains, turning the air cooler. Beatrice let the coolness kiss her face, enjoying the sensation of replenishment it instantly provided.

      There was the sound of footsteps.

      “Careful, Paige. The door closes by itself.”

      The Corporal grunted in acknowledgement. “Okay, we need a way to keep this door open… but we don’t want to attract attention.”

      Beatrice shot her a glance that said, “I got this!”, then hurried out of the building. Paige watched her leave, then turned to Kyle.

      “Boy, it’s good to be back into action,” the Private said between two pulls of air.

      “I was just thinking the same,” Paige said with tight grin.

      The private shook his head with a smile. “I never dreamed I would be battling alien thugs though.”

      “That’s the army for ya.”

      There was a guffaw from the young soldier. “Still beats flipping burgers.”

      “True enough,” Paige agreed with a twinkle in the eye.

      Beatrice appeared in the doorway, making both of them jump. “Okay guys, go. I’ll take care of the door.”

      “Where’s Foxy?” Paige asked, picking herself up.

      “Right there.”

      “What?”

      Paige shot a glance to where Beatrice pointed. To her disbelief, Foxy stared back at her, all chipper and standing squarely on four legs.

      “She suddenly sprung alive and the first thing she did after licking my face was…”

      The faces of the soldiers stared back, blank.

      “Pee, of course.”

      Kyle chortled while Paige shook her head from side to side. “Of course,” the Corporal said with a laugh. “How could it be otherwise?”

      Beatrice shrugged. “Nature calls even for the best of us.”

      “That reminds me,” Kyle began, eyeing the row of trees in the distance.

      “We better move then,” Paige said.

      The soldiers hurried out the door. Beatrice removed her right shoe and stuck it in the corner of the door, keeping it ajar. She searched the ground along the exterior wall, searching for the perfect object to use as a door stop. She found a flat stone and a moment later jammed it in the door, recuperating her shoe in the process. She turned to check up on Paige’s progress. Foxy had her head turned and was staring at something outside her field of view.

      “What is it, Foxy?” She said, the words escaping her lips in a rush.

      “Don’t move!”

      Beatrice’s heart did a somersault in her chest. She peeked around the corner of the door and saw two men aim incapacitators at Paige and Kyle. She’d never seen these men before but it didn’t really matter, because they meant trouble.

      One of the them, a wiry caucasian of about 35 years with a shaved head and a pointed chin, gestured for Paige to lower the man they were carrying down to the ground. Paige shot a quick glance at De Rozan. He nodded and after a wordless confirmation, let go. The larger of the Walker brothers crashed to the ground, the impact throwing up a cloud of dust in the air. Wiry Man stepped closer to Paige. The other man changed position to better cover him, choosing a spot about 10 feet way, his weapon aimed squarely at the Corporal.

      “Your weapon.”

      Paige fished the smartgun from behind her back and tossed it between Wiry Man’s feet. He bent down to grab it. Beatrice saw the opening and exploded. She hurled herself at the man, zooming out of the shadows as fast as a 100 meter runner. He flinched in surprise yet managed to raise his hand to take aim.

      But Beatrice was too quick.

      She smashed into him at full force, the impact sending him flying.

      Kyle took advantage of the confusion and charged the other man. Quick as a cat, he shoved the Amilaki’s weapon aside then followed with a quick combo of punches. The man cried out in pain, staggering backwards.

      Beatrice picked herself up.

      “Are you okay?” She heard Paige call.

      The Corporal had her gun trained to Wiry Man’s head.

      “I’m good.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath as Kyle grabbed the other man and pinned one arm behind his back.

      “Jesus, that was too close,” the Private said, breathing hard.

      Paige turned her head to Beatrice. “Good job, Beatrice.”

      “Now what do we do with these guys?” Kyle asked, keeping a firm hold on the man’s arm.

      Paige shot a glance at the steel box, the one used to store supplies. “Beatrice, check to see if our people are in there.”

      Beatrice nodded then raced away, Foxy galloping at her side. A minute later, they reached the container. Two steel doors faced her. Each door was fitted with two vertical lock rods that enabled the opening, closing and locking of the doors. She grabbed the handle of the door to the right and twisted slightly to make sure the locks were disengaged. Next, she did the same with the one to the left. After making sure all was clear, she pulled both handles in tandem. The hinges groaned with a low squealing sound as the heavy doors swiveled aside. She pushed the doors out of the way and made her way inside.

      She noticed the bodies at once. They were propped up along the shelves, like discarded mannequins in a deserted department store, their features as still as their limbs. With a start, she noticed the one closest to her. He lay with his head low, staring down at the steel-clad floor.

      She knelt down next to him.

      “Noah!”

      Even though his eyes were open, he didn’t turn his head nor made any kind of move. Foxy came closer and nudged her long snout to his forehead. She licked him. Her tongue slapped against his skin again and again, as if by her actions she could break the spell keeping him under.

      “It’s no use Foxy, he’s, uh, sleeping.”

      Foxy looked up and whimpered.

      “I know, it pains me too.”

      She straightened and stared at the others. Graves sat alongside Garcia, as well as Moffatt, Doctor Leyland, Nurse Allston and Cornell Williams. The soldiers she’d come to know and appreciate lay like figurines in a shoe box, inert yet alive.

      Tears bubbled up in her eyes but she blinked them away.

      With a last look at Noah, she turned and ran back to Paige.

      “Our people are all in there,” Beatrice confirmed as she joined up with the others.

      “And they’re still…”

      Beatrice confirmed Paige’s question. “Out of it? Yes, I’m afraid so.”

      The Corporal digested the news with a long sigh. “Okay Kyle, let’s find us some rope and tie up these guys.”

      “Where are we going to put them?”

      The Private’s question was the same as the one on Beatrice’s mind.

      “Oh, that’s easy.” Paige had a lopsided grin on her face. “With Colonel Graves, of course.”
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      “Here, you’re all set to go.”

      Beatrice stared at the smartgun in her hand. Her fingerprints were registered in the weapon now, making her the sole user of the factory-new Colt.

      “You have 10 rounds in the magazine, plus the one already in the chamber.”

      Beatrice nodded, her eyes still glued to the gray carbon-fiber clad pistol she held. Paige gripped her shoulder. “You’ll be okay. Me and Kyle will go in first. You wait for my signal.”

      “It’s just… this is so new to me.”

      “Understandable,” Paige said with a lopsided grin. “It is for me, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. What do you think? That we regularly train to fight aliens?”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we’re helpless. We have the brains, the knowhow and the attitude to do this. Right?”

      Kyle, who had been shoving ammo cartridges in a backpack, acknowledged with a confident grin. “Hooah!”

      Beatrice turned to him. Though his puffed-up chest was full of swagger, there was a trace of worry in his eyes.

      Paige checked their gear out one last time, then closed the double set of doors. There was a clang of metal against metal, and after one final check, she punched a series of digits on the armory’s security keypad. The lock slid into position. Satisfied the contents were now secured, she joined up with the others.

      “Okay, so we’ll proceed as you suggested,” Paige said, glancing at the others in turn. “We find the place where they locked up Asalak and the others and we bust them out.”

      Beatrice nodded.

      “What happens if we can’t, uh, find them?” De Rozan asked.

      “Then we’ll have to improvise.”

      Paige gave them one last nod before moving out. Proceeding in a tight formation, with Beatrice in the middle, they made their way alongside the rear wall of the main building, hugging the shadows of the old brickwork as the sun set behind the trees. To avoid detection, Paige had chosen a separate route back into the plant. It forced them to go around the perimeter of the building, away from the Cube, but she felt it was the safest way. Having no alarms ringing in your ears wasn’t confirmation you weren’t being watched.

      Beatrice hunkered low as they huddled behind a tall bush, right outside the corner of the building where the front facade met the side wall.

      “So far, so good,” Paige said, keeping her voice low.

      Ahead, not 20 yards out, an exit could be seen, the gray steel door cutting into the red bricks. That was their way in. There were no door handles or any other exterior features, save for a tiny gaping hole three quarters of the way up.

      “Maybe we ought to try the front door,” Kyle joked, his voice muffled by the dark gray bandanna tied around his neck.

      Paige raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Sorry, bad idea.”

      “Maybe not,” Beatrice said.

      Paige’s stare reflected her bewilderment. “What do you mean?”

      “I could try to sneak my way in. I know the place pretty well. I’m sure I can find this door,” she shifted her eyes to the steel door, “And let you guys in.”

      “I don’t know.” Paige said, visibly unconvinced.

      “I can do this. Listen, you guys are built like tanks.” Beatrice said, her eyes going from one soldier to the next. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “Me, I’m a subcompact. That’s my advantage. Let me use it.”

      There was a trace of a grin on Paige’s face. “Very well, we’ll wait for you here.”

      Beatrice gave a short nod and hurried off. She heard the words ‘Good luck’ echo among the gloom.

      She was on her own.

      Keeping to the dim areas clinging the building, she zipped in and out of the murky light, shadowing the pathway that lead to the main entrance. She reached the apron of concrete at the base of the steps and froze. There was a guard standing in front of the doors, staring out. He stood motionless, a rifle slung over his shoulder. She slid back into the shadows, breathing hard.

      Just my luck.

      Staring at the guard, she noticed the night vision googles fastened to his helmet. She’d been lucky he still had not activated them, because she would have been spotted for sure.

      She needed to move. Now. Before he did slipped them on.

      A diversion. That’s what she needed.

      Thinking hard, she cycled through various scenarios, casting aside those she deemed too reckless. Two options crystallized in her mind.

      Option 1: she could lob a rock in the trees and hope he went for it. But there was the danger he would return too quickly to his post, intersecting her as she rushed up the steps.

      Better to use option 2.

      She pulled the Colt from the holster tied to her thigh. It felt heavy in her hand, much more so than the Amilaki weapon she had used in the warehouse raid. She thumbed the safety off and waited for the authentication protocol to complete. Five milliseconds later, a tiny green light confirmed the weapon was primed.

      And ready to be used.

      She glanced at her hand. It was shaking. She took a deep breath and willed herself to be calm.

      Then she pounced.

      There was a distance of 20 yards between her and the guard. She glanced at him as she hurtled forward, heart pumping. There was something familiar about the man, about his body shape. She had seen him before. With a start, his name popped into her head.

      Owen.

      She zipped across the lawn and found herself a few steps away from him. The man stared at her, mouth agape. He raised his right arm. Beatrice ran up to him and threw the Colt directly at his head. The gun smacked into his face with a loud thud. He yelped in pain and crumpled to the ground, at once deflated. Moving with speed, she picked up the Colt and aimed it at his head.

      “Don’t move.”

      “Ow,” the plump man said, gingerly touching his nose. “Not my nose again.”

      “Get up.”

      He picked himself up with deliberate care, groaning with effort. “I recognize you,” he said, after finding his feet. “Your Asalak’s friend.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “That’s right.”

      She’d met Owen before, when Asalak had given himself up to Graves. He had accompanied them in the van, taking an interest in Paige even though she had previously crushed his nose.

      As she stared at him, she realized that he wasn’t dressed as a soldier. He still wore the gray coveralls she’d seen before, the ones from the warehouse. He had, however, slipped on an army winter jacket, as well as the accompanying helmet, which was the reason why she’d mistaken him for a soldier. She grabbed the rifle from the ground and kicked the helmet away. It spun away and bounced down the steps, vanishing in the shadows.

      “Listen,” he began, glancing right and left, his jowls moving like jello. “I’m on your side.”

      Taken aback, Beatrice’s stare turned hard. “What?”

      Wrangling his hands with nervousness, he shot a glance at her, eyes pinched with agitation. “Yes. What Tebayi is doing is wrong. I’m with Asalak, now.”

      She locked eyes with him.

      Is he telling the truth or bamboozling me?

      It was hard to tell.

      It was true, though, that she’d never considered him a threat. She thought of him as a servant and a worker, one of Tebayi’s pawns. He was obeying orders, an ant in the colony. His friendly disposition and out-of-shape physique made him an oddity among Tebayi’s followers.

      A misfit.

      “Your name is Owen, right?”

      He nodded but the movement was full of hesitation.

      “I believe you, Owen.”

      There was a wash of relief on his round face.

      “I need you to open a door for us.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. Vokug will be back shortly to check up on me. If I leave my post, it will alert him that something’s up.” His eyes widened. “And you don’t want to cross that man, believe me.”

      Beatrice nodded. “Yeah, I’ve bumped into him before.”

      “Okay, I will go in then.”

      Again, he seemed unsure of what to do. She noticed his unease and said, “What is it?”

      “You are going in there alone? To stop Tebayi?”

      “I’m not alone. Paige is with me.”

      His eyes brightened at the sound of the Corporal’s name. “She’s okay?”

      Beatrice realized he wasn’t aware that Paige had came out of limbo. “Yes.”

      He seemed relieved by the news.

      “But I need to free Asalak first.”

      The doubt returned in his eyes. “Vokug has him locked up, along with Eklan and those of us who have seen the light.”

      “Do you know where?”

      “Yes. They were to be taken to an old control room… but I have no idea where that place is. Do you know of it?”

      She closed her eyes. A layout of the plant played out in her head. Graves had shown it to her, during the tour. The answer was there. She just needed to bring it into focus.

      There.

      The old control room was on the second floor of the unused section, the one cordoned off by the army as being unsafe. Reaching it would not be a piece of cake. They would have to go through the common area without being seen, and she was pretty sure Tebayi’s people were roaming there, keeping an eye out on those going in and out of the Cube.

      Unless…

      “Change of plan, Owen.”

      “You’re not going in?”

      She turned on her heels and hurried down the steps. “Yes, but I just thought of a faster way.”

      “What am I to do?”

      She stopped in her tracks and turned back to him. “Do what you’ve been ordered to do and try not to attract attention. I’ll tell the others that you are on our side. When all hell breaks loose, join us at the Cube.”

      He stared at her, lost in thought. Then, as if making his mind up about something, he acknowledged her with a quick nod. “Ok.”

      She gave him a little wave than sprinted away.

      “Say hi to Corporal Hillcox for me,” he called, his voice falling behind as she turned around the corner of the building and sped out into the darkness.

      Despite herself, she had a grin on her face.

      She knew where Eklan was.

      And she knew what she had to do.

      And for once, it was rather straightforward.

      All she needed was a rope.
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      Kalxin’s hands went to his head. The throbbing in his cranium went on unabated, the pressure building with each passing minute. He was dying, no question about it. The parabiosis between Doctor Henry Sopp’s body and himself was failing.

      And there was nothing he could do about it.

      It had started with a tenacious discomfort, one resembling an ailment the humans called a ‘migraine’. He had taken the prescribed meds, but the pain, though diminished, had never went away. He had learned to deal with it, using meditative techniques to curb the knife slicing its way into his cerebral cortex.

      But it was no use.

      The stinging continued, without relief. It inserted itself between the tendrils that linked him to the human body, dissolving the binds that had kept them together. After a moment, he realized there was nothing he could do about it, that the interconnection was doomed, that it was just a matter of time before he died.

      He had told no one about it, not even Asalak; though it was possible that he already knew.

      And the reason he kept his condition hidden was sitting in a chair not five feet away.

      Or rather had been.

      Because Tebayi was now more machine than a breathing, living, organism.

      And it was all his fault.

      He should never have allowed it, should have prevented her from doing the irreparable. But he hadn’t, and now that his last, final, minutes were at hand, he knew he’d not only failed her, but all his people too.

      He stared at the big man with the square shoulders hovering above Tebayi’s body. Vokug was one of the dark ones, his intellect twisted by ambition and by a foolish devotion to his mistress. The brute was altogether a reflection of all that had gone wrong since their arrival on this planet.

      But that wasn’t entirely true.

      The darkness in the man’s heart had started even before. Back on Ukun. Stoked by Tebayi’s fiery condemnation of the Elders. She, a leader of the Futurists, had argued against the ideology behind the mission of exploration.

      “We ought not to be gracious,” she had clamored. “We ought to be enforcers.”

      For she feared what the Universe kept hidden from sight, what dangers lurked in the vast and empty gulfs of space. “We should shore up Ukun’s defenses, not sail like beggars into the unknown,” she spat, urged on by her coterie of soothsayers and prognosticators.

      There was much noise and much debate, but in the end the sages prevailed and the grand vessel was readied for the journey ahead, the crew selected for their accomplishments in the fields of arts, education and science.

      But the bold voyage became instead a race for survival when the Snyl pulverized their aspirations.

      And for Tebayi, the vindication came from the realization she’d been right all along, that she alone was now the true voice of the Amilaki.

      Kalxin’s whole body shook. He made his way closer to the one chair that was empty. The row of people that stared with rapturous attention to the glowing extension of Tebayi’s mind ignored him, their focus elsewhere.

      And since he’d completed his task, he was now useless, a nuisance even.

      Vokug stared at him with calculated disaffection, his allegiance now exclusively with Tebayi. Kalxin let himself fall into the chair. There was a rustle of movement beside him and he felt the tight binding of plastic straps around his arms and legs. He looked up at Vokug. The man turned away, a look of disgust on his face.

      Kalxin felt his heartbeat accelerate.

      The contempt in Vokug’s eyes was well merited.

      He, Kalxin, a respected Elder, had trounced his own principles. He had hurt those he had vowed to support. He had championed the one he had feared the most, the one that shouldn’t be in control.

      For Tebayi occupied a large place in his heart.

      As a younger man, he had guided her as she explored Ukun’s vast seas of knowledge, her brilliant intellect a welcomed challenged for his teaching skills. He distilled his wisdom without reserve, trusting her occasional belligerence would taper off as she grew older and hopefully wiser. Some thought she was too brash, too temperamental to be one of the Thinkers.

      To those, he didn’t listen, rejecting out of hand any and all objections.

      And now that he was at death’s door, he could see the cruel truth of his time among the living.

      He had failed.

      They were all spiraling into a shapeless future, casting aside the logic of the past. They were reacting to the threat posed by the Snyl by becoming what they had vowed never to be.

      A race of overlords.

      Rulers of humanity.

      And instead of handing out knowledge, they would dominate those that needed it. For that was what Tebayi had planned for Humanity. Already, she travelled amongst the networks of information, gleaning and gathering what she needed to take control. She had bridged the gap between consciousness and artificial intelligence, hacking Asalak and Eklan’s interface for her needs. Though their work had been conceived to infiltrate the Snyl’s inner sanctum, Tebayi was now using it for a more sinister purpose.

      Kalxin could see it in his mind.

      Tebayi had access, now, to the mainframes and super data centers of the world. Nothing the humans could do to protect their systems would work. For she had thousands of years of Amilaki accomplishments at her disposal, reams of scientific intelligence she could whimsically tapped into to take down firewalls, reroute power, rewrite code. The humans in charge of protecting the infrastructure would never know what was happening, confounded by the speed and the sheer audacity of the takeover. She was already deeply coupled to what made the different platforms talk to each other. Be them military, financial, governmental, they all shared the same primordial, human, way of functioning. A way she had learned to repurpose to her will.

      And what she wanted to do was a death sentence for humanity.

      He had witnessed it first hand when she touched his mind.

      Her vision.

      An army of obedient beings, governed by one overseeing mind. Without wills of their own, the humans would become what they were destined to be, instruments to be used. Usurping their minds via powerful waves of mentally projected commands, she would order them around like so much pawns, facing the Snyl with her own personal army of minions. The tide of demonic creatures would have to claw through barriers of men and women before reaching her.

      For she was the most important entity on earth now.

      The only one that should survive.

      Not the billions of fools that occupied the heavenly pearl circling around a blessed star. They weren’t worthy of such a privilege. Survival was only for those with a vision, not for those lacking in brain power to even dream of one. As for the Snyl, they were the Universe’s scourge. They had no right to exist, for their whole reason of living was to destroy other Life. They had no exalted nature, no transcending aspirations, no evolved intellect. They were just bugs. Things to be squashed without a second thought, and with extreme prejudice. The Cosmos would be better without them, rid of an infestation that could only dimmed its grandeur.

      ‘We have earned our right.’

      Kalxin flinched. The voice crashed into his mind with absolute certainty. It was colder than before, less emotional, but equally terrifying. He felt the blood drain away from his limbs. It would seem that his last moments would be ones of grieving.

      ‘Grieving?’

      “Yes, Tebayi,” he said, choosing to voice his thoughts so that others could hear his final words.

      “Isn’t it a time for celebration instead?” The voice called from the stack, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “No. And you know I’m right.”

      Tebayi’s voice was full of scorn. “I pity you, Kalxin. You were on the path of greatness, a respected voice among the Thinkers. And look at you now, you mourn the old instead of rejoicing what is to be.”

      Kalxin sighed. “You still don’t know, Tebayi. After all this time.”

      “Know what, Kalxin? Explain it to me. Explain it to me, the only Amilaki who dared to attain what the Elders feared to contemplate. Explain it to me, the only Amilaki who went beyond empty rhetoric and found a way to supplant the limitations of our species. Explain it to me, the one about to change all of our destinies. Tell me, oh ancient one, what I don’t understand.”

      Kalxin’s upper torso deflated, as if the effort to sit up was too much. The pressure in his head increased at once, causing the knife of pain to burn with even more fierceness. He concentrated on lifting his head up to the source of the voice, to the artificial shell housing Tebayi’s consciousness. He blinked and steadied his gaze, willing his body to cooperate one final time.

      “You don’t know about the inner flame burning in humans.”

      “Oh, that.”

      Kalxin’s eyes narrowed in surprise.

      “I know all about what the humans call the soul. I know about how it is viewed as the immaterial component of a physical body and how it is able to transcend death and achieve immortality.” Tebayi chortled. “It is just one of many superstitions they have.”

      “You might know about it, but its true meaning is lost to you.”

      “I don’t think so. I have extensively researched the subject and found no proof to support its existence. The soul is an invention, pure and simple. A fantasy designed to assuage the fear of death in feeble-minded humans.”

      “That’s where you have it wrong, Tebayi.”

      “Enlighten me then, Kalxin.”

      Kalxin’s gaze twinkled.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why is that?”

      He smiled. “Because I don’t have one.”

      “Of course you don’t, because it doesn’t exist.”

      “That’s why you don’t understand.”

      Tebayi snickered. “Nonsense, all of it.”

      “I have seen it.”

      “Delusions of an old man.”

      Kalxin shrugged, a slow deliberate movement. “Maybe.”

      “Your misguided belief is a tragedy in itself. I have achieved what the humans have dreamed about but never managed to attain, despite their soul. I am immortal. I have cast aside the last ties that held me imprisoned and dependent of those biological and inferior bags of blood and bones known as bodies. I have evolved beyond the need for such artifice, forever growing as I extend my reach to the confines of this planet… and even beyond. I am, you poor fool, what you would call the soul of the new Amilaki.”

      Kalxin’s stare turned to steel. “I hope not.”

      He inclined his head, closed his eyes and exhaled softly.

      The voice above him resonated one final time before the world dimmed around him, the pull of death an inevitable force he couldn’t avoid.

      “So long… father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          24 Headway

        

      

    

    
      Noah sensed movement beside him. With a jerk, he opened his eyes and took in his surroundings. He was inside some kind of room but the details were out of focus, lost to darkness. He realized he was sitting down on a hard surface, propped up against a wall that felt unnaturally cold. Though he could see, the fog in his vision turned everything into hazy, indistinct, blobs. One particular blob, white and beige-like, bobbed up and down right next to him.

      What is that?

      Taken aback by the apparition, he tried to move away from it. A chill spread through him but his body remained locked, as if waiting for instructions late in coming. He concentrated on moving his head, closing his eyes to concentrate.

      Move. Head.

      It didn’t work.

      He was paralyzed.

      The jumping blob settled over his legs.

      He felt the weight of the foreign body as it settled over him, but his eyesight refused to clear.

      Dammit.

      Maybe his ears worked better. He shuttered away the blobs marring his vision and turned his attention to listening. At first, only the constant buzzing occupied the sound field. Then, one by one, distinct noises popped inside his head.

      Wind. Creaking metal. Whimpering.

      The last sound was definitely linked to the blob still draped over his legs.

      “Foxy?”

      His voice sounded as if he was inside a submarine.

      The blob became much larger, changing its overall color to white. He sensed something wet on his forehead.

      A short bark confirmed the blob’s identity.

      “Foxy! Girl! I’m glad its you.”

      The Sheltie licked him again.

      The blobs in his eyesight slowly dissolved, changing into more corporal shapes. As if he was pulling his head out of an aquarium, the white blob turned clearer and at last, he made out the familiar snout and the two inquisitive eyes.

      “I can see you now, Foxy.”

      The dog acknowledged him with another lick.

      He wanted to pet her but his arm refused to move, or his legs for that matter. He was still glued into place, inert and unable to lift a finger.

      “How are you girl?”

      Foxy turned her head with a quizzical expression.

      She must be wondering why I can’t move.

      “I can’t move, not yet anyway.”

      “Me neither.”

      From the corner of his eye, he identified where the voice came from.

      “Sergeant Garcia, are you okay?”

      The soldier’s voice was hoarse. “Yes, you?”

      “I can see just fine but I’m unable to change position.”

      There was a grunt followed by a colorful expletive. “Same here.”

      Foxy left Noah’s side and went over to the soldier. She nudged her nose next to his arm. He winked at her. “At least Foxy seems to be all right.”

      Noah agreed. “Yeah, I wonder why. Maybe she was knocked out like the rest of us but simply came out of it quicker.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      “Who’s there?”

      Garcia shifted his eyes to the right. Five feet away sat a large, squarish, person, braced against the body of yet another, though slimmer, soldier. Although the head looked down to the floor, Garcia recognized Graves’ distinctive uniform.

      “Colonel,” Garcia said, his voice stronger. “It’s me, Sergeant Garcia. I’m sitting just a few feet away from you. I can’t move and neither can Noah who’s sitting across from me.”

      The Colonel cleared his throat. “Where are we? I can’t see a damn thing.”

      “I believe we are locked up inside the supply container, sir.”

      There was a moment of silence as the Colonel absorbed the answer. “Can you confirm that the entire unit is here?”

      “No, sir. My vision is limited… but I think so, yeah.”

      “Jesus.”

      “But we do have an able-bodied trooper, sir,” Noah piped up.

      Foxy made her way between the stretched out legs of the soldiers, tiptoeing her way deeper inside the container. She reached Colonel Graves and put her head on his lap.

      “Ah, Foxy,” Graves said with a smile. “You are looking good as always.”

      The Sheltie wagged her tail with enthusiasm.

      Marilisa Leyland, her head resting on the Colonel’s right shoulder, spoke up. “I never thought we would be so close, Colonel.”

      “Oh, Doctor! I’m sorry you’re in this mess.”

      “Not your fault, sir.”

      Graves harrumphed. “Yes it is. I didn’t see it coming. Didn’t see the threat even though it was right outside our doors.”

      There was a sudden silence inside the gloomy confine.

      “Uh, sir,” Noah said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I can’t stare at them directly, but I think the doors aren’t completely closed.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true, sir,” Garcia amended. “Me and Noah are the ones closest to the doors and I can definitely feel cold air coming inside.”

      “What does it mean, Colonel?” Leyland asked.

      “It means Doctor, that we have a chance.” Graves raised his voice so that everyone could hear. “Listen up people. I know this looks bad. But we can’t abandon hope. We are unhurt, we have our wits and when this damn paralysis ceases, we will resume fighting.”

      There was a chorus of, “Yes, sir!”

      “Someone left those door open for us. That means to me that we have people still on the go, still on the move. Once we regain our mobility, we will go back inside the plant and stop the Amilaki threat once and for all. We can’t let the Tebayi witch take over our mainframes, our infrastructures, our way of life. We must stop her right here, right now. We are the vanguard, the first and last line of defense.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sergeant Garcia.”

      “Yes, Colonel.”

      “The instant you are able to walk, I want you to lead the unit. You will rush out that door, grab all the weapons you need and make a beeline for the Cube.”

      “Understood, sir. And once we’re inside?”

      “We take control back. That means, I want all the Amilaki neutralized, even the friendlies. I want the computers shut down as well as the whole goddamn shebang. I want the entire room secured.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And Sergeant?”

      “Yes.”

      “Use deadly force if necessary.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Paige!” Beatrice blurted, catching her breath with great big gulps of air. “Tell me you have a rope.”

      There was a shift in the shadows and the soldier rose into view.

      “I sure do. Why?”

      Beatrice nodded, a grin spreading to her face.

      “No time to explain,” she said. “Follow me.”

      She ran down the length of the wall, without looking backwards to see if the two followed. Two minutes later they were standing at the bottom of a steel ladder affixed to the side of the building. There was a cage around the ladder, also steel, but the white paint was all but gone, the rust covering every inch of the structure. Beatrice didn’t hesitate and began climbing. The ladder was used to gain access to the roof and that was exactly what she needed to do. Breathing hard, she pulled herself up and soon enough found she’d reached the top. She hopped unto the roof, finding her feet on the tar and gravel surface. A moment later Paige and Kyle joined her, the two soldiers putting a knee down out of habit.

      “What now?” Paige asked.

      Beatrice took a step toward the edge. There was only a short skirt, about a foot high, along the edge of the roof and she took care not to trip over it. Peeking down at the wall from her vantage point, she could see the tall windows set in the brickwork. They were plunged in darkness, with no illumination whatsoever.

      Is that the old control room?

      It had to be. The windows were on the upper floor and faced out to Mount Verstovia, like the layout indicated. Shrugging away the doubts still lingering in her mind, she called Paige over.

      “See those windows,” she pointed them out to the soldier, “That’s the old control room. Apparently Eklan and Asalak are locked up in there.”

      “Understood.”

      Paige gestured to De Rozan and both soldiers got to work. Kyle slipped out of his backpack and began rummaging through the contents. He plucked out a length of rope and handed it over to Paige.

      “It’s only 50 feet long,” he said, the disappointment in his voice easily noticeable.

      “That’s okay, it’ll do.”

      She unfurled the rope to its full length. The nylon was striped with a repeating black and green pattern and though its diameter was just 9mm, it had a tensile strength of more than 1300 pounds, strong enough for their needs.

      Paige spotted a two-feet high pipe jutting out from the gravel. It was in the perfect spot, in a straight line to where the windows were, about 20 feet below. She looped the rope about the 4 inches wide, steel-clad ventilation pipe and tugged on it to make sure it would hold.

      It did.

      She walked back near the edge and looked down at the objective. She would need to repel down the facade, break a window and make her way inside.

      Easy enough.

      “Okay Kyle, I want you to secure the line while I go down. Once I’m in, you guys wait while I go find our charges.”

      “You don’t want me to follow you down?” Kyle asked, somewhat taken aback.

      “Not immediately. I might need you to haul out our friends if they can’t manage it.”

      Kyle nodded but his brow remained furrowed.

      Paige shot a glance at Beatrice. “Are you sure about this? That they are in there?”

      There was a quick grin on Beatrice’s face. “Absolutely, unless your buddy, Owen, lied to me.”

      “Owen?”

      “Yes, I just talked to him. He’s on our side now, having seen, as he said, the light. He says hello, by the way.”

      “Jesus,” Paige mumbled, shaking her head.

      “Come on Paige, admit it. He is likable.”

      The Corporal gazed at her with the same an expression as a deer trapped in headlights. “Uh, no.”

      Shifting her attention back to what she was doing, Paige gripped the extremity of the rope and passed it between her legs. Then, in one smooth movement, she snaked it behind her right thigh, guided it over her chest and passed it over her shoulder, the one on the opposite side from her thigh. Then, from the shoulder, she passed the rope to her other hand, securing the rope’s travel with one final pull. Satisfied, she gave a thumbs up to the others and made her way to the edge of the roof.

      Kyle checked the rope to make sure it wasn’t tangled anywhere and facing the Corporal, gave her a short nod. “How will you break the window?”

      “I’m thinking of kicking it in.”

      “A firefighter friend of mine once said that the bottom corner of any window is the weakest part.”

      “Oh, really? I didn’t know that. I’ll give it a try.”

      Paige shot a last glance at them then maneuvered herself into position. Legs apart, she eased backward and with care, slowly let the rope slip between her fingers. Foot by foot, she rappelled downwards, using both legs to steady herself against the wall. Four minutes later, her left foot hit the glass. She had reached the target. The muscles in her arms and legs burned from the effort and she took a moment to gather her strength. She lowered herself a few more feet, her progress precisely lined up with the strip of aluminum that separated each window. Looking into the room, she could make out a desk, a few chairs and on the far wall, an array of gauges.

      Save for one solitary light source out to the side, no other illumination was visible. She scanned for movement, saw none. If Asalak and Eklan were in there, they were lost in the prevailing darkness.

      She glanced up at the roof. Two silhouettes stared down at her, the moonlight blunting their features into amorphous shapes. “I don’t see them but I’m going in!” She called, her words whipped up by the wind.

      Tightening her hold on the rope, she inched down a final few inches and stopped. Her right foot hovered above the bottom corner of the window. All she needed to do now was to twist her body sidewise, pull her leg back and kick.

      She forced air into her lungs, pumping herself up. She counted down to three in her head, heaved herself backward with one brutal push then swung her foot out as hard she could.

      The steel-capped toe of her boot struck the glass… and bounced harmlessly away.

      The pane shook and vibrated but kept its integrity, the moon dancing on the reflective surface.

      She gave it a second try, putting even more weight behind the kick. The boot made contact and a small piece of glass flew away. Encouraged, she kicked again. A bigger crack cut across the window, splintering the surface into two halves. Heart hammering in her chest, Paige became desperate. She was dead tired now, barely able to hold on. She needed to get inside, right now. She had pushed herself too much, beyond her forces, and realized that she couldn’t climb up anymore. The burning sensation in her arms and legs was incredible but she couldn’t do anything about it, not unless she found a way to get inside that room.

      She gazed down at the ground. It lay hidden in the gloom but she knew the rope didn’t reach that far down. There would be at least a twenty-five feet gap between her and the surface. She wondered if her legs would break if she fell. Most assuredly, but she had no desire to find out.

      And with one final push, she struck the glass.

      There was a shattering noise, followed by a shower of falling glass. She looked inside the room. The light cast oblique outlines in the interior but she had no time to admire its artful effect. She put her left foot on the window’s empty sill and gripped the edge of it with her left hand. A broken piece of glass cut her glove, stinging the palm of her hand. She ignored the flare of pain and concentrated on finding her footing. Marshaling the last ounces of strength she still had available, she lunged for the cool interior, crashing down with a loud fracas on the tile-carpeted floor.

      She had made it.

      A voice hissed in her left ear. “Stay right there.”
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      The voice in Paige’s ear followed the warning with a new one, “All clear, Corporal Hillcox.”

      In the subdued interior of the old control room, Paige got up from her crouched stance and gazed at her interlocutor. Asalak stared back, a look of expectation in his eyes. In the far corner of the room, she saw Eklan slowly close a door that led out to a brick-lined corridor. There was a man at his feet and she understood at once that the guard had come in to investigate the noise.

      But Eklan had taken care of him.

      “Are you hurt?” Asalak asked.

      Impressed by his calm, she shook her head. “No. You?”

      “We are fit to travel. We have to stop Tebayi, Corporal, before its too late.”

      Paige saw Eklan come closer, his gaze shifting back every few seconds to the main door, as if he was waiting for other Amilaki to rush inside.

      “There’s just the two of you?”

      “Yes. We don’t know where they took the others or of their fate,” Asalak said, a cast of doubt in his stare.

      Paige saw the unspoken urgency in his eyes. “Ok, then. I have two people up on the roof. They’ll help us up.”

      “Excellent,” Asalak agreed, glancing back at Eklan.

      Paige could sense the man’s anxiety even from afar.

      Maybe the situation is worse than any of us realized.

      She uncurled the rope from her body and looped it around Asalak’s tall frame. He let her secure the line around his waist, focusing on each of her movement as if to record it for future reference.

      Once done, she eased close to the windowless frame and peered up at the others, still looking down from the roof. Using a compact flashlight affixed to her left shoulder, she thumbed the switch twice. From above, the confirmation signal lighted up the night.

      Two flashes. Perfect. Kyle is on the ball.

      “Ok,” Paige said to Asalak. “If you can pull yourself up, it will help immensely. Keep in mind to have your feet in contact with the wall at all times so that you don’t end up spinning like a top above the void.”

      “I understand.”

      Asalak shot a glance at Eklan. There was a wordless exchange between them, then Asalak straddled the window’s sill and made his way outside. Paige guided him upwards as he began his ascent, looking up to make sure the others were still there. A few minutes later, she saw him reach the top of the wall and a pair of hands grabbed him and pulled him to safety.

      “Is he safe?” Eklan asked from the main door.

      “Yes.”

      The loop of rope smacked against the wall next to window frame and Paige jumped out of her skin. She grabbed it and pulled it inside.

      “Your turn, Eklan.”

      She turned to the other Amilaki. He was staring out through the glass pane, out at the corridor. He shot a glance at her. She noticed that his brown eyes were steeled with resolve. He put his right hand up and pointed at the door with two fingers.

      His gesture was clear: two individuals were approaching.

      She dropped the rope, gripped her gun and maneuvered away from the opening, taking position on the other side of the door. She was hidden in darkness yet had a clear line of sight to the door.

      Eklan moved away from the door, pulling the body of the insensate guard out of sight. There was the sound of jiggling keys followed by the screech of ancient hinges swinging open. Paige saw a compact silhouette enter the room, an arm thrust out in front. She couldn’t see what the hand was holding but she instinctively knew it was an incapacitator. She turned to Eklan. He nodded then shifted his stance. She realized with a start that he was ready to pounce. She gripped her weapon tighter, her heart rate shifting into high gear.

      A second later, Eklan lunged.

      There was a shout, female, and a tumble of bodies. Paige exploded out of the corner and met face on the second man. With complete stupefaction, she recognized him at once.

      Josh Newbury.

      The young private with the muscular build and the iron-gray stare simply gazed back.

      Then he charged forward.

      Paige danced sideways, bringing her gun down on his left shoulder. He didn’t flinch and with a sudden quick move, grabbed her free arm. She twisted her body sideways, struggling to escape his hold. He doubled down, maneuvering for a better position. She kicked his right knee out and he dropped. His hand still gripped her however and she fell along with him, the two crashing to the floor. She kicked and kicked again, hitting him repeatedly. There was a low moan when she struck his knee again and with a burst of energy, she freed herself from his grip.

      She got up to her feet. Someone grabbed her. She felt a strong hand push her head down.

      “Shut your eyes!”

      She had barely managed to recognize the voice when a supernova ripped the gloom to shreds. Even with her eyes closed, the shock of light twisted her insides, making her wobbly at once. She squeezed her eyes even tighter, the gray bubbles of unconsciousness already bursting into view. She felt an arm prop her up, keeping her from falling. Three words kept bouncing in her ears. At first, she was too dazed to make them out but as the tide of nausea subsided, they made sense once more.

      “Are you hurt?” Eklan asked, visibly concerned.

      Paige straightened up and he let go of her, standing close by in case she lost her balance.

      “No,” she managed to answer at last, “I’m shaky but unhurt.”

      She scanned the room. There were three bodies on the floor now. She knew they weren’t dead but their inertness still gave her the willies.

      “We have to leave, now.” Eklan glanced at the door. “They’ll be coming.”

      She nodded in acknowledgement. Willing her stomach to behave, she grabbed the rope from the floor but as she rose up, she lost her step and stumbled. Eklan steadied her then took over the task at hand. He wrapped the rope around his body with precision, applying the same technique she’d used with Asalak. Once done, he made his way to the window. She made a quick visual inspection of the setup then nodded in appreciation.

      “You learn fast,” she grinned.

      “I learn from the best,” he replied, mirroring her smile.

      She gingerly approached the void, holding the wall to secure her footing. She repeated the signal that they were ready to proceed. Way up on the roof, someone answered her call.

      Eklan began to climb.

      Paige watched him go up into the shadows, with only the swinging of the rope and the movement on the roof to mark his progress.

      Turning to the main door, she saw a change in the quality of the light.

      Was someone coming?

      She shot a glance at Eklan. He was at arm’s length of reaching the roof. Just a couple of seconds…

      She made her way to the main door and cracked it open wide enough to peek outside. Two men she didn’t recognize were hurrying up the corridor, staring straight ahead. She retreated back inside and closed the door. Staring at the doorknob, she was befuddled by the fact you couldn’t lock the door from inside.

      Shit.

      She darted to the open window just as the rope appeared, as if from thin air.

      There was a loud bang as the door was thrown wide open.

      A mix of fear and adrenaline exploded within her.

      “Hey you!” A voice called from the door.

      She leaped out the window.

      Her left hand found the rope and she gripped it as tight as she could. There was a muscle-wrenching jerk as the momentum snapped her back toward the wall. She fumbled with the rope, working to seize it with both hands. In the opening of the frame, a man lunged out to grab her.

      She ducked. There was a flash of hurt as his nails raked her scalp.

      Too close.

      With desperation coursing through her, she tried to maneuver out of the way as the spiraling arc brought her closer to the wall.

      Bur her muscles were burning now, the strain too much to endure.

      She saw the man in the window pull out a snub object, one she’d seen way too often.

      A shout came down from the roof.

      She shot a glance upward. Beatrice and the others were pulling on the rope, working to get her out of harm’s way.

      But she knew it was too late.

      She couldn’t hold on anymore.

      The rope began to slip from her grip even as she ascended.

      If only she wasn’t so tired…

      The man in the window gazed at her with cold detachment then turned his head to those on the roof. He raised his right arm. The incapacitator glistened under the moonlight.

      Her fingers found the gun strapped to her thigh.

      She let go of the rope.

      The man in the window took aim.

      Her heart fluttered. The brick wall zoomed past with accelerated speed as gravity took hold. Way up, the faces of those she called her friends mirrored the horror of the moment.

      Her index found the trigger.

      She raised her arm as the air rushed past her ears, the ground coming up at great speed to meet her.

      She fired.

      The bullet tore through the man’s hand and he cried out in pain, the weapon flying away from his grasp.

      Paige saw with sudden clarity Asalak, Eklan and Kyle pull Beatrice away from the edge. The red-haired young woman who had become her friend was shoving them away, desperately refusing to move, her lovely face distorted with shock and fear.

      Run, Trish. Go save the world.

      I know you can do it. I’ve known since the first time we met.

      Don’t ask me how I know.

      I just do.

      And as she waited for the moment that would define her life, she knew she’d done good. She had given humanity a fighting chance, perhaps the only one that remained.

      And now it was up to her friends to finish the job.

      Farewell, my friends.

      Don’t let me down.

      There was a tremendous impact as her body hit the ground.

      The universe winked out.
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      “No!” The scream escaping Beatrice’s lips cut across the night like a razor blade over raw skin. She couldn’t believe what had just happened.

      “We’ve got to go down there! She needs our help!”

      She had seen Paige plummet down into the thick gloom surrounding the building, her body vanishing from sight. She stared at Kyle. Though he was nodding at her, agreeing at once with her call, his features were frozen in dismay and his stare was one of a broken man.

      “Kyle?”

      He turned to her.

      Her heart went to pieces. He was scared and confused, trying to maintain the composure of a soldier while the world around him spun out of control. The pain in his eyes shook her to the core.

      She’s gone, Trish.

      The words exploded like a bomb in her mind.

      “No!” She cried.

      I’m sorry.

      The voice inside her head must be an echo from the past, brought to life by the trauma of seeing Paige vanish. It had to be.

      Because the voice was supposedly gone forever.

      Catalyzed by the thought, she drilled her stare into Eklan’s. He gazed back at her, his eyes like two miniature black holes. Though his face was set in stone, she could sense the pain churning within him, the despair wishing to burst forth and although he didn’t say a word, she could sense the other light inside him.

      Asher’s light.

      There was a shift in his stare and Eklan’s entity settled back into place. Within a millisecond she found herself back on the roof, her body swaying against the wind.

      A stir of footsteps and voices rose up from beyond the edge of the building.

      “We need to find a way out of here,” Asalak said, veering his head to where the noise came from.

      Beatrice, startled by his voice, snapped back to attention. Though he seemed in control, she noticed that he, too, appeared on edge. She had the distinct and immediate impression that something terrible was taking place but that he was keeping it to himself in fear of spooking her even more.

      But it didn’t work.

      Ice-cold fingers of terror gripped her heart.

      This is it. The moment of decision.

      Asalak was staring at her, waiting for an answer. Somehow, he believed that she should lead the way now, that she was the one to follow. She stared back at him. His gaze was full of composure but also of something else. Something he was sure about with absolute certainty.

      Something that ignited her hope.

      Trust.

      The Amilaki’s gaze anchored her resolve.

      It was her turn, now, to take back control.

      “This way,” she called, indicating the ladder they’d used to climb up. Asalak and Eklan followed her at once, with Kyle picking up the rear.

      Stealing a glance backward once last time, she set aside Paige’s final moments, choosing to revisit them later… if Fate allowed it.

      Ahead, the steel rungs of the ladder waited, just a few feet away. She reached the edge of the roof and grabbed hold of the superstructure protecting the ladder. Shooting a glance down at the immediate area surrounding the building, she saw a flicker of movement in the dim light. She retreated out of sight, back to the relative safety of the roof.

      “I think I saw something, someone coming this way,” she said, turning to Kyle.

      “Let me have a look,” he said, indicating the telescopic sight mounted on his weapon.

      Beatrice shuffled sideways and the Private took position at the edge of the roof. He put both knees down then set himself flat on the gravel. Shuffling forward on his elbows, he settled into a comfortable position then aimed his weapon down at the ground. He peered into the scope, playing with the focus to gain a clear view.

      “I see them.” De Rozan called.

      Beatrice edged closer. “Can you see who they are?”

      “I think it’s Sergeant Garcia and your friend, Noah.”

      “Noah?”

      Beatrice slid forward. Kyle moved his head aside so that she could stare into the scope.  She saw the outlines of three men huddled together and although it was difficult to make out, one was indeed much thinner than the others.

      It’s Noah, all right. Must be.

      She grinned at Kyle then eased away from the edge.

      “I think our people are on the move,” she said, joining up with Asalak.

      The Amilaki nodded, clearly satisfied. “Excellent.”

      “Uh guys, we have a problem.”

      There was an edge to Kyle’s voice that stopped Beatrice in her tracks. He was staring out at another part of the grounds, at the opposite side of the lot. “There is a bunch of people coming about, from the front of the building… and they’re not wearing helmets.”

      “Tebayi’s people.”

      Asalak turned to Eklan. The Amilaki with the haunted stare nodded slowly, a resigned expression solidifying into place. “We’ll have to fight our way in.”

      Beatrice glanced at them with mounting concern. “What are you guys talking about?”

      “We need to go back inside the Cube… and destroy Tebayi,” Eklan said.

      There was an uncharacteristic vehemence in the Amilaki’s tone.

      “Destroy?”

      “Yes. There is no other possible way now to save your people. Even as we speak, she is getting stronger by the second, taking over your infrastructure. It might even be already too late.”

      Beatrice nodded, her mind whirring with the implications of such a power. They needed to move and fast. Each heartbeat meant less time for them to do what needed to be done. They couldn’t afford to be wrong, not this time.

      The stakes were too high.

      “Suggestions?”

      “A diversion,” Kyle piped up. “I stay here, keep the bad guys away. You go down and do the rest.”

      Beatrice thought it over then said, “Good idea.”

      Asalak and Eklan stepped out to the ladder and began working their way down, the two moving out without delay.

      Kyle turned to meet Beatrice’s glance as her feet settled on the first rung. “Good luck.”

      “You, too, Kyle.”

      She looked down between her feet. Asalak and Eklan were already half-way down, their heads getting smaller by the second.

      Wow, they’re really moving.

      Looking up at Kyle, she gave him one final nod. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

      Despite a cloak of worry, there was a gleam of hope in his stare. “Okay.”

      She began her descent.

      The wind whistled in her ears, catching the latticework of steel wrapped around the ladder. It blew the hair away from her eyes and she was glad for it, for the rungs were slippery and hard to see in the low light. Keeping a steady rate of descent, she climbed down with speed and at last reached the bottom. She hurried out to where the others waited, behind a thicket of tall bushes swaying in the wind. Asalak pointed at the corner of the building, to where a group of people lay low, their presence practically undetectable by the naked eye. She tried to identify some of the individuals but they were too far, and too well concealed.

      “Look,” Asalak said.

      He directed her attention to another group, one about twenty yards away. They were just three in numbers. They moved with stealth, going from one dark zone to the next, always keeping to the shadows.

      “Stay here,” she said, not waiting for an acknowledgement. She hurried toward the trio, skirting around the edge of the trees to shorten the distance. The wind was blowing toward the mountains and in her direction, carrying the voices of the men to her ears. She moved with skill, using the gloom to stay out of sight.

      I’m getting good at this.

      The thought had not even finished settling in her head when someone grabbed her from behind.

      She yelped in surprise. A rough hand clamped over her mouth, pressing down with force. She twisted sideways and without looking back, struck out with her elbow. There was a low thud followed by the sounds of a tussle.

      “Beatrice, go!”

      She recognized at once the voice of Sergeant Garcia.

      Ignoring his order, she moved closer to him. A large shape rose from behind the soldier, wrapping him up in darkness. With a sharp jolt, she recognized the tall brute.

      Vokug.

      Startling even herself, she let out a hiss of pure rage and rushed forward. Garcia lashed out with a mean jab to the other man’s ribs. Vokug shrugged it off and with one violent shove, hurled Garcia out of the way. The Sergeant fell hard, rolling to a stop at Beatrice’s feet. She leaped over him, the momentum propelling her in a head-on collision with the Amilaki. From the corner of the eye, she saw a slender form slid behind the towering hulk, taking position behind his knees. She bore down on Vokug like a lion escaping a cage, turning sideways at the last second to meet him with her right shoulder. The impact propelled the Amilaki backwards, directly in the path of the man hunkering behind him. Vokug lost his balance and crashed hard, his head hitting a large rock with a sickening crunch.

      He moaned once then lay completely still.

      Beatrice took a step closer. She watched the puddle of blood spread beneath the man’s cranium, darkening the grass with crimson.

      “Is he…” A voice said from close by.

      She turned and saw Noah’s pale face. He was staring at Vokug, his features altered by moonlight. There was an heavy wariness in the way he stood about, his eyes wider than usual. She moved closer and put a hand to his shoulder. He recoiled with a jerk, clearly distressed. She saw his eyes shift with agitation, going from Vokug to her and back again. He was troubled by what they’d done, by what he’d done. The Amilaki was dead and although it was an accident, the realization shook him to the core.

      She pulled him closer and held on to him. “It wasn’t your fault. It was an accident.”

      He hugged her back, the heaviness pouring out from him as he buried his face in her shoulder. “I never wanted to hurt anyone,” he murmured, his voice broken with sobs.

      “I know Noah, I know,” she soothed, the tears bubbling forth.

      He hugged her again. She closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment to weep.

      This is how it feels.

      To be in a war.

      To witness life being taken.

      To sense the light inside you waver as the winds of war roar around you.

      To fear for your soul.

      To survive only to have to fight again.

      It was only the beginning but for Beatrice it was already too much. And as Sergeant Garcia came over to her, a questioning look on his face, she knew at once that war was the cruelest of bitches.

      Just ask Paige Hillcox.
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      Sergeant Garcia’s whole composure became a portrait of misery as Beatrice’s hushed words found his ears. He stared straight ahead, a faraway look in his eyes. Colonel Graves, who had just joined up with them, hunkered down beside him, a look of concern in the intense stare.

      “But are you really sure? She might still be alive.” Garcia asked, the words like rocks in his mouth.

      Beatrice shook her head. “I… I’m sorry.”

      “We’ve got to go out there and make sure!” Noah blurted out, glancing at Graves. “I mean what are we waiting for?” He veered to the ring of soldiers that hung in the back, their heads bent low. “Who’s with me?”

      There was a muffled thud and a brief explosion of dirt some twenty yards away from where they stood.

      “Get down!” Garcia called, gesturing with one arm.

      They all scooted deeper into the gloom, finding refuge in the rough area of shrubbery that bordered the building.

      There was a powerful burst of light. The soldiers turned away at once, putting up their hands for protection. Some of them, staring in that unfortunate direction, dropped to the ground, inert and senseless.

      Beatrice who had been looking the other way, veered her head back to where the explosion took place. “NVG’s on!” She heard Graves called. There was a shifting of bodies as the soldiers obeyed, moving into position behind the Colonel.

      Further out in the dying light, a line of people appeared, marching forward with authority.

      “They’re coming!” She called.

      Graves and Garcia took position alongside her. From the corner of her eye, she saw that they had covered the night vision goggles with duck tape, a do-it-yourself attempt to block the Amilaki weapons’ effect. It was a good idea though it forced them to lift the goggles out of the way if they needed to see.

      Another shot rang out. The leader of the advancing Amilaki jerked backwards, a geyser of dirt exploding around him. He lifted his arm.

      “Heads down,” she called out, turning away.

      Another brilliant supernova of light lit up the sky.

      She shifted her stare to Asalak and Eklan. Both Amilaki had their heads bent low, the tips of their chins touching their chests. Then, a second later and in perfect synchronization, they lifted their heads up. Asalak opened his eyes. They were dark as billiard balls, with the white of the sclera indistinguishable from the black of the pupil. An heartbeat later, he blinked and the eyes returned to normal, the ice-green color of the iris setting into place.

      He shot a glance at her. There was an unspoken matter between them now, a new question that needed to be answered. But now was not the time. She nodded, putting a finger behind her right ear, to the spot where his lump could still be seen, an eerie reminder of his parabiosis. He nodded in return.

      Garcia’s jaw flexed with tension. “I hope Kyle’s okay,” he said to himself, though his voice was loud enough for the others to hear.

      In answer, a barrage of shots rained down from the roof, forcing the line of Amilaki to find cover at the base of the building.

      “Incoming flash!” Garcia cried out.

      But there were no flashes this time.

      “We need to get inside the Cube, Colonel,” Asalak said, finding a place next to Graves.

      “Just a moment.” Graves’ brow furrowed. “You want to go back in?”

      “Yes. We need to confront her and if need be, destroy her.”

      The Colonel saw the determination in the other man’s face and realized that maybe only an Amilaki could stop another one from enslaving all of humanity.

      “Very well.” Graves put a hand on Garcia’s shoulder. “Sergeant, I want you to escort these men inside the Cube.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll stay here to hold back Tebayi’s people.”

      “Alone sir?” Garcia asked with a deep frown.

      The Colonel gave him a quick grin then said in a clear voice, “Now listen up, troops. The mission of these men,” he turned his head to Asalak and Eklan standing by, “is critical for all of us. They need to be able to get inside the Cube. Understood?”

      There was a general, ‘Yes, sir!’

      “I need four men to stand with me. We will be the rear guard. It won’t be easy since we’ll be outnumbered.”

      From the ring a soldiers, a man popped out of the ranks, stiffening to attention. “Count me in, sir,” Cornell Williams said.

      “At ease and stay down,” Graves said with a curt wave.

      Cornell obliged immediately and stepped closer to the Colonel. Three other soldiers immediately joined Cornell, gathering close by.

      “Very well. Okay, people, let’s do this. Good luck.”

      Garcia saluted Graves and said, “You too, sir.”

      At once, the Sergeant veered to Asalak. “Lead the way.”

      The Amilaki nodded and flanked by Eklan hurried away toward the building. Beatrice pushed forward and with a few quick steps, eased alongside Eklan.

      “What are you doing?” Eklan hissed, eyes narrowing. “It’s too dangerous. You could get killed.”

      Noah, who was trailing right behind them, froze into place.

      Beatrice felt a chill go down her spine.

      Oh, my God!

      She saw the doubt in the teen’s eyes.

      He heard it too.

      Noah turned to her, a puzzled expression on his face. “Asher?” He mouthed, clearly confused.

      “Maybe,” she mouthed back.

      He shook his head in wonder then glanced surreptitiously at the Amilaki. Eklan, who had resumed walking, gave an elaborate shrug and said, “Do as you wish, humans… but you’ve been warned.”

      From behind the group, an outburst of gunfire shredded the silence.

      “Move!” Garcia hissed.

      They all ran, leaving the cover of the shrubs to hug the rear wall of the building.

      “Don’t look back!” Beatrice said, as explosions of light lit up the yard.

      With Asalak in the lead, the unit made its way to the rear entrance, the sound of the battle echoing in their ears. As they approached the double set of doors, Noah sprinted away on his own, toward the distant edge of the rear wall, to where the end of the building was still hidden in darkness.

      “Noah!” Beatrice cried as she watched him race off. “What are you doing?”

      She saw him turn his head and while he still accelerated away, she heard him call back one single word, “Paige.”

      Garcia saw the teen vanish out of sight and shook his head. “Good luck, kid.”

      “Sergeant, this way!” Asalak called out.

      Eklan was holding one of the doors open, scanning the interior for activity.

      “All clear,” he announced.

      “You guys,” Garcia called, gesturing at six soldiers that hovered in the background. “Stay out here and cover us. If you’re overrun, I want you to join us in the Cube. No time for heroics, we need manpower. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The rest,” Garcia eyed Moffatt and the nine remaining soldiers, “you’re with me.”

      Asalak rushed inside, followed by Beatrice. Garcia gave one quick look around then, with a quick nod to his team, slipped inside.

      Eklan let the door close, blocking it with his foot to dampen the noise. The hallway was illuminated with the emergency lighting of battery-powered units, affixed to the ceiling every fifty feet or so.

      Asalak rushed forward up the hallway, tailed by Eklan and Beatrice. A minute later, they reached the junction that led out to the vast expanse of the hall, to where the Cube waited. Catching her breath as they waited for Garcia to join up, Beatrice shook her head and said, “This is too easy.”

      Asalak, with his back to the wall, craned his neck and peeked inside the half-lit corridor. He could see the Cube at the end of the 100 foot long passage. It was bathed in a golden glow but appeared deserted, like a solitary jewel in a velvet case. Then, at once, there was movement, as if the floor had come alive. His eyes widened.

      “No, it’s not,” he called, grabbing Beatrice by the arm. “Run!”

      They ran back down the hallway.

      Garcia saw them coming and froze. “What the hell is going on?”

      “We have incoming!”

      “Explain!” The Sergeant said, nailing Asalak with his stare.

      “An army. Coming this way.”

      “An army? An army of what?”

      A layer of dread materialized in Asalak’s stare. “Drones.”

      “Drones?”

      The Amilaki nodded. “Tebayi’s work. You’ve never seen anything like this before, Sergeant. Believe me.”

      Beatrice, standing between the two men suddenly realized something was amiss. She turned around and stared back up the hallway. “Where’s Eklan?”

      Both Asalak and Garcia looked at her.

      They don’t know!

      A surge of apprehension twisted her gut into knots.

      He’s still back there!

      Instinct kicked in and she bolted up the hallway. Asalak’s call found her ears but she ignored it. The seconds ticked by with painful slowness as she sprinted up the passage, the walls morphing into an endless tunnel of gray light.

      There was a grape shot of bursting lights. She flicked her head sideways. From the corner of her eye, Eklan came into view, materializing as if from thin air. He shouted something to her but the bursts of light played havoc with her brain. She faltered and a breathless moment later crashed into him. He grabbed her by the arm to keep her from falling then shoved her head down.

      Though her eyes were tightly closed, the movement on the ground around her overwhelmed her senses.

      Things. Scurrying along the floor.

      At once, a snapshot clawed its way into her mind.

      Nightmarish things mashed together from equipment found in the Cube. Arthropod in appearance, they had legs made from spools of thermoplastic material, bodies from discarded metal parts, and power cells ripped from electronic devices. No two were identical though they all had shared a common overall look.

      A look designed to inspire fear in the heart of humans.

      A look that called to mind the Snyl.

      Tebayi.

      She had used the Army’s 3D replicators for her own purposes, usurping their manufacturing capabilities to create extensions of herself. The drones would secure her new lair, defending the Cube against any and all attacks; providing her with the necessary time so that she could accomplish her goals.

      Beatrice felt one of the things touch her leg. She quivered with horror, repulsed by the insectoid way in which they probed.

      “Keep still,” Eklan murmured in her left ear.

      She could feel his heartbeat as he held on to her. It was remarkably under control, she thought.

      Unnaturally so.

      And even though she was still terrified, she found it soothing at once, a buoy she could cling on to.

      Something jumped onto her.

      She flinched. The thing went up her arm, pricking her skin with the spiky ends of its six legs. The fear inside her ratcheted up a notch, flooding her brain with a barrage of imagery, all shockingly scary and terrifying. She could see herself, lying on the ground, covered with Tebayi’s ghastly soldiers; cut up, sliced and dissected like a museum exhibit with a label that would read, ‘Here lies the last known human being.’

      The drone crawled up to the base of her neck then went around and slid beneath the collar of her jacket.

      Eklan squeezed her even tighter and she froze, the terror engulfing her completely.

      “I can control them,” he said, “But I need your help.”

      She felt the thing sting her behind the ear. There was an overpowering and sudden explosion of searing pain.

      “I need you.” Eklan’s voice was like a hundred miles away.

      The whirlpool of oblivion opened up around her.

      “And so does Asher.”
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      Noah saw the flashes before the commotion found his ears. He was making his way along the outer wall of the old electrical plant, on a path that would hopefully lead to the main entrance, on the other side of the building. Behind him, the gunfire had begun but he didn’t let it change his mind. Paige was out there, possibly badly hurt, and he would do his damnedest to find her.

      Because she would have done the same for him.

      Ahead lay a row of old transformers, the behemoths standing up like sculptures from an ancient era, their steel bodies covered in rust. They were tall and impressive, giving off a sense of power even though they’d been deactivated for half a century. He jogged around them, keeping to the trail that snaked out toward the distant corner.

      The zone was basically a dump, filled with obsolete generators, turbines, dynamos, coils of wires and other junk that had been left out to corrode until someone with an ‘eco-conscience’ would clean it up. As he worked his way between the waste, brilliant flares of light lit up the sky, turning the landscape into a surreal realm. Pushing forward over a mess of thick cables, he could see the corner of the building up ahead, some thirty feet away. The sight filled him with hope and he hastened his pace, hopping over the debris with nary a second thought.

      That’s when a flash of movement caught his eye.

      It was coming from behind a huge and quite ancient generator that was at least ten feet across by over fifteen feet high. The old machine was strapped to a steel platform with casters on the bottom, the mechanism buried in rust.

      He stared into the shadowy pocket of darkness that wrapped around the platform and waited, fighting to keep his breath steady. The light show in the sky distorted the appearance of the machinery, morphing it into a grotesque and unsettling sculpture.

      At once, he felt that something wrong.

      There was something out there, in the darkness. His instinct screamed at him that it was dangerous, and that it was coming his way. He bolted around the generator, distancing himself from whatever lurked in the dark.

      Now running at full tilt, he shot a glance behind him.

      There it was, the thing responsible for the movement.

      He was at once reminded of a trilobite, those extinct, hard-shelled creatures that roamed the seas millions of years ago, except this one was very much alive and was a hundredfold larger than the fossils he’d seen at the museum.

      And it had legs that rose it a foot off the ground.

      With disbelief, he saw it veer his way, its dozen of legs almost indistinguishable as they scurried about at great speed.

      He leaped above a short concrete wall and raced off. Legs pumping, he reached the corner of the building and without missing a beat, changed direction. The light was different here, with a golden hue that made the tall trees glitter with crystalline clarity. In the distance, he could make out the stairs that led up to the main doors.

      But he was still at least fifty yards out from them.

      Looking over his shoulder to see if the trilobite-thing was still behind, he struck a heavy steel bollard with his foot. His knee buckled out from under him and he crashed to the ground, hard. A wave of pain engulfed his leg, rushing from the tip of his toes all the way up to his groin. The world spun crazily around him and he took a moment to gather his wits. Sitting back up, he looked back to the area where he’d come from.

      Something appeared at the edge of the wall, at the spot where the brickwork gave way to darkness. The thing with the impossible legs turned his way, the light bouncing off with odd patterns from its shell.

      Shit!

      He saw an array of tiny sensors embedded in its skin ignite at once, flickering with nervous energy.

      The thing charged.

      He climbed to his feet, hopping on his good leg to maintain balance. He gingerly pressed down on his injured leg, hoping against hope that it would hold.

      It did. The pain was still there but he gritted his teeth, setting it aside. He knew the thing was behind him, so he either had to run away or stand his ground.

      But with his leg banged up, running was out of the question.

      Which left only the other option.

      Fight.

      He had no idea what the trilobite could do to him. Would it electrocute him? Shoot him up with toxic fluids? Puncture him to death with its needle-like legs?

      Think.

      He turned his head to the electrical box bolted to the wall. There was a sizable cable, about two inches in diameter, that went from the box to the wall. It was black with a metallic sheath around it. He wondered if electricity flowed within it.

      Just one way to find out.

      He lunged forward, gripping the bollard to steady himself, and took position next to the power box. He took a moment to get his breath under control then put both hands to the cable. He pulled. The cable held. He heard the skittering of the trilobite as it crossed the concrete path, not ten feet away. He gripped the cable again and with a silent plea to the heavens, wrenched the cable free. There was a flash of sparks. He jerked sidewise just as the thing rushed him. The trilobite’s hull swished open, revealing a mess of internal wiring and one object he recognized at once. An incapacitator.

      He jammed the cable in the entrails of the thing.

      There was a blast of light.

      He was flung five feet into the air and came to rest at the base of the brick wall. The world sank into darkness but he realized with a jolt that it was because of his helmet. He removed it and let it fall to the ground. The helmet had a large crack that went straight up through the middle, splitting it into two halves.

      Wow, that could have been my head.

      He stared at the trilobite. Thick ribbons of acrid smoke billowed up into the cool air. The hull was scorched, fused together into an indistinct mass.

      Now I know how to kill them.

      He go to his feet. Staring into the gloom, he scanned the area for additional movement. Seeing nothing, he pushed forward, leaving the trilobite behind. The thing was dead but it lived in his mind.

      What the hell was it?

      The thing was a nightmarish variation of what used be to be a real, biological, organism. But if Tebayi was behind it, and she most probably was, she had adapted the design for her own purpose, instilling the thing with its own set of directives. He shuddered. There might be more of them out there. Possibly a lot more.

      Something caught his eye up ahead. There was broken glass on the ground and a low mass, inert and prone, laying flat amid the shards.

      His blood turned to ice.

      No!

      A strong sense of doom weighted down each of his step as the identity of the person revealed itself. He knelt down alongside the Corporal. Paige’s features were rigid but they weren’t drawn or overly distressed. She appeared to be sleeping but Noah feared otherwise. Fighting back tears, he put two fingers to the front of her neck, near the carotid artery. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, focusing all his attention on the task at hand. Seconds went by. There was nothing. No pulse. No heartbeat.

      Paige was gone.

      He let his hand drop away. Staring at her, he shook his head at the uselessness of her death. She didn’t have to die, not like this. A deep indignation flared up from his gut, clawing out from the primitive recesses of his psyche. The burning sensation of wanting immediate revenge flowed into each of his cells, flooding his mind with hatred.

      Paige had died because of one specific Amilaki.

      And as long as he shall lived, he vowed to make her pay for it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Asalak stopped dead.

      Ahead, in the hallway bathed in bursts of light, Eklan walked, his figure carving a path through the radiance. He was steadily inching forward among the twitching machines, holding Beatrice as if she was made of porcelain. He seemed impervious to the blasts, navigating around the dangers with nary an hesitation or a stumble. Soon, he reached the junction that led to the Cube and vanished, the army of drones whirring in confusion as if unsure on what to do next.

      But Asalak knew it was just momentary relapse. That they would regroup.

      It took only two seconds. Like a bad dream coming to life, he saw them veer his way, their targeting system locking on to him. With a shrill sound they raced down the hallway, their spindly legs barely touching the floor.

      “We’ve got to move, Sergeant,” he called.

      Garcia, who had his head turned away, nodded. Thrusting his right arm outward, he pointed back to the exit, to the one they’d used earlier.

      “Go back!” He shouted to his unit. “Now!”

      There was a mad dash as the soldiers spun around and hurried back from where they’d come. Chris Moffatt, who was leading the way, stopped at once when he noticed something dropping from the ceiling. With disbelief, he realized it was some kind of bio-mechanical thing, about three-feet long, sporting a domed hull that looked like armor. He saw the thing’s dorsal plating shift aside, opening up like a miniature ICBM silo. Thinking that must surely be bad, he fired a string of rounds at it. The high-velocity bullets hit the bug-thing at almost point blank range. There was a spattering of impact noises and a shower of sparks.

      A deep silence followed. He stared out at the aberration.

      It moved.

      “Shit!” He cried, his voice wired with alarm.

      The thing darted forward.

      He fired again.

      This time, the insectoid drone veered out of the way with prescience, the bullets burying themselves in the walls.

      A needle-like dart sprung out of its carapace followed a millisecond later by a sharp hissing sound.

      Moffatt felt something lodge itself in his neck. Dumbfounded, he plucked out the dart from his skin and stared at it with incomprehension. At once, he felt his insides tumble. There was a sudden and all-powerful supernova in his head. The flash of light obliterated all thoughts and all sensations. Then came a profound nothingness and an impossible-to-ignore calling.

      A female voice erupted inside his head.

      Jose Garcia, trailing behind his men as they rushed toward the exit, heard the blasts ricochet down the corridor. Ahead, he saw the heads of five soldiers jerk backwards, with sudden jets of crimson splashing against the grayness of the walls. More shots rang out, followed by shocked cries of surprise.

      A bullet whizzed over his head.

      Wit shocked disbelief, he saw Chris Moffatt calmly walk forward, a weird bug-like thing shadowing each of his steps. Garcia’s heart rattled in his chest. The approaching soldier was his friend, a man he had known for years. Yet Moffatt was pointing a gun at him, the barrel aimed straight at his head.

      Garcia went rigid. Moffatt’s stare was a terrible sight to behold. It was empty and cold, devoid of hope, of light, of humanity.

      The Sergeant’s instincts kicked in.

      He fired.

      There was a stupefied look on Moffatt’s face. He managed to stay upright despite the bloody hole in his cheek, then his eyes glazed over and he slowly fell backward, lifeless.

      The insectoid thing that had latched unto the unfortunate Private now turned to Garcia.

      The Sergeant flinched. An arm fell in front of his eyes. He heard a thud followed by a sharp intake of breath. The arm retreated as quickly as it appeared and he could see again. There was a voice, right behind him. “Stay down!”

      Asalak pushed his way past him and made a beeline for the drone. Another hissing sound erupted, then another. Garcia watched in horror as Asalak was repeatedly struck by the pointed missiles, the fist-size darts burying themselves in his upper torso.

      The Amilaki refused to cower or hide as the darts penetrated his chest, clawing forward even as the missile’s effects began to slow him down. With bewilderment, Garcia watched him pick some of the darts away, letting them fall down to the ground. Another volley exploded out of the horrid creature. Again, the darts vanished into Asalak’s body. Garcia saw him sway unsteadily, the legs trembling with effort as he fought to stay upright, his momentum all but gone.

      But Asalak wasn’t done.

      Not yet.

      With one smooth motion, he bent down and inserted his hand inside the drone’s dorsal opening. The thing stopped moving.

      Asalak pulled a cable-like tendril from the bowels of the monstrosity.

      Then he did something that Garcia would remember for the rest of his life.

      He jammed the wire pulsating with energy directly behind his ear.

      Asalak’s body jerked with a violent and involuntary spasm, and, with a soft sigh, he gave one final shudder and collapsed, his body crashing to the floor with a sudden and brusque smack.

      Garcia climbed to his feet and went over to him.

      The Amilaki’s eyes were tightly closed. Absentmindedly, Garcia counted fourteen darts in his chest, neck and head. He shivered, repulsed by the sight of the barbed flechettes embedded in the man. He removed his glove and checked Asalak’s pulse.

      Nothing.

      He sat down, shocked by the event. Around him, his men lay unmoving, dead.

      They were all gone, victims of a war that took place as much inside one’s head as on a real battlefield.

      Yet, the men, his friends, had been killed with bullets.

      Bullets made by Man.

      Deflated by the loss, he stared out at nothing.

      The Amilaki had died protecting him.

      What had gone through his mind as the darts found his chest? What was he thinking that called him to sacrifice his life in such a way?

      Garcia didn’t know.

      He had never really known him.

      It was such a complicated thing to wrap one’s head around. The Amilaki had saved him, but he didn’t know why. Questions still burned in his mind. Questions with no answers. Like why Asalak had taken over Bennett Wynter’s body in the first place…

      Would he, himself, had done the same to insure Humanity’s survival?

      Garcia didn’t know.

      And he was too torn up to dwell upon it.

      A last blob of light floated out of the busted drone and up the translucent tendril still attached to Asalak’s head. Garcia watched it with wonder as it vanished inside the Amilaki’s body. But the wonders didn’t stop there. With incredulity, he watched as the tendril turned dark and slowly disintegrated into dust. A few seconds later, only the hardened shell of the drone remained, the innards melting away into sludge.

      There was only, now, the soft whirr of the air circulation vents in the hallway, coming down from the broken acoustic ceiling tile.

      Garcia realized with a start that he needed to get a move on. The battle wasn’t over.

      He glanced one last time at the mass of bug-like machines laying inert in the hallway. In a heartbeat their artificial life had been terminated.

      Garcia had no idea how they’d been killed.

      But, as he straightened up and began walking toward the Cube, he had an idea on who might be behind the miracle.

      “Thank you, Asalak,” he murmured.

      And even if it was only his imagination, an answer popped in his head. “You’re welcome, Sergeant.”
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      Tebayi was pleased.

      Asalak was gone. Dead. Victim of his own misguided attempt to stop her. And even though he had managed to disable the drones, she, herself, was unaffected. His sphere of influence had been as she predicted it: feeble.

      The loss of the drones was just a minor setback in the grand scheme of things. They weren’t a necessary element of the solution.

      Because she had found a way to deal with Humanity.

      They were so unconnected anyway. Each being doing its thing with no consideration for the others. Human minds were not only trapped inside bodies with limited lifespans, they were also condemned to think for themselves.

      It was a tragedy, really. Humans lived in billions of individual silos. They touched and bumped against each other, but never truly connected; their voices lost to the Cosmos.

      And how could it be otherwise?

      Their whole livelihood was a chaotic mess that barely rose above what their ancient ancestors endured… after they’d learned how to walk upright. Their so-called civilization was a mirage, drawn up to give them hope where none existed.

      It was time for it to end.

      And she would be the catalyst for the change.

      She would give them a true purpose. She would give them one voice to listen to.

      And they would do as she say.

      They would have no choice in the matter. It was too late, now, for that anyway. Humanity had had its chance… and blew it. It was time for it to bow to a new master.

      That’s what humans feared most: supreme and all-powerful beings.

      It was laughable and pitiful at the same time. She had distilled the innumerable literature on the subject. It was quite clear that Humanity was scared.

      It feared.

      Everything.

      It feared imaginary creatures. It feared non-existing deities. It even feared death.

      But that was understandable in a sense. Once a human’s life ended, in its individual silo, its intellect was lost forever.

      It wasn’t added to the collective. It wasn’t added to a Coalescence.

      It was gone.

      Obliterated from the Cosmos.

      It was easy for her to strike fear in their minds. She simply had to show them what was coming, what scared them the most.

      And the Snyl were perfect in that regard.

      The insectoid species was one you couldn’t reason with, talk to or even beg to for your life. They were supremely evolved in such a way that they regarded all other species as superfluous, destined to be erased. Nothing else mattered. They had no codes of any kind; be it ethic or honor. Those intellectual discourses were wholly unfathomable to them, as alien as their own appearance.

      In a way, she admired them. Eradicate other species. That was their way, the only way. There were no distractions, no debates. There was one order, one vision, which all Snyl followed.

      And that was it. The way to stop them.

      Be of one mind.

      And so, she had taken it upon herself to be that mind. It would be a fight between her and between the Snyl.

      One army versus another.

      An army of humans versus an army of bugs.

      She would fling the humans on the battlefield. She would throw all of them, the seven billion of them, at the Snyl. And once the dust cleared and the ashes of the dead obscured the sky, she would rise from the destruction and be the one voice for all the Cosmos.

      “Pathetic.”

      Eklan’s voice resonated inside her mind.

      She zipped back into the Cube to erase the nuisance for good. The main interface was now too poor a receptacle for her accumulated knowledge, so she stored most of it away, out to the so-called tamper-proof computers of Army Intelligence. She snickered at the oxymoron for a solitary yoctosecond then focused her attention back to the distraction.

      Eklan was standing in front of the console, holding the human female in his arms.

      “Oh, you brought me a gift. So nice of you,” Tebayi said, her voice overpowering everything else in the room.

      “You have to stop this, Tebayi.” Eklan said, with earnestness. “It goes against what the Amilaki have always championed, what we strive to be.”

      “Is that so?” Tebayi snickered. “On the contrary my dear yet misguided genius, I am the culmination of our culture, the summit of our evolution.” There was a heartless laugh. “Besides, I’m the only one that can assure our survival.”

      Eklan’s mouth twisted. “But at what cost?”

      Again, the voice dripped with sarcasm. “You mean the human cost? It is unfortunate… but unavoidable. It is their destiny to be extinguished. If not by the Snyl, then by their own hands.”

      “We don’t know that. You don’t know that.”

      “Oh, yes I do. I have seen it in their historical records, in the constant wars, in the devastation. It is a species without hope, without possibilities for redemption.”

      “Others think otherwise.”

      Tebayi’s laugh sent a dagger of cold down Eklan’s spine. It was supremely confident and condescending at the same time, oozing with arrogance.

      “If you are thinking of Asalak, let me assure you that his last thoughts weren’t about Humanity.”

      Eklan stiffened.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” There was a snicker. “How tragic.”

      Eklan’s mind reeled. How could he have not known? Since his awakening inside Asher Sullon’s body, Asalak had been at his sides, a constant presence. He had educated him about Ukun, their home world; but also of Earth, their new one. He had stimulated his mind with countless puzzles designed to expand his view of the Universe. He had mentored him on the complex social interactions with humans, even if he, himself, struggled with its intricacies. He had been selfless with his teachings, even when events forced leadership upon him. Asalak was a man of devotion, of faith, enlighten by what lay beyond the physicality of the Universe.

      That was what struck him the most about his mentor. His faith. His unshakable belief in the human spirit; that without it, they wouldn’t stand a chance against the Snyl.

      Asalak had given his life so that Humanity could live on.

      It was up to him, now, to make sure he didn’t die in vain.

      “His faith in Humanity was a strength, not a weakness,” Eklan said, glancing at Beatrice.

      “His faith was as misled as your own.” Tebayi’s voice said, cold and heartless. “I can see the disparity within you, Eklan. The fragility of your core, the vulnerability of your human brain. You need to step out of the shell. You need to leave behind Asalak’s inadequate views and embrace the ones that will make you attain immortality. For it is possible, Eklan. You can evolve beyond the use of biological envelopes and achieve a superior level of existence. You simply need to let go of what Asalak, Kalxin and the others have instructed you to do. They were Elders, already obsolete even before we fell out of the stars and were forced to crawl in the muck of this forsaken world.”

      Tebayi paused to let her words sink in then resumed in a much more conspiratorial tone. “It doesn’t need to be your fate, Eklan. You can change it, right now. I can change it. Think about it…”

      Beatrice opened her eyes. For a moment, she was unsure of where she was and what was going on. Eklan’s gaze found her own’s and everything came back into the here and now.

      “…Together, we could reconstruct this world in our image. We could make it a haven for our kind. And once the Snyl are vanquished, we could explore the Universe as we please.” Tebayi let her words float in the silence. “Leave this existence behind, Eklan. Join me.”

      Beatrice’s stare darkened with each of Tebayi’s words. She looked up to Eklan.

      “No,” she whispered.

      His eyes quivered. She realized with a start that it wasn’t Eklan’s stare anymore.

      It was Asher’s.

      “Asher?” She mouthed, uncertain.

      For all answer, he tilted his head downwards. She pushed herself up, galvanized by the realization that somehow he still existed. There was but a whisker of air between their lips. From the corner of her eye, she saw a black and spiky limb slither over his right shoulder, moving silently in the stack’s golden light. The appendage glided closer, as if aware it had been spotted.

      Eklan turned his head a fraction of a degree, toward her.

      The tendril, pulsing with dark light, wriggled its way down his head, behind his ear.

      He shuddered.

      She kissed him.

      The rush of emotion inside her blended with his own. The kiss filled her heart with passion, superseding everything else. Eyes closed, she let the moment linger, the blissful feeling levitating her soul. She felt Asher’s presence with a sharp and poignant intensity. It lit up her heart with a beautiful light, relegating the dark thoughts, the terror, the pain, to distant and out-of-sight shores. Bathed in the light, she could, at last, see him with clarity. He was smiling at her. A genuine smile, full of warmth and full of love.

      In the glorious light of her mind, the kiss went on, seemingly without end.

      She didn’t want it to end.

      She knew that when it did, things would never be the same again.

      He pulled back and with her heart breaking into a million pieces, she saw him grimace in pain. He pressed a hand to the side of her face.

      “I always loved you, Trish.”

      Her heart fluttered.

      “Help…”

      She saw his face change. He was Eklan, once again.

      “…us.”

      There was an explosion of gray light.

      And she was at once transported into another world.
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      Jose Garcia heard the noise of the outside battle quiet down. He hesitated, unsure of what to do. Should he go out there to make sure the Colonel was okay or should he listen to his gut and head for the Cube? He shook his head to clear away the stray thoughts exploding his mind. He couldn’t let himself be distracted by them, not now. Taking a deep breath to better think, he settled into position and peeked around the corridor’s corner. The Cube was bathed in a glow that reminded him of an aurora borealis he once had the chance to view, up in Fairbanks. The light danced across the darkened walls with a slow, undulating movement; a wave of yellow, green and gold that seemed to emanate from the ether itself. He gripped his rifle tighter. Ahead, the stack glittered with hundreds of tiny lights, the tower glowing with rings of focused energy.

      He closed his eyes. For the last five minutes, a wave of pain had found refuge in his head, robbing him of the clarity of thought he so desperately needed. Putting a hand out to the wall to steady himself, he let the wave do its thing, the battering intensifying even as he tried to ignore it.

      Jesus.

      He had never felt so bad in his entire life. The sensation was akin to having a balloon filled with shards of glass inside your noggin. A sac that swelled with sudden and explosive bursts. Eyes screwed shut, he let the pain wash over him.

      Begging for it to stop wouldn’t work.

      And he had the sinking certainty that it was all caused by what lived inside the Cube.

      Fighting down the urge to curl up on the floor and let the hurt do its thing, he tightened the grip on his weapon and eased through the door. Bad idea. The pain exploded forth, filling his head with a ball of pure agony. He fell to his knees. It was too much. He couldn’t take it anymore. His head was one solid mass of hurt.

      That’s when he noticed them.

      Eklan and Beatrice.

      They were sprawled on the ground, both of them about a dozen feet in front of the main console.

      They didn’t move.

      He stared at the scene. The desire to go out to them, to check to see if they were still alive hit the sphere of hurt in his head. He felt the pain fluctuate, lose strength. Emboldened by the realization, he concentrated on that one single thought.

      Go to them.

      He repeated the three words in his head over and over, using them as a crutch to lift himself from the floor.

      It worked. Though the pain was still there, he had found a way around it. Each step was like stepping into a vat of burning, hot, agony; but he bit down and pushed forward, his heart free of doubt.

      He reached Eklan first. Fighting down a spiral of vertigo, he put a knee to the floor. Waves after waves of pain smashed inside his head. He closed his eyes to focus on the task he had to accomplish.

      Check pulse.

      He stretched out his hand and put two fingers to Eklan’s carotid artery. Eyes screwed shut, he pushed back the surge of hurt and shifted his attention to his fingertips. He waited. There. A minute pulse. Feeble, unsteady, but there nonetheless. Eklan was alive, but barely. He veered his head to Beatrice. She looked so pale, so fragile, so helpless, that his heart tumbled in his chest. He shifted his body to get closer.

      The pain in his head exploded anew.

      He stared down. An ugly wire-like tendril of dark light went out from behind Beatrice’s ear directly into the stack. He saw a saccadic movement beneath her left eyelid, going from left to right and back again.

      Then the pain shut down his cerebrum.

      He collapsed.
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* * *

      “Welcome.”

      Beatrice opened her eyes. She was standing outside. It was the middle of the day and the sun burned with feverish intensity, casting a golden light across the landscape. The wind picked her hair up, whipping it across her face. She wrestled with a particularly rebellious lock, stashing it behind a ear, then looked out at the scenery.

      The desert stretched out for miles in every direction. Deep cracks crisscrossed the desiccated land, carving the plain into millions of small, jagged, islands. But there was no water to be found in this land, and no greenery of any kind. It was barren, lifeless, a zone where nothing lived but the maggots that had burrowed deeply underground. In the horizon, the silhouette of a city could be seen, the skyscrapers heaped together like so much kindling wood. The city was as dead as the rest of the landscape, the ruins covered in thick layers of sand and debris. Here and there, the sun glinted off the rooftop of half-buried cars and trucks, the vehicles strewn about like unwanted dandelions.

      As she took in the desolation, Beatrice’s dismay rose with each razed building, flattened bridge and burned house. This was destruction on a catastrophic scale, a devastation so complete that it seemed inconceivable. Yet, the more she stared at the ruins, the more she realized that the real horror was not about the shattered city.

      It was about the absence of life.

      The absence of people.

      There were no men, women, or children.

      There was just the yellow sky, the wind and the calcified vestiges of Humanity.

      “What you see, Beatrice, is the future.”

      The exquisite and impossibly perfect form of Tebayi shimmered into view. She wore a long white dress, superbly tailored to enhance her magnificent beauty. Her hair, the color of the sun, caressed her bare shoulders, while her blue eyes, rimmed with gold, glowed with abnormal brilliance.

      She floated forward, her feet skimming over the ground with the lightest of touch. Beatrice anchored herself, not daring to move. Even though the Amilaki looked like a goddess straight out of Greek mythology, she knew that looks could be deceiving.

      And that evil came in all shapes and sizes.

      “All this,” Tebayi said with a delicate gesture of the hand, “is Humanity’s destiny.”

      Beatrice flinched, dismayed by the flippant remark.

      “It is inevitable. As I said to poor Eklan, it is in humanity’s nature to destroy itself.”

      Tebayi circled around Beatrice, the corners of her mouth raised in a seductive smile. “But, there is some hope for you. Instead of annihilation, I offer you… redemption.”

      “Redemption?” Beatrice said, wondering what Tebayi had in mind.

      “You don’t need to do anything, really. I have it all planned. You simply need to obey me and your soul will be freed.”

      “Soul? What do you know about the soul?” Beatrice hissed with outrage.

      Tebayi snickered. “Isn’t it the primitive belief that your essence will survive death?”

      Beatrice’s eyes shifted, nervously tracking each of Tebayi’s steps.

      “You are so clueless about everything. It makes me wonder why Kalxin was so interested in you.”

      “That’s something you’ll never be able to understand,” Eklan said, materializing into view.

      Beatrice felt a mad rush of emotion. Eklan’s eyes had an unmistakable gleam.

      Asher’s.

      They radiated warmth like a pair of powerful, miniature suns. She was at once attracted to them, pulled into orbit like a planet around a star. The light around her dimmed, opening up to a universe filled with billions of images and sensations. But the imagery wasn’t hers. It was Asher’s. His whole existence was laid out for her to view, to absorb. Be it pain, heartbreak, loneliness or love, the emotions swirled around her like a vortex of infinite complexity. And she realized that those emotions were a commonality of the human condition.

      That it was what made us humans.

      ‘Yes,’ Asher’s voice said, filling her mind.

      Our minds might not connected,

      ‘But our hearts are.’

      “Ridiculous!” The laughter sliced into Beatrice like a knife. “You are so ignorant,” Tebayi said with a cluck of impatience. “So incapable of transcending your limitations.”

      “On the contrary,” Eklan said, his features back to being Amilaki, “It is you who is locked inside a prison.”

      “A prison?” Tebayi snorted. “You call my dominion over this world… a prison?”

      “Yes.”

      Tebayi shook her head in disconsolation. “You know nothing.”

      Eklan leveled his gaze to her. “Quite the opposite, in fact. I know the path to transcendence.”

      “Impossible.”

      Eklan turned to Beatrice. He blinked. Asher’s gaze returned, as luminous as before. “I just need to be in her heart.”

      He stepped closer and tilted his head to her. Beatrice knew at once what to do. They pulled closer together. She felt his lips on her’s and they kissed. There was a surge of emotion, a wave that filled her with pure, absolute hope. She shoved aside all other thoughts, giving in to the rush, at once certain that it was the right thing to do.

      The kiss lingered for one immortal moment.

      Then everything changed.

      A shocking emptiness crashed inside her, pulverizing the bliss that had barely began to settle in her heart. She felt a tremor travel through Eklan’s body and a millisecond later he slumped to the ground, insensate.

      He was gone.

      Just like that.

      Tebayi had not only severed the connection, she had erased him from reality, like a program no longer needed.

      She felt a powerful resolve anchor itself into every atom of her body. He was not gone. He lived inside her, inside the emotion of their bond. And even if the connexion with Eklan had been abruptly terminated, the sensation of oneness still burned inside her, like a volcano forever percolating with magma.

      She turned to Tebayi.

      “You are mistaken.”

      Taken aback by Beatrice’s cool and collected countenance, the Amilaki shook her head. “Not, it is you who are misguided. Look at yourself. You are alone. You stand there, believing you still have a chance. There is nothing you can do, my dear. Not anymore. Eklan is no longer able to help you, nor your friends in case you wondered. You are imprisoned in my oh-so-real world.”

      Tebayi gave a small gesture. “Behold.”

      The world changed. Overhead, the vast dome of cloudless sky fractured open, revealing a fissure that pulsed with dark, dangerous, energy. Raining down from the hole in the sky, an army of glistening, black-as-night, creatures appeared, the untold numbers streaking to the ground with terrifying speed.

      Beatrice watched the horde of insectoid monsters claw their way across the parched land, a wave of black death careening over the world with total dominion. The sheer number of them was astounding, but so was their unwavering fierceness. Nothing could escape their savagery. They were the final calamity, the destroyers of Life.

      The Snyl were but a few seconds away from reaching her, yet Beatrice stood her ground, refusing to give in to fear. She knew this was another one of Tebayi’s test.

      But this time, she had a secret weapon at hand, a gift from Kalxin.

      Twenty-five feet out, the first creatures fell into view, their long talons ripping up the ground with an earth-shattering noise.

      She pushed down a rush of panic, focusing instead on what she needed to do.

      The leader of the horde, a huge creature at least fifteen feet tall, veered her way.

      Time slowed down.

      She watched with curious detachment as the creature charged, its multifaceted eyes gleaming with a hideous glow.

      Tebayi stood a few feet away, her dark heart anticipating the next moment, the one that would mean the end of the Human. For even if this was all virtual, Beatrice’s terror would be real.

      And it would kill her as surely as if the bugs were physically real.

      Then the Snyl did something unexpected.

      It skirted around the human, the razor edge claws brushing harmlessly past.

      Tebayi’s eyes widened with disbelief.

      The Snyl had a new target, now.

      Her.
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      Tebayi’s first thought was that there must be a flaw, somewhere, in the simulation. She must have overlooked it. It was highly improbable but there was no other explanation. She had to plunge into the code to make sure. She dove in, sifting through the countless bits of information, searching and hunting for that one evasive flaw, for the hole in the logic. But the imperfection was nowhere to be found. In desperation, she launched one final query into the latticework of data.

      No results found.

      The Snyl leapt.

      It flew toward her, the terrible eyes reflecting the golden hue of the sun as it opened its arms for the fatal embrace. She stared at it, impressed by its savage and primitive reasoning. The creature’s claws zoomed into view, angling down to cut her in half. Examining the angle of attack, she danced out of the way with ease, thankful for the bug’s ineptness.

      So pitifully predictable.

      Steadying herself, she watched the horde approach. Letting mathematically attuned reflexes process the danger, she sidestepped the first waves with prowess, her highly attuned mind foretelling the horde’s moves. But the torrent of Snyl rained down from the sky without interruption, a tide of a scale so vertiginous that it defied even the laws of nature.

      She avoided the claws and mandibles like an automaton, ignoring the screeches that filled the air with a cacophonous tumult. Time stretched out beyond normality. With every creature defeated, another took its place, an unending cycle that had no end in sight. Glancing at Beatrice, she saw that the young woman was staring back at her, her green eyes filled with defiance.

      She noted that Beatrice was safely encased inside a sphere of safety, out of harm’s way of the hellish tsunami.

      Deciding that the game had gone on long enough, Tebayi brusquely moved across the arid plain, zigzagging between the stampeding creatures. She came to the periphery of Beatrice’s bubble. There was a flicker of doubt on the young woman’s face. Emboldened by the sight, Tebayi dove forward.

      There was a sudden burst of light.

      And she found herself a few feet away from the human, in the zone where no Snyl attacked. Beatrice took a step backward, fists clenching reflexively.

      “Time to end this charade, don’t you think?” Tebayi hissed.

      “Agreed,” Beatrice said, her voice mirroring the steel in her eyes.

      Tebayi darted forward, cutting in half the distance between them. “You have no idea what to do, right?” There was a look of triumph on her face. “You are finished, little girl. There is no way out unless I decide it. You should not have tampered with something you don’t understand.”

      Beatrice grinned. “Wrong.”

      Without warning, the bubble vanished.

      A dozen of the Snyl surged forth. Extending their mandibles with a shrill shriek, they exploded inside the open space with stunning swiftness, filling the void with a flurry of lacerating limbs and razor-edged claws.

      Tebayi’s mind twitched. She skirted sideways, slamming into Beatrice with force. There was a moment of confusion as both of them came into contact. Beatrice flinched. An hail of claws raked the air, centimeters away. She dropped to the ground and looked up.

      Tebayi stared down at herself. A huge cut appeared on her white dress, the crimson spreading out like black ink on paper. Her torso was almost completely slit in half, the internal organs spilling out of the wound with each heartbeat.

      The scene froze.

      She couldn’t believe it. The game had changed… and she had lost. It was impossible, yet she couldn’t deny it. Not anymore. The creatures had managed to hurt her. She could feel the pain, down to her inner core, to the level where her electronic life roamed the virtual systems. It felt shockingly real, as if her physical body had been ripped apart.

      How could that be?

      She was beyond such primitive emotions.

      Ever since the transcendence.

      But the bugs had nevertheless found a way inside. Inside her core. She had no other choice now but to exit the simulation… and take on the real world.
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* * *

      Noah entered the Cube. The towering stack of machines threw a weird light show in the dimly lit room, accentuating the hardware’s otherworldly purpose. He deliberately shifted his stare to what he needed to focus on: to the three silhouettes lying on the concrete floor.

      Shit.

      He sprinted across the room, refusing to cede to panic. He reached Garcia first. The Corporal lay flat on the floor, immobile. There was no outward sign of injury, except for an ugly expression of pain across his features. He felt for a pulse and found one immediately. It was strong and even. Garcia was out cold, for reasons still unknown. Moving to the other two, he immediately noticed something odd snaking along the floor. A wire-like tendril, glowing with energy. Inching closer, he realized with a start that the two bodies were those of Eklan and Beatrice. His heart froze.

      No!

      He put a hand to Beatrice’s forehead. She was terribly cold, so much so that he lifted his hand away in shock.

      My God!

      He turned to Eklan. The Amilaki was staring at the ceiling with vacant, lifeless eyes, his skin the color of ash.

      Noah’s hands shook with the realization that he needed to do something to save them. But what? He watched the blobs of luminescence travel back and forth inside the ghastly tendril. They were somehow linked up to the Disruptor, to the machine Eklan and Asalak had created. Looking around, he saw the remains of ugly, spider-like things heaped up in a tall pile at the base of the 3D printer. They looked a lot like the trilobite-thing that he’d crossed path with. He didn’t know why they were dead but he didn’t care. They were out of order, and that meant someone had found a way to stop them.

      And if they could be neutralized, maybe he could do something about the tendrils; and about the stack.

      Going back to Garcia, he went through the soldier’s backpack, looking for anything of use.

      Bingo! I knew you wouldn’t let me down, Corporal!

      There was a small axe, the head wrapped up in a red leather sheath. Gripping the handle, he snapped off the sheath and hefted the tool. It was well balanced. He straightened and moved closer to Beatrice. He stared at the tendril. For lack of comparison, his mind settled on an image of plastic tubes collecting sap from maple trees. Both were translucent, but the tube at his feet was flowing with light, not fluids. He raised the axe and without hesitation brought it down with force.

      There was a brusque jolt and the axe arced back up toward his face. He felt the blade hit his cheekbone, followed at once by a sharp stab of intense pain. Steadying his nerves and doing his best to ignore the pain, he seized the handle with both hands and brought it down once more on the tendril.

      The appendage ruptured. There was a sharp intake of breath, overly loud in the Cube’s felted atmosphere. Beatrice jerked upwards reflexively, eyes wide in confusion. She put a hand to the back of her head, behind the ear. The appendage still hung from the skin, going down her back.

      “Beatrice! Are you okay?” Noah asked, clearly worried.

      As if in a daze, she turned to the voice that had called out her name. A young man stared back, disheveled and visibly distressed, the right side of his face sporting an ugly lump. He repeated the same words, gripping her shoulder with a strong hand. The physical contact woke her senses up and she felt better at once, the fog in her head lifting away instantly.

      “Noah,” she said, the word coming out like a plea. “Where am I?”

      He bent down and helped her to a sitting position, making sure not to touch the tendril.

      “We’re inside the Cube.”

      He watched with relief as her stare regained its focus. She’s back.

      Beatrice turned to Eklan. A shadow crossed her stare. Looking up at Noah, she touched once more the appendage still stuck to her head. There was an intense look of doubt on her face but it vanished a millisecond later. She pivoted smartly and glanced at the dead insectoid drones crowding the floor.

      “I need one of those.”

      Noah wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “What did you say?”

      With a quick nod, she indicated the drones. “Those things. Bring one to me.”

      This time Noah was certain he had not misunderstood. Getting to his feet, he bolted over to the pile of dead things and grabbed a specimen by the leg. There was a plasticky noise as the limb flexed in his grip. He stared at it with revulsion. The bug-like construct was without beauty, hacked from disparate parts and materials. He ran back to Beatrice.

      “Here,” he said, depositing the thing on her lap.

      A loud whirr of machinery made him jump out of his skin. Veering to the sound of the disruption, he noticed the 3D printers had sprung back to life, the robotic arms feeding the machines with a blur of quick, darting, movements.

      “No time.”

      He turned to Beatrice. There was a haunted look in her eyes, filled with such anguish that he stood transfixed, a dagger of doubt knifing his insides.

      Turning the dead drone over to what Noah referred as the thing’s stomach, she split open the hull with her fingers, exposing a small chamber inside. Gently plucking the tendril from behind her head, she closed her eyes for a second and with one swift gesture inserted the loose end, the one Noah had severed, directly inside the cavity.

      The drone sprung to life. Noah gaped in awe as the thing’s servo’s buzzed with energy, the spindly legs rotating every which way. Beatrice pulled the tendril out and said: “Insertion.” For a second, he couldn’t understand what she meant. Then it dawned on him. He grabbed the drone by the hull, keeping his fingers away from the spinning legs, and deposited it on the floor. At once, the drone raced off, heading directly for the stack.

      “Watch out!”

      Noah turned his head. Beatrice’s stare was fixated to the opposite side of the Cube, to where the fabrication took place. An intricate succession of noises, mechanical and artificial, caught his ear. He pivoted to where the sound came from. At first, he was unable to catalog the monstrosity lurching free of the robotic arms. Towering over him, the thing was thin, like a rail, with along its pieced-together shaft, an assembly of what could be considered as arms. Bolted to the thing’s frame, the appendages flexed and moved with stunning velocity, clawing the air with cold efficiency. Noah watched as the thing’s legs, all eight of them, scurried forward, shoving aside the heavy steel tables like so much brushwood. One arm, ending in a serrated saw, spun crazily in a wide arc, cutting up the floor and throwing fragments of concrete all over the place. Stunned by the sight, Noah’s gaze fastened itself to the thing’s monstrous features. Though some of them were beyond his understanding, the pincers were not, nor were the sharpened ends of the overly long, carbon-fiber fingers. But it was the sheer alienness of the thing that he found unnerving.  For even though the giant moved with purpose, there was no head, nor eyes, just a jumble of wires, circuitry and sensors. To him, the thing shouldn’t be able to exist, yet alone move. It was an hirsute bundle of heterogeneous bits, lumped together in a whole that couldn’t possibly function.

      Yet it did.

      And it was coming for him.

      Shit!

      He retreated at once from the approaching nightmare. His mind was screaming at him to run, to get the hell away from the thing-that-shouldn’t-be. It was a warning call from deep within the primitive center of his brain, from where Evolution had deemed fit to install Man’s instinct to survive. A hand gripped his shoulder. From the corner of the eye, he saw Beatrice climb to her feet, her stare ablaze with intensity.

      The monster rushed forth, tossing aside whatever stood in its path with quick, explosive thrusts. A millisecond later, it loomed over them, the dark array of deadly limbs whirling above their heads, millimeters away.

      Noah closed his eyes, waiting for death. He hoped it would be quick, maybe even painless. The air moved around him. In his mind, he saw his parents smile down at him, their eyes full of humanity, as they had been before the Amilaki changed them. He smiled back at them, his heart finding solace with what they’d become.

      He waited.

      The moment dragged on.

      He cracked open an eye. The dark limbs were frozen in mid-motion, an hair’s breadth away. He shot a glance at Beatrice. There was a pincer around her throat, and even though it had stopped short of crushing her, he realized with shock that she couldn’t breathe. Galvanized into action, he moved away from the deadly limbs and took position. Gripping the pincer with both hands, he pulled the fingers apart with a strong heave. The pincer’s hold relaxed with a sudden hiss and he wrenched Beatrice away, holding on to her as she collapsed in his arms.

      He staggered away from the monster, dragging Beatrice with him.

      The light in the Cube changed as he moved away, the glow getting harsher with each passing second. Glancing at the stack, he saw Beatrice’s drone scale the tall assemblage of flickering machines. It probed and skittered across the decahedron-shaped shells, poking and prodding with a thin, needle-like extension. It moved with steadfastness as it burrowed without hesitation inside the complex machinery, darting in and out between the levels as fast as the eye could see.

      The drone’s actions impelled Noah to move even faster. Propping Beatrice up, he moved with haste across the empty floor, the wide-open doors urging him on.

      “No!”

      The voice crashed inside the room like a thunderclap. Noah flinched despite himself, astounded by the malevolence behind the call. He shot a glance at the stack. Level by level, the lights embedded in the decagonal devices were winking off, turning silent. The entire structure flickered with energy yet one could see a dark buildup in its center, spreading outward. The black spot was a whirlpool within the stack, sucking away the power flowing up the structure. And at the center of this newly-formed black hole, Beatrice’s drone slowly spun upon itself, a parasite endowed with purpose.

      For that was Beatrice’s doing, Noah realized. She had re-programmed the drone to infiltrate the stack and was shutting it down, from the inside.

      Glancing up to where the stack still burned with energy, he watched as the black hole swallowed the lights, a plague devouring everything in its path. The speed of the conquest was astounding and a few moments later only a few decahedrons remained ablaze, the last ones still alive.

      He realized Beatrice had stopped walking.

      “What is it?” He asked, at once worried.

      For all answer, she swung her sight to the stack.

      It was dark as night, now. Silent and lifeless. Noah wanted to cry out in victory but he felt at once that something was amiss, that the danger wasn’t over. There was a sudden movement inside the stack. He saw that it was the drone. Beatrice’s drone. He turned to her. She was staring at it with a mixture of awe and fear, absorbed by the sight. He was about to ask what was going on when the drone launched itself from the stack, sailing high into the air. Dumbfounded by the sight, he watched as it landed directly on the monster’s back, the drone squirming its way at once within the towering giant’s jumble of wiring.

      “Shit!” Noah cried, the adrenaline surging in his veins.

      There was a sudden hiss of noise and the giant flexed an arm, taking a tentative step forward.

      “So you thought you could stop me.”

      Noah’s heart leaped. It was her. The voice was a caricature of its former self, but it was recognizable nevertheless. Tebayi was inside the monstrosity, inhabiting the nightmarish creature she had brought into the world.

      He gripped Beatrice’s shoulder, attempting to get her to move.

      But she pushed him away and said, “Noah, go!”

      Frozen into place, he shook his head. There was a silent plea in her stare but there was no way he could leave her behind.

      “Time for you to die.”

      A six feet long arm, ending in a hand composed of three spiked fingers, exploded into movement. It threw bits of concrete in the air as it raked the floor, racing toward them. Noah took a step backward, an automatic act of self-preservation. He noticed that Beatrice had stayed put, directly in the path of danger. Riveted by the vision, he could only watch as the titan’s talon pulled back to better strike her.

      The realization sunk inside him, penetrating his heart. Beatrice was seconds away from death.

      It was unavoidable. Terrible. Absolute.

      There was a flash of movement, unexpected.

      Eklan’s right hand shot upwards. It reached inside the beast’s innards as it walked by, twisting and pulling the mess of wiring with a violent tug.

      “What?” Tebayi hissed, shocked.

      At the same moment, Beatrice dashed forward, pushing herself between the outstretched arms of the giant. She wriggled her way close, to where the monster’s core shimmered, the only thing ablaze with light. She fingered the tendril, the one behind her ear. It was still attached to her head, an eerie reminder of how strange the world had become. It was a link. A link between her and the Amilaki, but also between Humanity and the Beyond.

      Kalxin had implanted a tiny device inside her head.

      One designed to protect her inner being, what made her Human.

      And it had worked.

      And all she had needed to do was to listen herself, to what her soul had to say. For, contrary to what Tebayi believed, her spirit was a real, vital, force; as fundamental as her heart. It was this conviction that allowed her to confront the darkness, and to stand up to Tebayi.

      And it was why she could do what had to be done.

      Her fingers wrapped themselves around a thick wire, as black as space. It was the only one left to the monster’s nucleus. To where Tebayi holed up, cornered in her last stronghold.

      Down on the floor, she saw Eklan’s hand fall back to his chest. He stared up at her, his features etched with hope.

      She yanked the remaining wire from the thing’s core.

      A rasp escaped the machine’s artificial body.

      Beatrice closed her eyes and set all thoughts aside.

      Then, without hesitation, she inserted the loose end of the tendril inside the monster’s core.

      There was the dizzying sensation of being wrapped in pure light.

      She invoked a last, final, command.

      Delete all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          32 Aftermath

        

      

    

    
      Colonel Tobias Graves shook his head in wonder.

      Too many unknowns.

      That’s what his friend, Captain Lloyd Henderson, had said when he’d first spoke of his project of combining Human and Amilaki technology.

      I should have listened to him. I was too reckless, too eager to find a solution.

      In the end, those unknowns had disrupted his plan, as assuredly as if the Disruptor had been turned against him, instead of the Snyl.

      There was no one to blame but himself. He couldn’t lay the blame on the Amilaki. On Tebayi, yes; but not on Asalak. The man had died after all. Died while protecting those around him. Graves was convinced that without his intervention, he would have lost more people… maybe a hell of a lot more.

      By disabling the enemy drones, Asalak had cleared the way for Eklan to confront Tebayi. It had been a turning point in the battle, the one that had saved them all.

      Asalak’s loss would mean difficult times ahead.

      He was the de facto leader for the sensible Amilaki, for those who preferred cooperation over confrontation. Even the humans working at his side had found him a worthy man to follow. Graves himself missed his keen mind, genial attitude and even, to his surprise, his companionship. At first, a gulf of suspicion had kept them apart, but as they worked together in building a bridge of trust between both species, they, too, had learned to appreciate each other’s company.

      Survival wasn’t an easy thing. Graves knew that on an instinctive level. It was damn hard in fact. A lot of things could derail your best laid plans in the blink of an eye.

      Looking back, Graves thought they had been lucky in the end. Lucky to have a courageous young woman stand up to terror. Lucky to have a visitor from the stars give his life so that another species may live.

      “Sir, we’re ready.”

      Graves turned to Garcia. The Sergeant’s voice was hushed, as if wary of breaking Graves’ pensive mood.

      “Very well, Sergeant.”

      They had salvaged all they could. Asalak’s dream, the disruptor, was an accretion of dead circuitry. Tebayi’s attack and subsequent termination had caused havoc in the towering assemblage of Amilaki tech. Eklan had managed to extricate a handful of useable components from the ruin but even he was astonished by the machine’s disastrous state. It was Noah that had said it most succinctly: “It’s just a crap pile of scrap, now.”

      With a last glance at what could have been, Graves followed Garcia out of the Cube, his footsteps resounding loudly in the deserted hallways. They crossed through a number of doorways then found themselves outside, in front of the main entrance. A Humvee was parked outside the door, waiting for them. Privates De Rozan and Williams lounged nearby, keeping a sharp eye to make sure all was secure… even though there was no around for more than fifty miles.

      Graves knew the threat level had radically decreased now that Tebayi had been eliminated. With their leader gone, those that had followed her into battle came to realize that her dream of an Amilaki dominated Universe would remain exactly that. A dream. Most of her faction surrendered on the spot. The few that kept on fighting, like the man with the ugly scar, were neutralized with extreme prejudice.

      Graves had lost good soldiers on that day. Men and women of heart, and of valor.

      They would be missed.

      But never forgotten.

      “Let’s finish this, Sergeant.”

      The two men made their way to the Humvee and climbed inside. Garcia pressed a button on the dashboard’s center screen and a live feed of the Cube’s interior flashed into view. Graves pulled out a highly polished, ovoid-shaped object from a breast pocket. Eklan had showed him how it worked. It was easy, once you knew how. He pressed a thumb to the smooth hull and waited for the decagonal symbols to materialize. Once they came into view, he rotated the interface and selected a golden-yellow icon, the one that meant ‘engage’.

      He kept his thumb to the symbol for a few seconds and waited.

      Inside the Cube, on a tripod mounted at the bottom of the stack, the high output laser of the activator came alive. The glow was so bright that even on the Humvee’s screen, it lit up the cabin, forcing both men to shield their eyes. The beam from the light-drill hit the stack at point-blank range. The effect was immediate.

      Meltdown.

      Straightaway, the hundreds of components and parts that comprised the stack began to dissolve, superheated to the point of molecular breakdown. The beam was merciless as it obliterated, level by level, the array; turning Tebayi’s sanctuary into a puddle of smoldering sludge.

      It was over.

      Graves stared at the monitor.

      There was nothing left inside the Cube.

      The stack was gone.

      “We can go now, Jose. Our job here is done.”

      Graves heard the soldiers settle in the back seat then the armored vehicle punched forward, the old power plant receding quickly in the distance.

      They had not saved much but he was grateful for what they did manage to recover.

      The Coalescence was still intact… stored inside one of Eklan’s devices.

      And even though the Amilaki had no idea how to reestablish contact with it, Graves was confident he would eventually find a way.

      It was important. Because having knowledge, having intelligence, was always the best option when you went to war.

      And Graves knew that even if they had prevailed against Tebayi, it was but a trial of what was in store for them.

      The Snyl were out there.

      And they only had one directive.

      Obliterate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          33 Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice McKenzie watched Emma Purnell tug Foxy into play, the two cavorting without a care under the deep azure of the cloudless sky. The ten-year-old waved back at her, the dark blue eyes sparkling with delight. She was just as Beatrice remembered: the smattering of freckles, the strawberry blonde hair, the unbreakable spirit. The young girl who had been reunited with her mom in the airport terminal was beautifully carefree.

      It was good to be in company of an unburdened soul.

      “She just loves animals.”

      “Yeah, I can see that,” laughed Beatrice as she made her way over to where Emma’s mom, Monica, waited, an easy smile on her delicate face.

      The camping chairs had been set in a loose circle around a fire pit full of dry wood, a dozen feet or so away from Blue Lake’s rugged shore. A small armada of tents, four in all, held their ground against the Westerly wind, the flaps rolled tight around the zippered openings.

      “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” Monica asked, turning to Beatrice.

      “The best.”

      It was true enough.

      The July sun draped the landscape in a beautiful glow, the golden hues making the waters shimmer and dance as the ancient sentinel known as Mount Verstovia stood nearby, its white peak crowning over the postcard-like scenery.

      The day was indeed beautiful. She was glad Noah had brushed aside her refusals. He had seen through her grumbles and steered clear of her funk, knowing it was time for her to leave darkness behind.

      And the caring teen had been right. She had been dwelling in the dark for too long.

      For way too long.

      But Time could be a funny thing. It could slip between your fingers like fine sand or harden into a crust.

      It had taken her a lot of time to accept. To accept the wrenching pain. The sorrow. The paralyzing grief.

      Paige. Asalak. Kalxin. Names carved in her heart with a scalpel of anguish, until the end of time. The names of good friends. Of former enemies. Of unlikely allies. Of tragic victims. They were gone now, taken from her. Ripped from her timeline. They had all, one way or the other, given her hope. Hope when she needed it most; when oblivion whirled about her, just a heartbeat away.

      Of Paige, she would retain the grit and the courage. Of Asalak, the compassion, the diplomacy  and the humanity. Of Kalxin, the strength to go beyond one’s own failures.

      The hole they left behind would be difficult to plug, maybe even impossible.

      But she would do all she could to keep on fighting. She owed it to them, to their sacrifice.

      “Trish! Come and join us!”

      The voice calling from the shore was both Human and Amilaki. She gazed out at the man holding up the fishing rod as if it was the most precious object on earth. There was a very familiar gleam in Eklan’s beautiful brown eyes. A light that called up to mind a special kiss they’d shared. A kiss that had fused two entities into one.

      She shot a glance at Monica. “I think I better give them a hand or we might not eat tonight!”

      “Please do, Beatrice. A nice rainbow trout would be splendid!”

      Beatrice nodded with a wide grin then jogged over to where Eklan and Noah stood.

      “So, boys,” she said, “where are the fish?”

      Eklan turned to her, clearly baffled. “In the lake, of course.”

      Noah gave him a pat on the back. “Thanks for pointing that out to us, pal.”

      The keen stare brightened. “Just pulling your leg, Noah.”

      Beatrice grabbed the rod from Eklan’s hand. “Okay, fish. Hold on to your britches!”

      And as the laughter echoed up toward the perfectly blue sky, to where the first stars twinkled into sight, Beatrice added a silent vow to her repartee.

      And Snyl, if you are listening…

      That goes for you too.
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          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      
        Beatrice and Foxy will return in THRESHOLD

        THE PARABIONT INVASION BOOK FOUR

        

        Find all the details here:

        http://bit.ly/the_parabiont_invasion

        

        Thank you for taking time to read my work, I hope you enjoyed it. Please consider leaving a review (even one or two sentences will do the trick) or telling your friends about it, to help me spread the word. Also, don’t forget to sign up to my newsletter for news about upcoming releases and a chance to win free giveaways:

        

        http://www.subscribepage.com/yjgendron
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