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PROLOGUE
“Thick head!” Emmeline muttered as she leaned into the job. The bone saw blade whined as it chewed through the top of the xenomorph’s skull. A few of the others laughed nervously. It wasn’t a particularly funny joke and Emmeline was not an especially funny person, but they needed the relief. She had already burned through one large blade on the heavy-duty autopsy saw. This thing really did have a remarkably thick skull. Thick enough that she wondered how much room could be left inside for the brainpan, especially given how much of its head was taken up by an outsized mouth and hundreds of needle-like teeth. All of them clotted with human flesh.
The noise of the bone saw came through the radio interface of her biohazard suit as an unpleasant whine, almost a hot scream.
Professor Emmeline Ashbury set her features in stone as the last of the resistance gave way and the heavy bowl of bone came loose. She grunted in relief. Her arms were growing tired and shaky. She would have to get one of the others to break open the chest cavity.
“Compton should be here,” said Metcalf.
“Professor Compton is not here because Professor Compton gets a little wobbly spooning dog food out of a can,” said Emmeline as she pried off the top of the creature’s skull. “Face-planting into my post-mortem examination is not the best use of his time.”
The heavy skull cap came away with a sticky pulling sound and revealed a bizarre cranial cluster that looked like an upside-down stew of brainstem and cerebellum. Or perhaps cerebella? Given the multiple nodules she could already see.
“Jesus, that looks like spaghetti and meatballs,” said Wally Hicks.
“No. You’re wrong, Wally,” Emmeline said. “More like tagliatelle con spinaci and meatballs. Or maybe cervelli agnelli.”
There was a pause while the junior staff waited for her to translate the obscure reference. Probably wetting themselves in fear of being called on to explain.
“Lambs brains,” Emmeline said. “See?” She snipped one of the structures free of the tubing that connected it to the other cerebella and popped the tiny lump of grey matter into a stainless steel tray.
“It’s not really grey matter,” she added, for the benefit of the video recorder. “More greenish and purple I’d say. At any rate, first biopsy, Master Hicks.”
The helmet of Wally’s biohazard suit dipped forward in acknowledgement and he carried the tray away to cold storage. They would take a small cut of the tissue to examine here on the Longreach with the equipment the military had flown out for them, but the real work would begin back on the mainland when the bodies of the xenomorphs arrived at Area 7.
The rest of the team leaned in over the corpse to get a better look at the cerebral mass as Emmeline extracted it from the skull. The thing’s eyes stared lifeless and milky at the theatre lights. There were two large black orbs, but at least another eight smaller eyeballs between and around them, not unlike that of a spider. With so much visual data to process, Emmeline had expected to see enlarged occipital lobes, but there were no lobes of any kind. No single cerebrum at all.
“Jesus, that’s grotesque,” said Metcalf. “It’s nothing like the Grey’s.”
“No reason why it should be,” Emmeline said patiently. “We have no idea yet where these creatures originated or how they got here. But their technologies aren’t Grey.”
“More like fucking Dark Ages,” came Metcalf’s reply inside her helmet. His breathing sounded harsh in the helmet speakers and she could see his features were shiny with sweat behind the faceplate. The CIA man was not new to this sort of operation. He was familiar with extremophile possibilities. But, like the rest of them, he’d been shocked at what they’d found on the oil rig. And, like all of them, he knew there’d be no sweeping this one under the rug. This wasn’t a lone spaceship, its crew cold and dead for thousands of years, crashing into the desert hundreds of miles from the nearest speck of civilization.
There were witnesses, over a hundred of whom had not been eaten by…whatever this thing was. They would already be out there telling their stories. Selling their phone cam images and videos.
The Office would have to move quickly. Not to contain this, or even to control it, but rather to control the fear and confusion that would spread from it like a contagion. Emmeline knew all about containing fear and confusion.
“Abdomen next,” she announced.
“Scalpel?” said Cadence Ramsay, the microbiologist who’d joined the Office from the European Space Agency just three months ago.
“I don’t think so, Cady,” said Emmeline. “Not if its scalp is any guide. I think we might need a bayonet from one of those marines out by the door. A sharp one.”
“Way ahead of you, Professor,” Jack Metcalf said, turning around to the second stainless steel trolley and producing a long, evil-looking autopsy knife—large, heavy, single-edged—a descendant of the amputation or “capital” knives used by surgeons in the old days.
“I see you were a boy scout before you became a licensed killer, Mr Metcalf. Think you’re up to doing the Y-incision?” she asked. “I’m afraid I need a few minutes to get my strength back after sawing through its thick skull.”
“Not a problem, Prof.”
Metcalf set to the task of cutting a deep Y into the upper torso, so that they might peel away the skin, but like Emmeline he found the going tough.
“It’s like leather,” he said, and the sound of his voice in her helmet speakers told Emmeline he was gritting his teeth. “Really. Shitty. Leather.”
“Osteoderms,” Emmeline explained.
The hard little nuggets of bone were embedded in the thousands of scales which seemed to lie just under the leathery carapace of the xenomorph’s outer hide.
“It’s like it has armor under its armor,” said Wally.
The creature’s hide seemed to be inked with some form of display. Tattoos, she thought. It was also covered in weeping sores and pustules, which gave way easily before the blade, erupting with a greenish yellow discharge. Other blemishes, which looked like giant warts, proved so tough that Metcalf was eventually forced to cut around them. It took him a good few minutes to make the whole incision and when they carefully peeled back the skin she could see why. The dermis was up to an inch thick in places and as tough as old boot leather, save for those areas weakened by lesions and suppurating ulcers. There were enough of these that the creature’s hide presented more as a patchwork than a wholly intact dermis.
Metcalf and Hicks carefully pulled back the skin to reveal a bone cage. It came apart twice as patches tore off along the edge of larger ulcerated lesions.
Beneath that, it was not like a human rib cage, with individual ribs held together by muscle and fiber. Instead, the creature’s torso, and presumably its vital innards, were protected by a solid fibrous mass of something like cartilage.
“I think we’re going to need a very large pair of bone shears,” Emmeline mused.
“Or a chainsaw,” said Metcalf. His voice was flat. She did not think he was joking, but she could never really trust her own judgment in such things.
Emmeline checked the large clock on the opposite wall: 19.43 hours.
“Let’s just try the big shears first.”
“Okay, I’ll grab them,” Wally offered.
They had two more corpses of this type to examine. And the enormous one on the gurney in the hallway outside. It was obviously a different species. Possibly even from another genus or family. She would come at it last, learning what she could from the smaller creatures first. This was going to be a very long day. It had not turned out at all as she had expected.



CHAPTER ONE
Twelve hours earlier Emmeline Ashbury had been worried about the cats. They weren’t even her cats, but that did not stop her from worrying. Her roommate, Elana, was a borderline crazy cat lady who insisted that the internationally recognized criterion for cat craziness was the keeping of at least seven cats at one time. Elana had three, giving her a four cat buffer, but the oldest of her moggies were a pair of aged siblings who were very obviously nearing the end of their nine lives. They could no longer jump up onto her bed by themselves. Their legs trembled when they climbed the stairs of the apartment, the top two floors of a lovely four-story rowhouse on C Street.
Emmeline’s flatmate owned the whole property, living in the apartment upstairs, and separately subleasing the lower floors to pay the mortgage, which was not large. She had inherited a pile from a Greek aunt who had divorced well. Twice. Em did not especially like the cats. She thought all of their kind a faithless, self-centered lot. Like the worst sort of bad boyfriend. Either spraying their scent everywhere or lying around, expecting to be fed and complaining when they weren’t. But Elana was an excellent roommate and in Emmeline’s hard-won experience good roommates were even more difficult to source than good boyfriends, who were all but impossible. Listing Elana Mitchell’s many advantages, she was ridiculously well-educated. Tick. She traveled a lot for her work, leaving Emmeline to enjoy the flat in luxurious, glorious solitude. Another tick. She had recently taken up baking as a hobby. Tick! Tick! Tick! And she had written a Master’s thesis—two degrees ago—evaluating programs to teach social skills, including the interpretation and use of romantic cues, to young adults on the autism spectrum.
As a slightly older adult on the spectrum—only slightly older, mind you—Emmeline both approved of this, and reveled in finally having someone around who understood her, a very successful, relatively happy Englishwoman with Asperger’s Syndrome. Or relatively content. Yes, perhaps relatively content best described her at the moment. At any rate, she was a woman who liked to make lists. A woman who liked to alphabetize the bookshelves. And a woman who very definitely liked to avoid noisy entanglements.
Hence her worry about the cats. Tobias, the ginger one, did not look at all well. His shaky front legs were even shakier than usual, as though he had developed late-stage Parkinson’s overnight. With Elana away for another two days, it would fall to Emmeline to put Tobias into the cat cage—not a serious challenge given he could not outrun her on those tiny trembling legs. It would, however, be a noisy affair, and there was the chance of entanglement as Tobias fought to stay out of the hated cage. But that was not the entanglement she was hoping to avoid.
No, that lay in wait on the ground floor, where one of the downstairs tenants, Roger Penrose, some sort of terrible right-wing policy wonk at one of those terrible right-wing wonk houses, was lurking, ready to pounce. Three times this last week he had accosted her, asking Emmeline if she might accompany him to some terribly noisy and awful ball. She had lowered her eyes and muttered something about needing time to think about it, to sort out her calendar and wash her tights, before immediately running upstairs to die a thousand deaths. Penrose was one of those odious thrusting fellows who simply would not take no for an answer. For whatever reason, he had latched onto her. Probably because she was a little bit pretty and oh so very smart, which was as good as old money in wonk world. She knew he would not take no for an answer because in her blunt and Aspie way she had said, “Oh good heavens no,” when he had next asked her to tarry along with him.
It was almost as though the blasted man took her refusal as a challenge. He was undoubtedly some sort of Ayn Rand loving mental case. He had actually seemed amused by the prospect of being knocked back the third time he asked. As he duly was. And yet, did this dissuade him? No, no it did not. He merely smirked that he would have her agreement or he was no man of House Penrose.
Yes, that’s exactly how he put it.
Emmeline could just imagine what a horror a ballroom full of flouncing muppets like Roger of House Penrose would be. She might well have hidden inside her apartment for a month to avoid it. But Tobias, meowing weakly and rubbing his head against her ankle, closed off that avenue of escape.
She was wondering how to juggle it all when her phone rang.
# # #
Professor Raymond Compton was excited. Very excited. He had not been allowed to speak in an open forum for nearly five years. That had not seemed a dire imposition when he signed on as a Deputy Director of the Office of Science and Technology Policy. His previous outings as a public speaker had been dogged by anti-war idiots protesting his role in developing the Human Terrain System for the US military. Their idiot status was confirmed by any refusal to acknowledge that he, Compton, deserved more credit for putting an end to violence in Iraq and Afghanistan than a bunch of stupid, unwashed street mimes. But, even though his life had improved immeasurably when he no longer had to run the gauntlet of peace-mongering fools, he did miss lecturing, the sound of his own voice booming out across an adoring audience.
Or even just a captive audience. Captivity would do fine if the audience couldn’t stretch themselves to adoration.
He clicked through the BuzzFeed listicle, “Twenty Worst TED Talks Ever”, fighting to suppress a smirk that was in equal measure droll amusement and smug satisfaction. It wasn’t enough, as Somerset Maugham originally remarked (before Gore Vidal stole it), that he should triumph. Others must fail. And there, at number two on the list of “Twenty Worst TED Talks Ever”, was the very personification of Vidal’s apt bon mots. Professor Carole Ferriade, of the English Faculty of UC Davis, Harridan-in-Chief to the peace-monger faction which had effectively run Professor Raymond Compton out of academia.
Her seven-minute presentation, “Whither the Dead White Male—Shriveling the Penile in Post Modern Letters”—was beaten into first place for Worst TED Talk Ever by some dress designer who packed only seven pairs of underpants for her bit on saving the planet and indentured workers in Bangladeshi garment factories by “wearing nothing new”.
Compton did allow himself a bemused sneer at that. He had to admit the idiot fashionista was a worthy winner, even if she had done him out of the enjoyment of seeing Ferriade take the gold medal. After all, how did she imagine GAP and Benetton’s indentured Bangladeshi serfs were going to feed their enormous third world families once idiot campaigners in the West had stolen away even the meager livelihood to be had as a factory slave.
“It is not enough that I should triumph,” he muttered to himself, smiling, “Carole fucking Ferriade must fail.”
He would enjoy just one more play-through of her mortifying presentation before returning to the latest draft of his own sure-to-be successful talk: “Why the West Has Always Won and Always Will”.
The Bee Gees “Stayin’ Alive” suddenly played on his phone, signaling an incoming call.
Compton frowned at the HTC One buzzing across his desk. The screen displayed an image of a severe-looking African-American man in the tan shirt of a navy service uniform.
Heath.
Compton sighed and rolled his eyes.
What does he want?
Whatever it was, he’d better not be ringing to tell Compton his TED Talk was cancelled by reason of bullshit.
# # #
“I’m sorry, Professor,” Heath said. “You’re just going to have to cancel that TED Talk.”
“But this is bullshit!” Compton protested.
Captain Michael Heath resisted the urge to fire an obscenity back at the civilian. It was an urge which often took him when dealing with Compton. But venting would serve no useful purpose and Professor Compton was, in the end, his boss. A pompous ass. A self-serving oxygen thief. And the deputy director of the organization for which Heath was a mere liaison officer.
He controlled his breathing and with it his temper.
“It is not bullshit, Professor. I am at the site and it is a genuine incursion. There are casualties. Both friendly and hostile. I have two SEAL teams searching for further hostiles, and a marine company en route to properly secure the site. I have already briefed the national security advisor and she has informed the president and invoked Protocol Blue.”
“Oh my God,” said Compton, but not in shock or even surprise. He sounded exasperated. “Are we really going on another of Emmeline’s snipe hunts?”
Heath breathed in and out, carefully. He didn’t have time for his usual exercise—four seconds deep and rapid inhalation; seven seconds to hold the breath; eight seconds to slowly release it—but he took a moment to inhale deeply, and sigh loudly.
“Professor Ashbury will lead the Exploit team, yes. She is the designated hitter for Protocol Blue. We both know that. But the national security advisor wants you there too. It’s not a snipe hunt. I’m standing next to one of the damn things. It’s big, dead and all kinds of ugly.”
Heath stood over the creature in the ruined rec-room of the oil rig, waiting for Compton to respond. A few seconds silence told him that he’d at least given the man something to mull over. Although, knowing Compton, he was probably pondering the involvement of the White House rather than the news that they had recovered an intact xenomorph specimen. More than that. That they had four whole carcasses, mostly intact.
Except for the head of this one, Heath thought as he gently kicked the enormous corpse with the boot at the end of his artificial leg. His bionic leg, as his daughter Maddie called it.
They were still sorting out the witnesses—or the one conscious witness in this specific instance, a shift supervisor named Martinelli. He claimed to have seen a co-worker, the rig’s OH&S boss no less, brain the thing with some sort of sledgehammer.
It was still lodged in the ugly bastard’s shattered skull and no amount of heavy lifting could budge it.
The safety guy, a Mr David Hooper, was no help. He’d been Casevaced onshore, comatose, suffering from burns and a broken arm. But according to Martinelli…
“…when Emmeline finally gets here.”
Heath shook his head, annoyed at himself for losing focus.
“I’m sorry, Professor. You cut out. What were you saying?”
Compton’s voice was clipped. A little pissed.
“I said, I suppose we can make the arrangements for the Field Exploit when Emmeline finally gets here. There’s no sign of her yet.”
Heath moved away from the dead creature. The crew lounge was a mess. A charnel house, really. But at least the human remains had been removed. The dead xenomorphs lay where they had fallen, or been struck down.
“No, there wouldn’t be,” he said, part of him wondering what had killed the three smaller creatures. They carried no visible injuries he could see. “She’ll be en route to Andrews by now. As will you and the Exploit team, as soon as you hang up.”



CHAPTER TWO
As soon as the aircraft leveled off, a woman in Marine Corp fatigues handed out the briefing packs, buff-colored envelopes fat with pictures, maps and Sensitive Site Exploitation data. The plane was a civilian business jet, leased when no suitable military flights had been available. Washington had turned on the money tap. That told Emmeline all she needed to know about the importance and urgency of their unscheduled trip to the gulf. That, and the chief petty officer that Heath had dispatched to look after Elana’s cats when Emmeline protested she couldn’t possibly leave home unless they were sorted.
Heath, who knew her well enough by now, didn’t even hesitate. The car that came to pick her up from C Street also brought the chief petty house-sitter turned cat wrangler. As an added bonus, the refrigerator-shaped female CPO blocked a final attempt by Roger of House Penrose to have at Emmeline’s maidenhead, placing her considerable bulk between them while Em escaped into the chauffeured navy car.
“So, this looks nasty,” she said, leafing through the first couple of photographic images. They looked like stills from some wretched horror movie. One of those bloody awful ones where photogenic young travelers are dismembered in hostels and such like.
Compton, sitting next to her, scratched at his neckbeard in a way that made her itch and squirm all at once.
“This must be some sort of… I don’t know…some sort of…”
“Xenomorph incursion,” she said, cutting straight to the point.
“Ha,” he grunted. “You wish.”
“No, really, I don’t,” she shot back, returning to the briefing notes and muttering. “Nobody wants a xenomorph incursion.”
Compton grunted by way of reply.
He was in a foul mood, which wasn’t unusual, but he’d turned that animus inwards, which was. The man was seething. Emmeline was not always able to read the unspoken cues of body language. But she was a ferocious learner, and she’d had three years to study Compton’s tantrums. The incessant scratching at the flaming red neckbeard, the blotches of color high on his round cheeks, the hunching of his shoulders, the working of his jaw, they were as good as a cartoon thought-bubble.
I am pissed off.
She ignored him, just as she ignored the startled cries and curses of her Exploit team as they read through their briefing packs.
At 09.34 hours, Central Standard Time, BP’s Longreach Platform had been breached by hostile forces. Initial reports, later discounted, suggested a terrorist strike. A DEVGRU Special Mission Unit, training in the gulf, was re-tasked to the platform, securing it without resistance and coordinating the evacuation of civilian casualties. Eleven confirmed deaths. Nine missing personnel. Dozens of injuries. And those numbers would only get worse.
Four confirmed xenomorphs.
Once upon a time, before her diagnosis, Emmeline would not have reacted to this as her colleagues were currently reacting. With shock, denial, confusion.
No, her reaction would have been even more pronounced. Possibly extreme. She might well have shut down, unable to process the inputs.
But her diagnosis was half a lifetime ago, and while it might define her, and often constrain her, it could not take from her those achievements she had wrested from the world. She had won her position with the Office on merit. Unlike Compton, a political appointment. She was meant to be here in this plane, flying towards…what?
Four confirmed xenomorphs.
Four corpses that could not be.
She would not speculate on what she could not know. Not yet. She would review the available data—the briefing pack. Upon arrival she would inspect the site. Their military liaison would establish the laboratory facilities as requested. She would assemble the Exploit team. They would get to work on those impossible corpses. There was something very soothing about knowing her place within this scheme. While the situation might be confused, opaque, even dangerous, her role within it was not.
Looking at a photograph of a fierce, animalistic hominid, she knew exactly what she should do next.
Crack that ugly skull wide open and have a jolly good poke around inside.
# # #
Early in Professor Ashbury’s time with the Special Programs Division of OSTP, Professor Compton had made the mistake of asking her out on a date. Or at least, he had imagined it as a date. He had read somewhere that dating autistic women was great because they flat out could not cope with nuance and ambiguity. They didn’t play games. If you wanted a blowjob, ask for a blowjob. If they felt like it, you were assured of one hassle-free hummer.
He hadn’t straight up asked her for a blowjob of course. He wasn’t a fucking idiot. But it hadn’t gone well, for the very reason he thought it might. She really was a literalist. When he asked her at the end of her first week whether she would like to go out for a drink, she had said yes.
But what she had meant was, “Yes, I do like the idea of leaving the building after work for an alcoholic beverage.”
Not, “Yes, I will consider a casual sexual encounter with my supervisor.”
He could have sworn that’s what was very obviously implied by his invite and her acceptance. But Ashbury had publicly corrected his misconception with the direct and brutal honesty for which she would soon become well known at work. It was mortifying, but there was nothing he could do. As much as he would have liked to fire her for embarrassing him, Compton knew terminating her employment for turning him down would lead to a difficult lawsuit and probably to another jihad from the likes of Carole fucking Ferriade. And luckily, Ashbury’s soon to be legendary bluntness rescued him.
“You behaved like an idiot,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean you are an idiot.”
And that had seemed to put an end to it for her. He had even come to appreciate her odd personality. She was not a gossip, or a time waster. She did not feel the need to make small talk or pretend to like someone or something which annoyed her. Her field of study, exobiology, was pointless bullshit, of course. But then, the Special Programs Division was something of a warehouse for pointless bullshit, wasn’t it?
Or so he had thought until this morning.
Ashbury sat in the wide, comfortable plush leather seat next to him, silently leafing through her briefing papers, occasionally scratching notes into a small black Moleskine pad.
Unlike him, she seemed perfectly content to read her file and make her neat little notes and pretend as though this was just another day at Warehouse 13. Her Exploit team were no better. Just glorified postgraduate interns, most of them, all yammering away at each other back in the cheap seats. None of them with half a fucking clue what a dead end their careers had come to the moment they’d signed on with Special Programs.
It simply did not matter how bizarre or paradigm-shifting the data they’d collect in the gulf might be. Nobody would ever see it. They would never publish a word in a peer-reviewed journal. Whatever reports they wrote, whatever findings they made, might, just might find their way into a three- or four-minute briefing to the national security advisor. But more likely they’d never get past some gatekeeper many pay grades below her.
Compton shuffled through the first few pages of briefing notes on the freak show in the gulf. Ashbury had told him they’d have to prepare a public response for once, because of the number of witnesses. Dozens of them had been evacuated to other platforms, to nearby vessels and onshore before the navy could seal the information breach. But he could only snort at that. If she didn’t believe the national security state was capable of whipping up a cover story for an isolated incident hundreds of miles offshore and discrediting any alternate explanations, she didn’t know her employers very well.
NSA would be all over the electronic trail already.
No, this was just another day. Another investigation. Another secret report. Another cover-up.
And all on the day when he should have been getting ready to fly out to the west coast and enjoy his triumphant return to the public realm and his first victory for many years over his enemies in the academy.
Professor Raymond Compton sighed.
Now he was never going to get a chance to give it to Carole Ferriade in his TED Talk.
He closed the file on his lap and tried to sleep. Might as well let Ashbury apply the full wattage of her unbalanced personality to this mess. The prospect of all the meaningless blood and horror seemed to make her happy, or as close to happy as the crazy bitch ever got.
# # #
Heath strode through the hospital, and for him striding anywhere was an act of calculated will these days. He ground his teeth together in discomfort and frustration. There was no way they’d be able to cover this one up, he knew.
The information had surely leaked too far and wide for containment. This wasn’t like that AI going sentient last year, taking over the robot dog and killing all those Boston Dynamics eggheads. There were no witnesses to watch them pound that thing to scrap metal. The four-legged Terminator had killed them all.
It took Heath’s leg too, before they destroyed it.
But this xenomorph incursion—wherever the hell it was from—had hundreds of live witnesses, dozens who’d seen the damned things with their own eyes and, almost certainly, captured images with their phones.
How long could it be before the first of those started turning up online, or even worse, in the mainstream media?
He resisted the urge to stop and stare every time he passed a television set carrying news coverage of the incident. It seemed somebody was watching the Longreach story in every second or third room. For all Heath knew, some of the patients might even have come off the platform. The survivors were spread around emergency facilities all along the Gulf Coast—at least five here at New Orleans East.
Only one of them was his problem. But he sounded like he’d be more than enough of a problem to be getting on with.
David Hooper. A thirty-seven-year-old white male. Asshole, by all accounts.
And when he wasn’t being an asshole, he was the engineer in charge of plant safety on the Longreach exploration rig. The fall guy, presumably, if this went the way a few folks higher up the food chain wanted it to. In their scheme, if Hooper was the guy supposed to stop the rig blowing up, and the rig blew up, then Hooper was the guy gonna get his ass burned. No matter what the real reason.
Problem with that wasn’t that Hooper had supposedly killed a bunch of the things that had attacked his rig. The moment he stood up on his own and tried to tell that story he was bugshit on toast. Completely discredited. No, the problem with that was all the credible witnesses who’d back him up. With their phone cams.
Heath turned the corner onto the ward where Hooper was recuperating. His face twitched into something that might have looked like a smile on somebody with a less severe visage. His new titanium leg was working better than they’d promised him. Osseointegration, they called it. A new tech developed from the study of antlers, or something. The limb screwed directly onto the stub of bone; he had much better control over this limb than the old-style stump-socket model. He could even feel the floor, in a fashion. Tell whether he was walking on carpet or concrete. The stump didn’t rub. It didn’t sweat as much, nor swell or break out in skin rashes and blistering. You could literally turn on a dime in this thing, reason enough to smile, were it not for the argument he could hear coming from Hooper’s room.
Great.
This asshole had already put one of Heath’s men into traction, and according to Chief Allen, who was now watching over him, he was prone to irrational outbursts and physical violence.
No shit, Heath thought. Dude killed one monster with a sledgehammer, and three others God only knew how. Mister Hooper probably wasn’t a debating club medalist in high school. If he was anything like a lot of men Heath had found working hard, dangerous jobs at the ass end of the world, he’d be much better suited to life out there than he was to polite company.
He could hear Hooper as he drew closer to the room, refusing to go anywhere, refusing to submit to any tests until somebody gave him some answers. Heath felt a twinge of discomfort in his stump as he listened to the belligerent voice.
“Right now,” said the voice that had to belong to Hooper, “you can start by telling me what the hell happened out on the Longreach this morning. It was this morning, wasn’t it? I haven’t been out of it overnight.”
Heath reached the door and wasted no time inserting himself into what was obviously a tense stand-off.
“No, sir,” he said. “You have not.”



CHAPTER THREE
“Michael Heath, Captain, United States Navy. Joint Special Operations Command,” he said, introducing himself, mostly to Hooper, a beaten-down looking white guy propped up against a couple of pillows in bed. For somebody who had supposedly killed a hostile xenomorph, and had definitely punched Lieutenant Dent clean through a door, Hooper was an unimpressive specimen. You could see right away he was a drinker. The high color in his cheeks, the broken capillaries in his nose, the watery eyes, Heath could almost feel the man’s thirst from across the room. His briefing notes said Hooper had been returning to the rig from a two-week debauch a day before he had to. A drinker’s gambit, removing himself from the source of temptation because he knew he wasn’t strong enough to resist it. It would be interesting to get a look at his tox screen as well. Chief Petty Officer Allen, who’d been assigned to watch over Hooper after the incident with Dent, had that look on his face that said he was offering up his suffering to baby Jesus.
Hooper’s face twitched as he took in Heath’s arrival and the captain was pretty sure he knew what he was thinking. He wasn’t thinking “officer” or “Navy SEAL”. He was thinking “black man”. Possibly worse.
“Okay,” Hooper said, his voice gravelly, as though his throat was dry, “more navy guys. Awesome.”
Heath allowed one of his less foreboding frowns to play across his features as he considered the man. Perhaps he had been wrong. Perhaps Hooper had seen the uniform before he’d seen the color of his skin. That would be a marvel, would it not. Addressing himself to the attending physician, a doctor by the name of Pradesh, Heath hurried to get them out of this hospital as quickly as possible.
“Doctor, you will find papers have been served on your administrators releasing Mr Hooper into our care. We require his consultation on a matter of national security.”
“I’m afraid that will not do, sir,” the doctor protested, waving his hand dismissively and loading the word “Sir” with just the right amount of reserve to let Heath know that he was addressing his status as a guest in the hospital, not his rank as an officer of the US Navy. Pradesh was a good four inches shorter than Heath, even with his bright blue turban, and he had the short man’s habit of bouncing up on the balls of his feet when arguing.
“Well I’m afraid this will not stand, Captain Heath. It will not stand at all. This patient is under my care and will remain under my care.”
And with that, Pradesh launched himself into a vigorous defense of his rights and responsibilities, and an even more willing assault on the presumptions of minor government functionaries with ideas above their station. Heath allowed it all to flow over him, becoming the rock on the riverbed. When Pradesh finally paused to take a breath, Heath strode into the room and took control.
“If you’ll get dressed, please, Mr Hooper. I have transport waiting for us downstairs. Time is short.”
“I must protest this…” Pradesh began.
“Of course you must,” said Heath.
“Doc,” said CPO Allen, “from what I’ve seen we’re doing you a favor. You’ll thank us some day.”
“Thank you, Chief Allen,” Heath said in a tone that warned Allen he was not at all thankful for the chief’s contribution.
“Sir.” Allen braced himself, almost to parade ground attention, acknowledging the unspoken rebuke.
Heath fetched an official complaint form from within his pocket and gave it to Pradesh—“We’ll need it in triplicate,”—before turning to the patient. “Mr Hooper, sir. I note you are still not dressed.”
Hooper’s face crumpled, as though he were a dim child who’d been summoned to the front of the class to explain a difficult math problem.
“I got no clothes,” he said. “I don’t know what happened to mine, and this hospital gown—”
Heath felt the needle on his frustration edging up ever so slightly towards the red. He did not try to block or ignore the feeling. Rather he let it come on, examining it from a distance, acknowledging the shape and the strength of the emotion and allowing it to leave him. After all, his frustration wanted to be out in the world. So he released it, leaving him calm and centered.
“Chief?” Heath said, knowing that Allen already had this minor detail in hand. The CPO fetched a sports bag full of clothes he’d estimated to be Hooper’s size.
Heath could have sworn the man was drunk or even a little bit stoned given the fuzzy, distracted way he wasted the next few minutes, not getting dressed, not helping out, complaining that he’d lost his wallet and his phone and generally adding to the tension in the room. It was like trying to get a toddler to dress himself. Chief Allen helped to bustle the two civilians, Pradesh and a nurse who seemed to spend most of her time sniping at the doctor, out of the room. Just when Heath imagined they might be making some progress, a candy striper appeared at the door with a bag of cookies for the patient.
Heath took them from her and sent her on her way with as much speed and good grace as possible.
“Are we good to go?”
# # #
They drove west on US 90, in a matched pair of Ford Expeditions. The same operators who’d responded to the attack on the rig now protected the only man who offered any chance of explaining what had happened out there. They were not permanently assigned to ride shotgun for the Office, but Heath had worked with many of them before, when he was full-time at DEVGRU, naturally, and afterwards, on secondment to the Office. Chief Allen, in particular, had more than a passing acquaintance with the unusual demands of Heath’s new employer.
Sitting in the back of the lead vehicle between Allen and Heath, Hooper borrowed a phone and spoke briefly to his ex-wife, the conversation recorded by the NSA. If she said something that Heath needed to know immediately the duty analyst would get in contact, otherwise he would just review the transcript when he had a chance. Probably sometime after midnight when he had delivered his charge into protective custody.
It was not hard to get a read on Hooper, even listening to just one side of the conversation. He sounded like a deadbeat. In the space of just a few minutes talking to his ex he managed to pass through guilt, resentment, indignation, bargaining, sniping, wheedling and one outright lie. Although Heath could not entirely fault him for that last one, having insisted she did not need to know he was keeping company with the navy’s finest. Hooper instead told her he was with “some Coastguard guy” which served to deflect attention from any Special Forces involvement and to subtly undermine Heath’s authority and possibly even his dignity. Hooper seemed to be one of those guys.
There was something very definitely wrong with him, and not just his personality. Lieutenant Dent would be in traction for months, nursing chest injuries you might expect to find in someone who’d been struck a blow by a sledgehammer. However, the testimony of the hospital staff, specifically the nurse who had been with Pradesh, seemed to indicate that Hooper had not intended to hurt the man. He had simply “brushed him off”, and this had led to him “accidentally” flinging Dent across the room into a cupboard door which had shattered under the impact. Heath would not have believed it for a moment, had Dent not confirmed the truth of it. Even more disturbing, although he had not seen it himself, was Chief Allen’s description of how Hooper had cut his hand, while casually destroying a bedside table, and how quickly the wound had healed. Quickly and completely.
Captain Michael Heath, Joint Special Operation Command’s liaison to the Special Programs Division of OSTP, understood they were way off the reservation. It wasn’t only JSOC who were interested in Hooper and the xenomorphs. He was now liaising directly with the joint chiefs as well. As his daughter would say, the eye of Sauron was on this cracker.
“What did you kill out on the Longreach, Mr Hooper? And how?” Heath asked as soon as Hooper was finished talking to his ex-wife.
The oil man grimaced, his face looking sallow and sick in the yellow glow of the highway lighting. They had left the city behind some time ago, and the only sound in the car was the thump of the tires as they hit potholes and joins in the road surface.
“What do you mean?” Hooper said at last. He sounded unsure of himself, nervous.
“We’ve reviewed all of the CCTV coverage that we could recover,” Heath explained. “And we’ve conducted after-action interviews with survivors. Mr Martinelli was very helpful. He saw what you did, and the team we put in confirmed the details. It’s important that we know what happened. We need to know what you killed, Mr Hooper—and how. Because nobody else on that platform survived an encounter with these hostiles.”
Hooper almost seemed to fold in on himself as he considered the answer. Heath felt a shudder run through the man’s body. It was likely he was suffering from PTSD, but they did not have the time to indulge him in a long recuperation.
“What are you? From The X-Files or something?” Hooper asked in a weak attempt at a joke to fend off the original question.
“I work for JSOC, Mr Hooper,” Heath said. It was only half a lie. “Joint Special Operations Command, just like I told the doctor back at the hospital. We responded to the emergency on the Longreach because local emergency services called it in as a potential terrorist strike. That’s a scenario we have prepared for, but it was not a terrorist strike, Mr Hooper. We need you to tell us what it was.”
The man’s hands were shaking as he rubbed at his eyes and swore quietly. Dave Hooper was a mess. Somewhere deep in the lower reaches of the Pentagon, great iron wheels were already turning, as the machinery of state powered up to deal with new threats, and possibly a new weapon with which to meet them. But the man sitting next to Heath in the back of the speeding Ford looked a hell of a lot less like a weapon and more like a casualty.
“I’m sorry, Captain, but I got no fucking idea what happened out there. I thought it was a nightmare. Just a bad dream or some drug fuck-up at the hospital.”
He fell quiet for a second, before adding, “I was really hoping you’d tell me something.”
With a little encouragement from Chief Allen—“Dude, why don’t you start by telling us what you remember? …We hear crazy stuff all the time. Seriously. We don’t judge”—Hooper confessed that he first thought the attackers were animals. Like giant hairless apes or something. It didn’t sound that accurate to Heath, from the reports he had, but then he wasn’t the traumatized survivor. As the tiny convoy rolled through the night, dropping down a long curving off-ramp before merging onto Louisiana 428, Hooper appeared to make an effort at recalling what he could. Heath recorded the details on his iPhone. He didn’t tell Hooper he was doing this, having long ago found out that most people are better storytellers when they don’t have a blank page or a live mic in front of them.
Hooper shied away from describing how he’d killed the things, saying he was hungry when Heath pressed the question.
“I’m sorry, but I really have to eat,” he whined, a strangely contrary tone coming out of such a large-framed, rough-headed man. He looked to Heath like the sort of dumb ass-cracker whose life had been on a steep downslope from the day he’d stopped playing high school football. And yet Hooper was a qualified engineer, so obviously not stupid. He was only about halfway gone to seed, and he had the sort of looks Heath could imagine might play well with cocktail waitresses of low repute.
“I can’t think straight,” Hooper complained now. “I’m so fucking hungry, I’m dizzy with it. No joke, hombre.’
Heath tapped the back of the driver’s seat.
“Do we have any of the milk biscuits from the hospital left?”
They did, as it happened, but Hooper still asked them to detour through a chicken joint where he ordered up a frankly unbelievable orgy of grease and dead meat. Heath suspected it wasn’t just because he was hungry. The guy was probably trying to claim back some of his taxes via Uncle Sam’s credit card. Assuming he filed taxes, of course.
Hooper was pushing fistfuls of chicken strips into his face when the windscreen exploded.
# # #
“Contact, contact, contact.”
Heath did not remember hauling out the radio, but it was there in his hands as the Ford Expedition veered crazily out of control. The left side of his face was on fire and the world was a maddening gyre of violence and noise. Screeching tires, a man screaming, the grinding crash of metal and broken glass, the big SUV tilting on its wheels, threatening to roll, and then righting itself at the last moment. Chaos and horror.
A metal bar—a guardrail, something from the median strip?—had speared right through the engine block and the passenger’s seat. It glistened darkly with blood and he stared at it for an eternity, wondering at the strange arrowhead shape that had just missed his knee.
“Contact, contact, contact.”
The radio crackled back at him. “Copy. Contact at eleven, engaging.”
Another crash, this one louder than the bang which had shattered the windscreen. Heath was thrown forward in his seat, mashing his face against the headrest in front of him. Airbags deployed like explosive revelations.
Why hadn’t that happened before?
“Cut him out,” someone yelled as the bags deflated, just before Heath realized it was his own voice he could hear barking orders.
More shouting.
“He’s pinned to the seat. No time for that.”
That was Chief Allen. Heath cursed, his words lost inside a huge arrhythmic booming, a noise that seemed to fill the whole world. It was Hooper kicking the door on Allen’s side of the SUV. Heath would have told him to stop, to calm down, but the door suddenly flew away with a wrenching crash and Hooper was gone in the blink of an eye. That was no mere cliché. Heath blinked blood and sweat out of his eyes and suddenly Hooper was no longer in the car, he was outside on the road, slamming into something with his shoulder.
Heath’s heart, already racing, stopped. He was sure of it. His fucking heart actually stopped pumping blood while his brain devoted every neuron to untangling the insanity he now beheld. It was a creature, another hostile. But nothing like the ones Hooper had described. The xenomorph before them recalled a giant mantis. It towered over the rigger, its long insectile limbs moving with animal swiftness.
Hooper was…
…talking to it.
Heath was sure. They were snarling at each other in some guttural, unfamiliar language. The weird, suspended moment gave him just enough time to catalogue the creature’s appearance. It appeared to be wearing light armor of vaguely medieval design, chain mail and boiled leather, that sort of thing. It carried a giant bow and wore a quiver full of equally over-sized arrows across its back. A number of hatchets and strings of something like shuriken hung from a studded belt at the monster’s waist. Heath’s rational mind seized up trying to process the bizarre imagery.
And then the moment was lost, swept away in a loud and oddly reassuring roar of gunfire. Chief Allen had reappeared to unload a full clip from one of the MP7s he’d taken from the weapons locker. The rounds flashed and flared as they struck the thing, throwing hot bright sparks off its chain mail.
Seriously? Chain mail?
The gunfire had some effect. The xenomorph let rip with a terrible, high-pitched shriek that jolted Heath from his reverie. He fumbled for his sidearm with numb fingers, hauling the heavy .45 free of its holster, but nearly dropping it. He calmed himself and took a second to steady his grip, drop into a shooter’s stance and take aim on the creature’s center mass. The hammer fell and the loud report of the pistol settled his nerves. It was familiar when so much was not.
He squeezed off shot after shot and then his clip was empty, but it didn’t matter because Hooper—the deadbeat, the redneck—was on top of the thing, pinning it to the ground with his knees and raining down blow after blow on its head. The carapace cracked. The insect shivered violently and fell still.
But Hooper kept pounding away.



CHAPTER FOUR
They were still finding bodies and parts of bodies all over the rig, especially on the lower levels where the xenomorphs had presumably forced entry. Not that Compton was walking around, picking up half-chewed bits and pieces of people, of course. That’s what they had the Exploit kids for. Let Ashbury and her eager young postgrads cover themselves in glory and sticky stuff. The Deputy Director of OSTP (Special Programs Division) was no micro-manager.
He sat on a cheap plastic chair in the crew lounge where some redneck engineer had reportedly caved in the skull of the largest creature. Compton ignored the marines who worked around him, clearing out the last of the blood-soaked furniture.
“You think it’s from Asgard?” Metcalf joked, and true to form, Ashbury missed the joke.
“Asgard is made-up, Jack.”
“You sure about that,” the CIA man asked, grinning. “Thor’s Hammer there says otherwise.”
Compton sighed.
“It’s not from Asgard. It’s from Home Depot. It’s a perfectly conventional splitting maul, if a little heavy at twelve pounds. Steel head. Hickory shaft. Retails for 61.99.”
“And nobody can pick it up?” Emmeline said.
“Well, it’s got a lot of, you know, gunk on it,” Metcalf deadpanned, and again Ashbury missed it.
“Yes, it is very nasty, but I don’t think they bleed superglue,” she said, leaning over the heavy tool and frowning. She poked at the crust of gore which coated the upper half of the hammer. They’d had to borrow a couple of marines to pull the remains of the largest xenomorph away from the thing when none of the Exploit team had proved strong enough.
But the marines had no more luck shifting the improvised weapon than had Ashbury’s nerd squad. Professor Compton rubbed at his beard and glowered at the minor mystery. There were larger questions awaiting them of course, but Emmeline would provide most of the immediate answers with her post-mortem examination. Compton had no role to play in that, and would busy himself examining the creature’s oddly medieval weapons and armor. The corpses were also covered in tattoos which he had ordered photographed before the autopsies began. Clean copies of the runes could be sent to outside consultants to check if they had any analogies or antecedents in mythology. He’d probably start with the cuneiform geeks. They had boners for this sort of shit.
As fruitful as that might prove, however, Compton could not help but be fascinated by the wrongness of the scene before them. The splitting maul lay flat to the floor tiles of the small crew lounge. It had fallen over when the marines dragged away the body of the xenomorph so that its ruined skull no longer supported the weight of the shaft.
So it could move. But nobody could pick it up.
Maybe it was emitting gravitons?
“I’ll have to suit up in a couple of minutes,” said Ashbury. “Are you joining me, Jack, or staying here with Professor Compton?”
Metcalf made some weak joke about following the pretty professor with the rubber gloves, rather than staying with the grumpy professor scratching at his beard lice, but Compton only half heard him. He wasn’t paying Metcalf much heed. He’d been neither surprised nor pleased to find the CIA man on the rig before them. There was no warning him off, of course. The Agency would be the first of many rivals trying to get a piece of this action, especially if it went public, as Ashbury insisted it must.
“Yeah, you kids go and enjoy your autopsy,” Compton said. “I want to think on this a little longer.”
He nodded at the splitting maul.
What he actually wanted to do was call the national security advisor as soon as they were out of the room.
He asked the marines to give him a few minutes, a request they were happy to go with since it gave them a chance for a cigarette break, or some simple mooching time, or whatever. Compton thanked them and shooed them out before using a sat-phone to call Washington.
He almost made it all the way up to Rice, before being intercepted by her chief of staff, a pudding-head called Dunleavy. But that was okay. He could feel he was getting closer and closer to jacking into the mainline.
“Professor,” said Dunleavy. “I hope you have a report for us.”
“A full report soon,” he said, “once the post-mortem exams are done, but there’s something else besides bodies here. We’ve retrieved an artifact. With a possible power source we don’t understand yet.”
He could almost feel the tug of the fish hook he’d just sunk into Dunleavy.
“Oh yeah,” the man said. “What sort of power?”
“Possibly graviton based,” he improvised, guessing that Rice’s advisor wouldn’t know what he was talking about. But the promise of any new energy source was always enough to grab anybody’s attention in Washington.
“Gravitons?”
Dunleavy sounded curious, rather than sceptical.
“Yeah, they’re mostly theory until now,” Compton said. “But this…weapon,” he added in an inspired flash, “seems to be emitting them.”
“How so?”
“Gravitons are a theoretical particle,” said Compton, “like the Higgs Boson until recently. They’re thought to be the carrier particle for gravity, the thing that transmits the force of gravitational attraction.”
“Okay, that sounds interesting and baffling all at once. Is it useful? Could we drive a car or a plane or a ship with it?”
“A starship maybe.”
There was a slight pause and then Dunleavy said, “Oh, I see. So, are there more aliens down there? I thought the aliens were all dead.”
“I don’t think they’re aliens,” Compton said. “They’re nothing like the Roswell Greys. For one thing, they were alive just a few hours ago. But this graviton thing, I think we need to lock that down as soon as possible.”
“When you say ‘we’, you mean ‘you’, right? Special Programs?”
So, Dunleavy wasn’t such a pudding-head after all.
“Yes,” Compton replied. “I’ve already got Metcalf down here sticking his nose in where it’s not needed.”
“But maybe it is needed,” said Dunleavy.
“No, it’s not. Captain Heath is the point man for Nat Sec and the Joint Chiefs. He can handle anything on that track. Just let him do his job and let me do mine. We don’t need half-a-dozen agencies on this. Especially not if it’s going to break and go public. You want one story, one source, one true consensus.”
Significantly, he thought, Dunleavy did not immediately reply to that.
“Okay,” he said at last. “Send me the full briefing on the hostiles as soon as Ashbury has finished slicing and dicing. But file a separate report on this energy source. This gravity thing.”
“Graviton, yes.”
“Okay. It does sound like something that falls within your purview,” Dunleavy conceded.
Compton almost did a little happy dance.
“And what about Metcalf?”
“I’ll get him out of your sandlot.” Dunleavy sighed.
And then Compton really did do a little happy dance.
# # #
Emmeline let Wally breach the bone cage with the giant shears. Her arms were still shaky from the effort of removing the skull and dermis, and even Metcalf begged off the job.
“Let the kid do it,” he said. “Everyone’s gotta crack open their first monster sometime.”
Wally Hicks set to the job with thin-lipped determination. It was no easier than cutting through the armored hide had been. When the thick latticework of cartilage was peeled back Emmeline could see the unusual, alien arrangement of unknown organs inside.
“I think we should put its two little friends on ice,” she said. “Send them back to the mainland for proper imaging, we’ll do X-ray slices, PET and CAT scans. Build a digital model.”
She turned to Cadence Ramsay, who was working at a series of laptops across the makeshift mortuary.
“How’s your bug hunt going Cady? Anything nasty?”
The microbiologist shook her head.
“Nothing unusual,” she said. “Some staphylococcus, streptococcus, enterococci and pseudomonas aeruginosa. Nothing we can’t handle.”
“Seriously?”
Ramsay stood up and removed her helmet with a hiss of escaping air, occasioning protests from everyone but Emmeline. If Cady was taking off her helmet, then Cady obviously knew there was no danger of infection.
“Seriously,” she said, holding her helmet up awkwardly to speak into the microphone. “These things don’t have Hell cooties.”
“Or immunity to our plain old cooties?” asked Metcalf.
It was really Cady’s question to answer, but everyone turned to the Exploit team leader, Emmeline.
“Who knows? I suppose we’ll have to catch a live one and sneeze on it.”
###
The thing she most enjoyed about dissections was the meditative aspect. There was a rhythm to them. Once she was in the zone, Emmeline didn’t want to stop. You couldn’t rush a major procedure like this. You would miss something, or cut your fingers off. After a while she simply went with the flow, breaking down the first carcass.
They had emptied the torso, sampled and bagged all of the individual organs, many of which she neither recognized nor understood. On Cady’s say-so they’d dialed back the biohazard protocols but everyone still wore heavy rubber gloves, aprons, masks and goggles. The xenomorphs were packing some nasty bodily fluids. The acid from their stomachs was particularly dangerous.
Emmeline had peeled back the skin over the major muscle bundle, a caudofemoralis-analogue running from a stumpy tail down through the thigh.
“Interesting,” she said, mostly to herself. “It’s like a Komodo dragon. Watch. When the bundle contracts, it pulls the leg back and pushes the xenomorph forward. So the tail is part of the hind-limb, and the dermis is thin there.”
“So shoot it in the ass?” Cady said, not joking.
“Or here, where the bone cage thins out,” Emmeline said, pointing with the scalpel. “Or in the face, aiming for the nasal cavity.”
She returned to the caudofemoralis, cutting it away and laying it out like a giant chicken breast on a specimen tray for Wally to photograph and measure. He recorded the dimensions, the weight, the length of its fibers, and the angle at which they entwined. The data would help determine the fast twitch speed, the range of motion and how much force the creature could exert, but Emmeline could already guess at that.
It would be many times stronger and faster than a man.
“What do we know about this fellow who killed it?” she asked.
“His name is Hooper.”
She looked up, surprised.
Compton had joined them.
“Heath needs to talk to us, if you can spare a few minutes from the butcher’s block,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you for over an hour.”
Emmeline looked up at the big clock on the wall behind her. It was well after midnight.
She blushed.
She’d completely lost track of time, caught up in her own little xenomorph abattoir. Her team members looked exhausted, as must she, Em supposed. But none of them reproached her. They were all just as fascinated by the process.
“Oh, I am sorry,” she said, more to them than Compton. “We should have taken a break ages ago. We have more of this to do tomorrow. You should rest. We’ll get started fresh on the big boy in the morning”
“It’s cool,” Cady and Wally said in tandem. The others muttered and a few of them yawned. She looked around for Jack Metcalf but realized she hadn’t seen him nor heard from him in over an hour, possibly longer.
Compton was holding up his wrist, tapping his watch, the internationally recognized symbol of an impatient dickhead.
“Just give me another five minutes to finish up and get clean,” she said.
“He’s on the satellite now,” Compton said. “It’s important.”
“Go on,” said Cady. “We can finish up here. You scrub down.”
Emmeline realized what a mess she was, covered in xenomorph bodily fluids and small pieces of random monster offal.
Roger of House Penrose probably wouldn’t have been deterred, though.
# # #
Heath had been ambushed. This, thought Compton, was excellent news. His previous disgruntlement was quickly evaporating. Another creature—a third, entirely new type from Heath’s report—had attacked the small convoy transporting the engineer, this David Hooper, from New Orleans to the transit depot.
“Is the information contained?” Compton asked.
“Yes, Professor,” Heath answered. Both of the scientists could hear the weariness and stress in his voice, even through the compression and encryption algorithms carrying his words over the secure connection. Compton had taken over an office for the duration of their stay on the rig. Hooper’s office in fact, from the name written on a piece of gaffer tape stuck to the door. It afforded him some privacy, and even some amusement at the disapproving look on Emmeline’s face as she took in the engineer’s unrivaled collection of pornography. He could tell part of her unusual mind was attempting to reconcile the fact of the centerfolds with the workplace harassment policies a large corporation was sure to have in place.
“I left a team behind to deal with the local LEO’s and Mister Hooper suggested a workable cover story.”
“So he’s not just a pretty face,” Compton said.
“No, he also seems to be something of a pervert and a sexual harasser,” Emmeline said, still fixated on the wall art.
Bingo.
Compton pushed on, hiding a smug little victory smirk at having been able to read Ashbury so well. Once you understood her condition she was like a wind-up toy.
“Anyway, I don’t much care about LEO,” he said. “We can always bring the hammer down on local law enforcement. It’s media I’m worried about. Conventional and social. You’re sure nothing got out?”
Heath’s voice sounded flat coming out of the speaker on Compton’s phone. Compton could tell the navy man was pissed off with him, but this was important. They had to control events, or they would be controlled by them.
“There were civilians in another car,” Heath answered. “They all died. Instantly, in the crash. And none of my people were on Instagram during the fight.”
Even Ashbury appeared to get the sarcasm. Hard not to, even for her, thought Compton. Heath had laid it on with a trowel.
“We’re sorry, Michael,” she said, rescuing him. “Professor Compton would apologize for being such an arse, but of course you must understand, he is a complete and utter arse about these things.”
Okay, not so much with the rescuing him, then. But Compton did understand that his excitement had got the better of him.
“Oh yes, sorry, Captain,” he improvised. “Your men, I didn’t forget about them. It’s just things are very strange out here. Moving very quickly. I don’t think this is going to be like Boston or Taymyr. We need to ride this wave or get dumped.”
It was something he’d heard one of Heath’s non-coms say more than once. The odd Christian surfer dude. Heath seemed to value the man’s opinion and Compton hoped to add a little of that value to his own thoughts.
Heath’s voice crackled back out of the speakerphone.
“I understand. My apologies for being so…abrupt.”
Ever the peacemaker, thought Compton. This guy was going to get nowhere in the bureaucracy. You had to wonder how he’d risen to the rank of captain.
“Mister Hooper has been secured. I’ll have him to you after we run the tests tomorrow and establish some baselines.”
“Is that really going to be necessary?” Compton asked. “He got lucky and brained one of these things. The others had no sign of trauma. They appear to have expired of unnatural causes unrelated to—”
Heath cut him off.
“I don’t think you understand, Professor. Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear before. We engaged the hostile with small arms, but Mr Hooper killed it with his bare hands. The weapons fire appeared to slow it down, but that’s all. Hooper beat it to an actual pulp. Smashed its head open like an old pumpkin a month after Halloween and kept punching until we asked him to stop in case he cratered the road surface.”
“Oh,” said Compton, who had indeed misunderstood Heath’s initial explanation, which to be fair was rather terse and short on color.
“So, a sexual harasser according to his police record and one employment complaint, and prone to violent outbursts,” Emmeline said, looking around the small office at the walls full of porn. Compton expected her to taunt him with her version of a sick burn—“You should get on well with him, Raymond”—but of course that was not in her nature. She was just stating the facts as they appeared to her.
“He’s going to be difficult, isn’t he?”
“Yes, I think so,” came Heath’s reply. “He is not normal. But he could be very valuable. The joint chiefs are already calling for daily briefings. Even putting aside what I saw him do to the creature, I’ve seen other evidence of extreme physiological responses. Zach Allen told me that Hooper cut himself at the hospital and the wound healed immediately. Same thing after the ambush. I’d have sworn he destroyed his knuckles and most of the bones in his hand punching that thing to jelly. A few minutes later, we washed off the blood and it was like he’d just had a damned manicure.”
“Well that is fascinating,” said Ashbury. “I cannot begin to imagine an explanation for such a thing. Not a rational one, anyway.”
Compton leaned back from the desk where he’d been hunched over the phone. He could hear the wind gathering strength outside, moaning through the steelwork of the rig.
“I can see why JCS are so interested. Do you think this ability or facility he has is exploitable? Can we bottle him?”
“I don’t know,” said Heath. “If we can, if you can…” he sighed, “well the implications are beyond me this late. But they’re huge. And not just the military applications.”
“He could be a cure for everything,” Ashbury mused.
Compton frowned, bringing the discussion back to more practical realities.
“So do you think he’s been affected or even infected by exposure to the xenomorphs? Because we’ve seen nothing like that from any other survivors, or any of the marines or Professor Ashbury’s Exploit team out here.”
“That’s true, Michael,” Ashbury confirmed. “In fact it’s very odd. The creatures don’t seem to carry any sort of microbial or viral load with them. Cadence Ramsay scrubbed them until their belly buttons shined when she was scanning for biohazards and she found nothing. We’ve just wound back the protocols to level two because of it.”
Compton heard the heavily booted feet of a couple of marines stomping by on the deck plating outside Hooper’s office while he waited for Heath to reply. He hadn’t had time to think through Ramsay’s discovery, but the creatures very obviously came from a biome unlike any yet catalogued.
“Well I have no comment on that,” Heath said at last. “I don’t know how he got to be a comic book hero. Just that he looks a lot like one, at least in his…abilities.”
“Okay,” Compton said. “So test the limits of those abilities tomorrow. But do it quickly. He is the only human being we know of to survive a direct encounter with the hostiles. We very much need to interview him as an adjunct to Professor Ashbury’s work out here. And…” he paused, wondering how best to put this.
“…I shouldn’t have to say this, but we also need to be mindful of retaining control of this situation, and this subject, within OSTP—with a reporting line straight to Defense, naturally,” he added for Heath’s benefit. “If these things are emerging all over the place, we don’t have time to waste on some inter-agency cage fight.”
He could see Ashbury frowning at that.
“Yes, Professor?”
“Oh, I understand your reluctance to give up the golden goose, Raymond. But I don’t know that I’m the appropriate person to take the lead on—”
“Nonsense,” he shot back, cutting her off. “You are an exobiologist. Or a xenobiologist, or whatever you people are calling yourselves this week. The hostiles are undeniably from somewhere outside the local biome. That makes you the lead and we will die in a ditch fighting to keep you there before I let some idiot from Homeland or CIA or Echelon blunder in and fuck everything up, probably by insisting these things are part of some ridiculous terror plot.”
Ashbury seemed stunned and then embarrassed and finally she blushed like a schoolgirl. Compton had learned over the years that this was the way to manage her, with blunt, concrete statements that affirmed to her the importance of whatever it was he needed her to do.
He was certain she would put aside her doubts and fight like a grizzly to retain her place as the lead. Heath on the other hand…
“And you, Michael,” he said to the phone. “I’m going to need you to get Defense locked in behind us. Emphasis on behind. We will need resources but we’ll also need protection. Can you get them to buy in?”
“Oh I think so,” came Heath’s reply. “The thing that tried to ambush us tonight was a warrior. Possibly some sort of giant insect soldier, but an enemy soldier nonetheless. Dealing with them is what we live for. And Hooper, of course. If they can bottle him, as you put it…”
“Good,” said Compton. “I think we can move on then. Professor Ashbury will finish the post-mortem examinations here, as best she can given the facilities. You get Mister Hooper seen to, then get him to us. I have a few calls to make…”
He paused then, partly for effect, partly to choose his words carefully.
“Michael, if you wish, I could make the calls to the families of your men who were killed. They were on our dime. That makes it my responsibility.”
“No,” Heath replied quickly, but without ill-feeling. “It’s my job. I’ll see to the arrangements tonight.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Heath hung up the phone, an old landline in the nurses’ station, routed through a hardened server to encrypt the connection to Compton. He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed at them with his palms, trying to ease out the hot grains the sandman had sprinkled in there. It was nearly 0130. Hooper and the other survivors of the Longreach who’d ended up at Area 6 were all asleep in the next room. Hooper’s snoring was volcanic, but he supposed the rig monkeys were used to it. There wasn’t much prospect of sleep for Captain Michael Josiah Heath, however. He had some letters to write.
He pulled a block of stationery towards him from the other side of the desk and tried to remember the name of Fratelli’s wife.
# # #
He was up before dawn, after just an hour and a half of sleep. Could have had two, but long experience had taught him that his sleep cycles averaged out at just over ninety minutes and he was better off grabbing one full cycle than one and a bit. The early start also gave him an opportunity to observe Hooper and two of his late-sleeping colleagues discussing the previous day’s events when they thought they weren’t being watched. Surveillance coverage of the small barracks in which they’d been housed was total, with multiple redundancies layered in. Hooper’s conversation with Vincent Martinelli and Juliette Jamieson, the chopper pilot who’d flown him out to the Longreach and evacuated a number of casualties, confirmed many of the details from the initial debrief of the rig workers.
They might have lied to their debriefers—a gentle word for interrogators—but they obviously weren’t lying to each other. Hooper professed to recall nothing of the events after he confronted the xenomorph in the crew lounge. He even asked Martinelli and Jamieson if they knew what had happened.
Heath watched the whole exchange on a computer screen in a bunker a hundred yards away. The voices of the two men and their female colleague poured out of the big Logitech speakers plugged into the monitor.
“You killed it, Dave,” Martinelli said. “Smashed its fucking coconut. And there was this…I dunno…like a flash or something. And I went down. Man, I was vomiting and spinning out, and…and it was like the worst fucking hangover I ever had, back in the day. But it passed quick. I got up.”
Martinelli leaned forward as if seeking Hooper’s blessing for his recollection. The woman simply gazed at him as though he was the second coming. When Hooper said nothing, Martinelli spoke again, in a hushed tone, as though imparting a secret. Heath heard every word.
“You were down, man. I thought you were dead.” Martinelli shook his head, obviously having trouble believing his own memory. “But it was dead. The monster. And all its little monster friends, too. They got a few licks on you, but they were gone too. Like they died of shock or some shit.”
The morning only grew more surreal after that.
Hooper had some sort of seizure which Chief Allen successfully treated with chocolate bars. Then, having eaten enough breakfast to end every famine in Africa, ever, he strolled through a series of physical tests that would have passed muster as a training montage in a superhero movie. One of the bad ones. From the 80s or 90s.
# # #
Heath shut the tests down after the accident with the deadlift. Although it was more of a near-disaster than a simple accident.
A weak storm front had come up out of the gulf, cloaking the base in cold, thin drifts of fog and the sort of light rain his granny had been apt to call “Scotch mist”. It was miserable weather that dampened everybody’s mood, except for Hooper.
He was enjoying himself mightily, right up until the moment he threw a 200-pound weight bar clean through the heavy canvas tarpaulin the marines had stretched out over Sergeant Swindt’s makeshift weightlifting station. That was when Heath finally accepted they were dealing with something that wasn’t just out of the ordinary. It was off this whole goddamned plane of reality.
He’d seen Hooper injure himself fighting that bug monster, and heal immediately. He’d watched Hooper attack the monster—the Sliveen, he had called it—moving like someone in a blur of special effects from the old Matrix movies. Finally, he watched the oil rigger pound the creature’s head to a soggy pulp. Even then, Heath could sit quietly, in the light of day, and posit some sort of explanation for what he’d seen. He knew from personal experience that time flowed differently in combat. You were in your head and out of it, the distance between subject and object collapsing and expanding all in the same moment. Your perceptions could not be trusted. Often they could not even be recalled once the adrenaline and terror washed out of your nervous system. He thought he had seen Hooper do those things, but that didn’t mean they’d actually happened.
Nonetheless, he was not in combat this unseasonably bleak and chilly morning as he stood quietly and watched Dave perform a series of strong man stunts, culminating in a botched deadlift that launched a heavy iron bar and a dozen attached weight plates high into the air. And then he’d stood, watching as the guy launched himself after them, recalling for Heath the long ago Saturday mornings of his childhood spent watching cartoons in front of his family’s old RCA color television set. Spiderman, Top Cat, the Roadrunner and, of course, Superman.
Dave Hooper, 37-year-old white male, and a champion asshole, had leapt hundreds of feet into the air and snatched a fully laden weight bar out of the sky, just like Superman. And Heath had seen it.
So he cancelled the rest of the tests. There seemed to be no parameters to test against, and Heath decided he wanted this guy under the care and supervision of people better suited to dealing with bizarre anomalies than him. He’d have to report to JCS immediately. They weren’t just dealing with an outlier. There was a paradigm shift under way and Hooper seemed to be at the center of it. Heath ordered Chief Allen to get their guest fed and kitted up with some new clothes, and an hour later, as the autumnal afternoon dimmed towards evening, they rode a Humvee to the chopper that would carry them out to the oil platform where this had all begun.
“The story is coming out,” Heath explained to Hooper as the Hummer powered around a long bend in the road. “Bill O’Reilly was mouthing off about Greenpeace a little earlier. Calling them whack jobs because one of their kids got on Facebook with a story about a military cover-up out on your rig. A bioweapon gone wrong. O’Reilly smacked them hard. He’s gonna look pretty foolish by the end of today.”
He’d been trying to get Hooper ready for the storm of public attention that was surely coming his way. In what Heath was beginning to recognize as true Dave style, however, the guy managed to be a complete oaf about it.
“Yeah, but Greenpeace doesn’t need Bill O’Reilly to help them look foolish,” he said.
Heath bristled in silence at first, finally speaking up. With these assholes, if you didn’t speak up they took your silence for agreement.
“My daughter’s in Greenpeace,” he said without elaborating, and thankfully that shut the conversation down for a while. He was having real difficulties knowing how to play this situation, how to manage this guy. But there could be no doubt he needed to be managed, and carefully.
The muted roar of the helicopter reached them well before they entered the clearing. Six of Chief Allen’s SEALs were already embarked, seated in the rear cabin. Heath took a seat up front with the pilot, quietly thankful for the engineering marvel of his new leg. There was no way he’d have been able to make this ride with an older, conventional prosthetic. He would never serve in combat again, of course, but the screw-on titanium limb had let him stay in the navy, and in a way it was something of a gift.
Without it he wouldn’t have been attached full-time as the military liaison to OSTP. He wouldn’t have been in the cockpit for this adventure.
Perhaps though, he might have been able to spend more time with his daughter.
# # #
They finished breaking down the smaller creature late in the afternoon of the second day and Emmeline dismissed everyone for a tea and coffee break before starting in on the much larger corpse. She’d been frustrated in her search for a cause of death for the first hostile. That wasn’t an issue with the second creature. Its skull was an open bowl of crushed bone and rotting gore, courtesy of Mister Hooper’s unusual sledgehammer. The one mysteriously stuck to the floor of the former crew lounge.
“We’ll dispense with the cranial exam,” she announced when the Exploit team had reassembled. Once upon a time, pre-diagnosis, she would have delivered that information as a bald statement of fact. Now she even managed to shade it with some ironic distance, quirking her lips before doing up her paper mask.
I should be getting the bloody Asperger’s Nobel Comedy Prize for this stuff, she thought.
“Given the extensive damage to the subject’s skull I’d prefer to remove the head and have it sent back for an MRI,” she said more seriously. “Wally, if you would be so kind as to see to that later.”
Wally Hicks pulled the cord on a small, specially designed chainsaw and it snarled into life. Everyone stepped away from the corpse to avoid the spray of dead tissue that was coming.
“Later, Wally. Later!”
“Oh, sorry.” He powered down the saw. “It’s just I’ve been waiting to use this baby all day.”
“It’s all right,” Emmeline said. “Enthusiasm is never to be discouraged. But let’s deal with first things first, shall we?”
She looked around the team, almost asking, “Where’s Jack?”
But of course they were missing Jack Metcalf today. He had flown back to the mainland, banished by Compton’s allies in Washington. Jack had bid his farewell to Emmeline with good grace, promising to catch up with her in Mordor. She smiled at the joke, because she understood it was necessary to acknowledge the effort of making it. Not that they were ever going to Mordor, of course. That was just a place in a book. For Compton, Jack had only a wry smile and a promise that, “Your turn will come.”
“Okay,” she said, clapping her gloved hands together. “The marines weighed him in at 217 kilograms, correct?”
“217.3,” said Cadence Ramsay.
“Got it,” Em said, before turning on the recording system. “Subject is an unidentified male xenomorph…”
“No shit,” somebody snorted. Emmeline ignored them. They were obviously referring to the creature’s grotesquely oversized genitalia. So, yes, there was no doubt it was male and thus it was redundant to offer commentary on the subject beyond noting the fact of it. But Emmeline had learned to let such things pass her by. In the end, the neurotypical were very strange.
“He is 2.44 meters in height. The dermis is a tough hide covered in coarse patchy hair and the same lesions and hardened warts as the previous subject. It is likewise inked with intricate rune-like tattoos, imagery of which has been captured for later study.”
With the experience of yesterday’s autopsy to guide them they could have performed this one a little quicker, were it not for all the extra mass they had to cut through, and saw off and extract. Also, it was obvious that this larger creature, while sharing some anatomical characteristics with its smaller companions—multiple hearts and stomachs for instance—was nevertheless a quite separate and, so far, unique specimen.
Emmeline took her time, missing the contributions of Jack Metcalf who was a handy fellow with a knife. Unlike a human autopsy, she peeled back the hide covering the creature’s limbs, taking photographs and samples as before, estimating from its musculature how strong it might be, how fast. Very, in both cases.
She removed the organs in a single block, to be broken down and examined by her assistants, one of whom reported while gagging that they had retrieved human remains from both stomachs.
They had found human bones and flesh during yesterday’s autopsy and Emmeline would have thought her assistants’ surprise curious, had she not seen the like of it before. For her, confirmation that the first hostile had eaten its fill of oil rig workers was the end of the matter. She’d have been surprised if their new best friend on the slab here had turned out to be vegan. But young Jennifer Kwan had been just as upset today as she was yesterday. There was no accounting for some people.
The flow of work swept her up again and it was some hours before she realized everyone had stopped around her.
She knew she was feeling odd before she looked up. Her heart was beating unnaturally fast. A heavy warmth in her stomach was seeping down into her groin and upper thighs. Her breath came in hitches.
She would have called a halt to the procedure and stepped outside for a few minutes. She obviously needed some fresh air.
But when she looked up she found Heath and a stranger standing at the entrance to their makeshift morgue.
It was Hooper. She knew it.
Just as she knew she had never wanted to fuck a man more in her life.



CHAPTER SIX
It was inexplicable. Impossible.
She understood the idea of instant attraction. One of the great misconceptions about those living on the spectrum was the widely held belief that they could not love. That they could not feel desire. It was ignorant bullshit. She had loved her parents and her sister. She had once loved a young man and had suffered the agonies of love lost when that relationship had failed.
But this…this feeling was every bit as alien and wrong as the grotesque menagerie of dead monsters they had been cutting apart for two days.
Heath led the man, Dave Hooper, into the room by his arm. They both held paper masks over their mouths but dropped them when they grew used to the smell. Cady twirled past them carrying a specimen tray with an organ that might have been functionally analogous to a liver. It looked a bit like one, but they just didn’t know yet. Emmeline saw how the young woman stopped and nearly tripped over her own feet. She got moving again but her attention was focused mostly on their visitors, not her job.
A quick check of the room revealed the same story over and over again. All of the female members of Emmeline’s Exploit team were flushed and flustered and staring at Hooper, but he was oblivious. Instead he stared gape-mouthed and distressed at the largest of the xenomorph corpses. The one he had killed.
PTSD explained his reaction, she thought. But not hers.
Heath gently pushed the man further into the room, seemingly no more alert to the effect Hooper was having on the women there than the man himself.
It must be a result of whatever organic changes had been wrought upon Hooper by his initial exposure to the creatures.
A working hypothesis, full of holes, and liable to fall over at the first puff of contrary wind, but it was all she had. That and her work. Emmeline redoubled her attention on the autopsy, trying to find her focus again, to ignore the hot flushes that wanted to undo her.
That wanted her to undo his belt and…
Oh good grief.
She bit her cheeks, not hard enough to draw blood, but hard enough that it hurt. A lot. And surprisingly the distraction actually helped. Her heart slowed down, and the hot rush of blood to her loins seemed to ease off a little. But before she did her best to ignore him, Hooper staggered and nearly fell.
“I need to sit down,” he said.
She hurried over and pushed a stool under his butt, sparing him an undignified fall to the floor.
Instead he dropped onto the stool. His head fell between his knees and he tried to control his labored breathing. He took long, slow breaths as the other members of Exploit, especially the women, gathered around him. Cady fanned his face with a manila folder.
“Get him some water,” Emmeline said. “Maybe a bucket as well…”
He looked like he was about to vomit and she couldn’t help it. She still wanted him.
“English,” he croaked and she realized he was talking about her. Her accent.
“Once upon a time,” she replied, completely flustered now. She retreated into officiousness, “Don’t make a mess.”
“Are you hungry?” Heath asked, somewhat bizarrely. “Do you need to eat?”
No, the poor man looked like he needed to evacuate both his stomach and his bowels all at once. What was Michael thinking? Emmeline exchanged meaningless chitchat with Hooper for a moment, trying to gather her wits and tamp down her libido. She understood that everything was somehow related. The creatures on the slab. The Excalibur sledgehammer. This man and the ungovernable desire she felt towards him. Xenomorph technologies or…something was at work. OSTP was not unfamiliar with such problems. A generation of researchers had been lost to early and rapid onset Alzheimer’s by exposure to alien Grey technology, which was why nobody studied it any more. Some mysterious action-at-a-distance had made that impossible. Just as Hooper—or rather, something which had changed him—was making it impossible to concentrate on her job right now.
“Ooh, this looks interesting,” she said, feigning mild surprise at some aspect of the autopsy.
Emmeline managed to return her attention to the carcass, and after a few minutes the hot flushes cooled and the ache in her groin subsided. Indeed it was as though they had never happened. She was able to regard Hooper as she would any man. Heath was trying to get him to talk them through what he knew of the creature. Like her, he seemed to come to his wits after a while, pushing away whatever was bothering him so terribly. Probably not rampant sexual attraction to every woman in the room.
She suspected he was probably used to dealing with that.
“This ugly-ass motherfucker,” Hooper said, indicating the largest of the hostiles, “is a Hunn.”
Emmeline looked up at him.
Nomenclature. That really was interesting. He had her attention. He had everyone’s attention.
“One of the six clans of the Horde,” Hooper continued. “The Hunn are the largest, most savage of them. They are the shock troops of the Horde,” he said, looking at Heath. “The heavy infantry, I guess you’d call them. And this one here, he was a BattleMaster of Hunn. They’re born, not made. Your average vanilla-flavored ‘Hunn Dominant, which is just a gay monster way of saying ‘warrior’, will run to about seven feet tall and weigh in at maybe 300, 350 pounds. Most of it, as you’ve probably seen, is pretty densely packed muscle. They have the strength of about a dozen men. Or maybe half-a-dozen Sergeant Swindts,” he said, perhaps referring to one of Michael’s men. Emmeline had never heard of him, but apart from Michael and his nice young chief petty officer, she rarely had much to do with the hired muscle.
Mister Hooper pressed on, walking slowly around the corpse. Seemingly unperturbed by the gross injuries he had done it, or even the noxious smell. “I guess you’ve run your tape measure over this bad boy, so you already know that a Master of Hunn can top out at over eight feet and weigh another sixty or seventy pounds. Without armor.’
Wally raised a hand to speak, probably to tell Hooper that this specimen actually came in even heavier than that. But it may have been unusually large, she supposed. He was still speaking in general terms.
“The really big, dumb bastards like to call themselves BattleMasters. They’re like you, Heath. Officers.” He tapped the side of his head. “Sorry. Can’t Google up a direct comparison, but if you want to imagine them being about eighteen, maybe nineteen times stronger than a grown man, you wouldn’t be far off. They’re pretty fast and nimble—given they got all that mass to move around—and when they take a swing at you, holy shit, they do throw out the hurt bombs. Their bones are dense…”
Well he had that right.
Emmeline nodded at him, to confirm this.
“That rhino hide they’re covered in is thick but strangely sensitive to UV damage. It picks up a lot of infections. The infections suppurate and rupture. It can make them vulnerable. Their hide is normally as tough as boiled leather, but when it ruptures…not so much. That’s why they wear armor. It’s also why they have tattoos in a dumbass sort of way. The ink our boy here got himself would have hurt like a bastard when it went on.”
He paused for a second, closing his eyes as though trying to recall something.
“They use bone needles and the ink of this sort of squid. Urmin. Rhymes with vermin. But lives on land. And the suckers on its arms all have little razor teeth around them.”
He checked to see if everyone was still following him. Emmeline certainly was. This was both horrifying and fascinating. She would have thought the man insane were it not for her own experiences of the last two days.
“Anyway, a dude with a lot of tats, he has sucked up some real pain to get them. The design tells a story, but you know, blah blah blah. I’m a badass from a line of badasses. We’re all considered very macho.” He grinned. “Anyway. Game stats. The fastest of them can run at about…” He closed his eyes again and did a quick calculation.
But Em was no longer listening.
The terrible aching need to have him inside her was back.
# # #
Professor Raymond Compton did like to make a big entrance. He knew that about himself, and knowing it, he rolled with it. He had been about to join the Exploit team at the post-mortem having been informed that Heath had taken their guest, the intriguing Mr Hooper, straight there. But he caught himself on the threshold. Hooper was apparently delivering an impromptu TED Talk of his own, and Compton thought he might benefit from taking the measure of this fellow before having to deal with him.
He only stood there for a few minutes, but it was long enough to develop a deep scepticism about the man.
Washington had already briefed him, of course. He had Hooper’s tax records—incomplete—for the last five years. The details of his separation and divorce—messy. Performance reviews by his employer—competent, but difficult. Criminal record—petty. Bank and credit records—disastrous. And a quick and dirty profile by the FBI’s behavioral science wonks. They had ruled out full-blown antisocial or narcissistic personality disorders, though “the subject has elements of both”. They had Hooper tagged as an aggressive narcissist, given to distortion, displacement and acting out in his personal and professional responsibilities. Hooper displayed poor frustration tolerance, had manifest problems with authority figures and his impulsivity was suggestive of a conduct disorder. Masochistic and depressive traits were evident and although he was “probably not” a grandiose narcissist, his behavior was at times “destructively self-seeking”.
Compton could see all that, or at least hear it in the tales the man was spinning for his audience on the other side of the heavy plastic curtains. It was hard to believe the rapt silence in which he was being received, the rubbish he was going on with. It was like reading something from a bad fantasy novel. And Compton had read all the very best ones, so he would know.
This fabulist wasn’t even channeling Tolkien; he’d gone straight to the Chronicles of Gor.
Still, there was no denying Hooper was mission critical for OSTP and Compton resolved to gain the whip hand over him as soon as possible. His moment arrived when Hooper asked if the hostile had carried any weapons, specifically a sword.
“It did,” Compton announced, striding into the room. All eyes turned towards him. “I’ve done some preliminary investigations, but we lack the facilities for metallurgical or linguistic analysis. Aside from the basic facts we could ascertain here—it was made by a tool-using, tool-making culture, designed primarily for combat, with some symbology indicating that it may also demonstrate rank and achievement—we have not been able to learn much about the material culture of this or the other creatures.”
He wasn’t expecting applause, naturally, but he was expecting something more than the mute reaction that followed. It was almost as though they resented the interruption.
“I think I understood some of that,” Hooper said, and Compton had the distinct impression he wasn’t professing ignorance so much as…so much as Hooper was mocking him.
Heath broke the moment by introducing “a director of OSTP” and made vague mention of the Special Programs Division, but in keeping with their agreement, he did not explain Compton’s exact role. If Hooper was to be taken into their confidence, he would have to earn it.
“To put it another way,” Compton said, “I’m in charge.”
He ignored the sceptical lift of Emmeline’s eyebrow but was grateful she didn’t point out that was not entirely true, as she once may have. Mister Hooper did not need a comprehensive briefing on their organizational chart.
“No, I take it back,” Hooper said. “I’m confused again. Anyway, it’s a pity the sword was sent away. The swords have stories on them, too.” He looked at Heath, “Good intel.”
Wait, what? Compton frowned.
Did Hooper just somehow criticize him for sending away the sword? It sounded like he was being criticized. He resolved to get back on the front foot as soon as possible.
“I believe I told you that, did I not, Captain?” Compton said to Heath. There was a strange atmosphere in the room. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he felt as though all of the settled relationships in this group had been completely up-ended. He was used to a modicum of deference from his underlings. Even Ashbury could at least pretend. And Heath, a military man to the bone, respected the chain of command, exercising his autonomy only in those areas which called for tactical military judgments. Compton was about to explain that Hooper would need to be properly debriefed under controlled circumstances and his—Compton’s—close supervision, when the man cut him off.
“What do you call those animals with these kind of fingers and toes, like horns?”
What nonsense was this now?
But before he could recover, Ashbury replied, talking over the top of him as well.
“Ungulates,” she said and then she blushed.
Compton was at a complete loss. He suddenly noticed that every woman in the room was blushing, and they were all staring at this newcomer. Some of them with confused expressions, but one or two with frank, unspoken lust. He was certain that’s what it was. The expressions of the men in the room varied from excited interest to a rather cool reserve on the face of Heath. He seemed distinctly unimpressed with something. But the women, Compton could see, were agog.
What the fuck was going on here?
Compton had no satisfactory explanation until much later, and it was hardly satisfactory.
He fenced with the red-necked oaf a while longer, eventually goading him into losing his temper, which was satisfying, if somewhat unnerving. Hooper had no explanation for how he came to “know” so much about the creatures—that knowledge being unverified, untested and, for the moment, of inexplicable provenance and little utility. Like so many partially educated men who ended up in the applied fields when the rigors of theoretical work proved beyond them, Dave Hooper was extremely touchy on the matter of his so-called expertise.
Compton did nothing more than ask, quite reasonably, how the engineer had come to know what he knew.
“It seems a preposterous suggestion that you have taken it in by osmosis.”
Because it was a preposterous suggestion! And Professor Raymond Compton was merely pointing that out.
By way of reply, Hooper folded his arms defensively and jutted out his chin as though challenging Compton to take a swing.
“Look. I’ll be fucked if I know,” he said to Heath, through pressed lips, apparently unable to even look at Compton. That would fit with the FBI’s profile of an aggressive narcissist given to distortion and acting out. Challenged to justify his assertions, he lashed out.
“A couple of days ago I couldn’t have told you any of this stuff. But a couple of days ago this ugly motherfucker—” Hooper smacked the Hunn with the back of his hand. “—hadn’t crawled onto my rig and bitten the head off one of my best friends. There’s a fuckin’ preposterous suggestion for you right there, Doc. I hadn’t discovered my previously unknown ability to juggle refrigerators and small cars at the same time. Another preposterous suggestion. And I hadn’t put a hammer through old Urgon’s skull here and apparently downloaded all of his nasty fucking hopes and dreams.”
His voice grew louder as his anger got away from him, his aggression flaring as one indicator of an antisocial personality disorder. He smashed his fist down on the chest of the dead xenomorph. The resulting crash made everyone jump and two marine guards came running in with their weapons up. The xenomorph’s chest cavity crumpled under the force of the blow.
Ashbury jumped back in fright and Compton swore.
This fellow was going to be hell to manage.



CHAPTER SEVEN
“Emmeline, a word, if you have a moment?”
Compton drew her aside as the Exploit team filed out of the makeshift morgue. Heath and Hooper were already gone, apparently to feed the engineer, who was complaining of hunger and fatigue.
“Yes, Professor,” Emmeline said. “I do have a moment and we do need to talk.”
That surprised him a little. She’d been working for more than twelve hours and he’d expected her to beg off. Ashbury thanked her team as they filed past. It was probably an item on a checklist for her. She had explained to him once that she did that sort of thing. It helped regularize the way she dealt with people. Compton nodded to a few of the stragglers, wishing Cadence Ramsay a good night after she had closed up the room. He could hear the rumble of a portable generator that would keep the room refrigerated overnight, delaying putrefaction.
“Night, Em. Professor,” said Ramsay. “Six tomorrow, right.”
“Yes, and thank you, Cady,” said Emmeline. A simple courtesy, but weighted with extra meaning.
Compton and Ashbury waited until they were alone, aside from the two marine guards posted outside the improvised mortuary. He was about to draw Ashbury away from them, heeding his natural caution about the need to control all information, but again she anticipated his move, taking him by the elbow, which was unusual. She was notoriously prickly on issues of personal space. He couldn’t recall the last time she’d laid a hand on him, or anyone for that matter. But her fingers dug painfully into his upper arm as she steered him around the corner into a poorly lit corridor leading to the recreation room where Hooper had killed the hostiles. Another pair of marines stood guard at the end of that walkway, and Ashbury appeared to stop at the midpoint between the guard posts.
“We have a problem with Hooper,” she said, leaning into him.
“I hope you don’t expect me to put you up for a Nobel prize on the basis of that revelation,” Compton deadpanned. He saw the flicker of confusion and then annoyance pass over her face as she processed the surface meaning and then the actual meaning of what he had said.
“Please don’t fuck around,” she said. “This is serious.”
“I am sorry,” he replied, genuinely curious about what she might say next. “I should know better by now. Please, go on. Is this to do with Mr Hooper’s off-the-cuff tutorial back there?”
Ashbury appeared to give the question more than a moment’s cursory consideration. A frown line appeared between her eyes as Compton listened to the stomping boots of a patrol on the deck above them.
“No,” she said at last. “Not really. That is a separate matter. More your area than mine, actually. This is something different. Something else about Hooper.”
She looked as though she was about to say something, even opened her mouth to do so, but then blushed slightly and shook her head as if trying to clear it, rather than deny something.
This was not at all like her and Compton frowned. He was never sure what to say around Ashbury, and this situation seemed especially fraught. In a flash of genius he asked, “Is there something I can help with?”
You were always best asking practical questions of Ashbury.
She shook her head again, but slowly this time.
“I don’t imagine so,” she said before taking a deep breath and plunging in. “Hooper has obviously undergone a number of physiological changes. Michael has confirmed that his metabolism is running much hotter than it should be and his body appears to be burning the energy to remake itself. I don’t know whether you read the entire briefing note on him…”
“I did.”
“Well then you will have noticed the difference between the recent photographs of him and his actual appearance. He seems to have dropped a lot of weight. Did you notice that?”
Compton had to concede that he had not. The briefing pack on Hooper had indeed included a number of images, some taken from his personnel file, some from his Facebook account. Compton had skimmed through them, only pausing briefly to admire the form of some topless woman sharing a hot tub with Hooper in an image tagged as the most recent available. When he thought about it, and about that photograph in particular, he supposed Hooper was looking less rotund. As though he had cut back from morbid obesity to the high end of merely clinical obesity.
Compton began to have an inkling of where this might be going. He wisely kept his mouth shut, letting Ashbury take them there. She seemed intently focused on what she was saying.
“I very strongly suspect that the changes affecting Hooper go a lot deeper than gross musculature, body mass index and bone density. I think…” Ashbury paused, choosing her words carefully, “I think whatever he was exposed to when he opened up the skull of that creature…The one he called Urgon…”
Compton could not help but smirk, “The Han or the Hunn if I recall correctly.”
Ashbury nodded. “Yes, that one. Well, look, I’m not going to speculate about transmission vectors or even what sort of agent might be at work, but I think we can both agree it is having gross and observable physical effects on the man.”
She crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders. It created a little fortress of her body. Compton briefly glanced up at the two marine guards he could see at the end of the gloomy corridor, but they displayed no interest in the conversation between the two scientists. They spoke quietly between themselves, lost in their own exchange.
“I think Hooper is giving off some sort of powerful pheromone,” she said, all in a rush. Compton suppressed his instinctive need to scoff. This was indeed where he thought she was going, and he was satisfied to have his observations about Exploit’s female staffers confirmed. There had been something going on when Hooper was talking to them, it wasn’t just the overpowering aroma of cheap aftershave. Frankly, they had all read the file on him and nobody could be in any doubt about what a poor prospect Dave Hooper would offer as a partner of any sort.
“I did notice something,” he said carefully. “I wasn’t quite sure what it was, just that something was wrong back there. Off, you know?” He went on even more carefully, “Was I right about that?”
She nodded, grimacing.
“Yes, you were. Something was very wrong, Raymond.”
And something was still wrong. She rarely called him by his first name, unless she was using it as a rhetorical whacking stick. Unlike her, however, Compton could easily read into other people’s emotions and she looked authentically vulnerable. He knew he had to take great care with whatever he said next. This felt like a precariously balanced situation that could tip over and crash down around them. He tried to remember an article he’d read about dealing with people on the spectrum, shortly after his disastrous attempt to invite her out on a date, but nothing came to him. Instead he simply kept his voice low and his hands to himself, intuiting that even a simple gesture such as a reassuring pat on the shoulder could blow up in his face. “I can see this is difficult, Emmeline.”
After all if they were going to be throwing around first names…
“But it’s not about you, it’s not even about him. It’s the situation. Just tell me what is happening and we will deal with the situation.”
Some of the tension dropped out of her shoulders and she seemed to sigh with relief.
“The situation is that as soon as Hooper came within about twenty feet of any woman in that room, the effect was instant and undeniable. We were all drawn to him…” She took a deep breath, “…attracted to him. There was nothing rational about it. It was quite powerful and very unsettling.”
She shook her head again, biting her lip and looking for all the world like an alcoholic bitterly regretting the first drink after long years of sobriety.
“Did you talk to any of the other female staff about this?” Compton asked.
“Of course I did,” she snapped. “That’s how I know it wasn’t just me. I spoke to Cadence and Jenny Kwan and Gillian. They all had the same reaction, and they were all relieved to discover it wasn’t just them.”
He didn’t bother asking whether she had discussed the matter with Heath or any of the male researchers. To her, they would not be relevant. But as the director of the Special Programs Division, he was. If anyone from HR had been on the rig she’d probably have reported the matter to them too.
“Okay,” he said, biding his time while he thought it through. He could not help but feel a little put out, given how brutally his own advances had once been rejected. “Okay,” he said again, “so what do we know about this effect? What can you tell me? Is it constant? Was there any variance in the intensity or periodicity?”
These are the sorts of hard data questions he supposed she would be comfortable answering, and he was right.
“It waxed and waned,” she said. “For all of us, and at different times. There is definitely a proximity effect, the closer you get to him the more intense it grows. But we could all feel the force of the effect fluctuating even when distance to the agent remained constant.”
Compton stroked his beard, thinking it through.
“I don’t know,” he said, “perhaps the effect is still in flux. Perhaps it will settle down, find a constant. But it’s something we’re all going to have to work with, unfortunately. Do you think you can do that? Do you have concerns about any other members of your team?”
Another person, another woman, may have taken offense at that, but say what you might about Emmeline Ashbury, she was practical and level-headed to a fault. Her little Bento box of a mind had just the right spot for the question.
“No,” she said. “Perhaps if he came across them in a bar or some other social setting, somewhere without context, when they were not aware of what was happening, under those circumstances I imagine it could be disastrous. But we are all grown-ups. Scientists. And this is not a bar or a nightclub. It is an oil rig, currently under lockdown, secured by marines and Navy SEALs. There are four dead monsters on the gurneys back there, and we are still tripping over bits and pieces of the people they killed and ate yesterday. This thing with Hooper is a minor irritant at best. But it is a datum point and as regards the female staff it’s…”
She turned her head to look at the two marines down the corridor. Compton completed the line of thought before she could speak again.
“It’s not something we need to discuss among the whole team, is it? At the very least there are issues of privacy involved.”
“Yes,” she said, the relief evident in her voice.
The wind was picking up outside, and Compton was aware of the whole structure straining and groaning under the pressure. Navy engineers had pronounced it safe but he’d be happier once they were back on the mainland.
“Do you have a management regime in mind?” he asked.
Ashbury released a tired sigh.
“No.” It sounded like an admission of defeat. “Not yet. I suppose we should establish a baseline. I thought, having spoken to you about it, I might seek him out again. Now that I know what I’m looking for, and I’m not distracted by the post-mortem, I’d like to test the parameters of the effect. See if there’s anything besides biting off my tongue to mitigate it.”
He almost asked, Is that wise? but caught himself at the last moment.
“I will trust your judgment, Emmeline. But remember, the man is a certified oaf.”
She smiled then.
“And I won’t be recommending you for a Nobel either, unless they give out prizes for the bleeding fucking obvious.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
She found them on the flight deck. Hooper was doing a fair imitation of an industrial grade garbage disposal, inhaling one MRE after another. Michael, as was his wont, had eaten one hard-boiled egg. The scraps of broken, peeled shell were piled neatly between his tan combat boots. Hooper moved on to eating a Godzilla-sized bucket of chocolate ice-cream. From an actual bucket.
As she approached, the effect hit her, like walking into a thick curtain of air. She noted their relative positions on the flight deck, planning to return later and take a proper measurement. It waned a little as she approached, giving Emmeline some hope that maybe…
No.
It flared with dull heat when she moved to within six feet of him. Prepared this time, she did her best to cauterize the feelings, placing them into a cold perspex box at the back of her mind. It was like exercising through pain and fatigue. Hard, but doable.
“Do you mind if I join you, gentlemen? I couldn’t sleep,” she said, hoping they would think the chill night air responsible for the tremor in her voice.
Heath stood up, his manners as impeccable as ever. Hooper climbed to his feet as an afterthought.
“Doc,” he said, and gave her a checking out that would have been impossible to miss, even if her hormones hadn’t been boiling over. She was grateful for the breeze that cooled the hot flush on her face. Even so, she raised the mug of cocoa she’d fetched to hide any trace of the blush.
“You really should refer to me as Professor Ashbury,” she said, using the same tone she might employ for a wayward grad student late with an assignment, or one of Elana’s cats that had just sicked up on the carpet. “Or Doctor Ashbury; either is applicable. My friends call me Emma, but I do not think we will be on a first-name basis.”
“Wow,” Hooper said, obviously taken aback. Good. That was where she wanted him, at a safe distance. “Okay, Professor. Have it your way.”
They traded the sort of empty pleasantries you would expect of co-workers at the end of a long day, and all the while Emmeline tried to quantify her inexplicable attraction to this man. In the end she settled on a 1-to-10 scale, with one being the feeling of cold dead horror she remembered upon realizing her odious, neck-bearded boss wanted to get into her pants. Ten marked the ignoble moment when she caught Hooper openly staring at her breasts while rearranging the riotous boner that was trying to break free of his pants. In that dizzying instant she desperately wanted to mount him there and then on the dirty flight deck with God, Heath and a platoon of marines as her witness.
She mostly hovered around seven or eight, and for a few blessed minutes the debilitating effect even tapered off to a manageable four, around the time Hooper asked if they dealt with this sort of thing all the time. He meant xenomorphs, of course, not her runaway sexual appetite.
Heath replied with a carefully phrased half-truth.
“I was the available JSOC asset in theatre, Mr Hooper. I was down here supervising a completely routine training exercise.”
He was the JSOC asset available to Special Programs, and the training exercise was routine only for those members of the SEALs who’d been seconded to OSTP. Dave Hooper asked if they’d ever been to Area 51, which almost made her smile, and between them she and Michael were able to frame his effective detention by the Office as something akin to protective custody, with the emphasis on protective, and the custody more a matter of keeping him safe. They tag teamed him, telling him as much of the truth as seemed necessary.
“There was a chance, Dave,” she said at one point, “that you could have ended up in a cell somewhere, sedated and chained down. I know Captain Heath argued very strongly against that…”
Michael did a very good imitation of a man who was pissed off at her for revealing all sorts of confidential flim-flammery and top secret thingies.
“…and to be honest,” she continued over his theatrical objections, “I think he saved a few lives doing so. I’ve only skimmed the briefing on the changes you’ve undergone since first contact…”
An outright fib, unfortunately. Sometimes you simply could not avoid them. Because, you know, top secret thingies.
“…but it’s enough to know that containment would have been the wrong option. Practically and morally.”
“Rendition?” Hooper spluttered. “Like a terrorist?”
Heath hurried to assure him he wasn’t being regarded as a threat or a terrorist and that his current situation was “More like witness protection”.
That sounded even better than “protective custody”, Em thought.
“And it was only one option,” Michael added. “Quickly rejected.”
Unfortunately that didn’t placate Hooper at all. He demanded to know what the other options might have been.
“Snipers? Air strikes? Grabbing my family? My boys?”
Telling, Emmeline thought, that he didn’t mention his wife, or rather his ex-wife. Presumably grabbing her would provide little or no leverage at all. But taking his sons would. It was the sort of detail Compton would file away, and she was somewhat relieved he wasn’t around to note it down. He would surely figure it out though. He’d already commissioned psych evaluations on this poor man…
She caught the errant feeling of care for Hooper, a moment of empathy that threatened to turn into something else under the impelling force of whatever powerful pheromones he was exuding. Emmeline attempted to soothe Hooper and her own hot mess of an id by retreating into clinical psychology 101.
“We’ve never dealt with something like this,” she said in a calm, even tone, answering his original question about Area 51, rather than the more difficult one about his exact status.
“But we have protocols. All of them untried. Untested. You came out of a violent first contact that no other subjects survived.”
“Vince did,” Hooper protested.
“No,” she corrected him. “Mr Martinelli observed the contact from close quarters. He did not take part in it directly. You survived a hostile contact, but the protocols defined you as compromised.”
“Because I survived?”
“Because you survived.”
“Oh, bullshit!”
Hooper’s anger was visible in the fists he clenched inside his pants pockets, the muscles jumping in his jawline, and the way he squeezed shut his eyes. He was obviously someone who struggled with anger management and to her dismay Emmeline found it did not affect the attraction she felt towards him. She tried to harden her heart, but he surprised her, and made that all but impossible.
“I had a brother,” he said quietly. “Had one. My baby brother. Went off and joined the army after 9/11.”
Hooper seemed to be speaking to himself as much as to them. His voice was low enough that she had to lean forward a little to hear him, and that made everything so much worse.
“Thought he was gonna chase bin Laden down himself. Instead he got blown up and shot to pieces in a fucking soft-ass Humvee in some Baghdad shithole because of fucking protocols and parameters and metrics and all of that shit you people go on with.”
His restraint was slipping. His voice grew harder and louder.
“I know the fucking ragheads who set off the bomb and pulled the triggers killed Andy. But your man Rumsfeld? And his fucking known unknowns? His protocols? He put him there to be killed. For no good reason.”
His eyes blazed at Heath, as though he were a substitute for the politicians Hooper blamed for his brother’s death.
Emmeline was tumbled about by a mad wash of emotions. Pity, sorrow, unquenched desire, and confusion. His profile hadn’t mentioned a brother.
“I am sorry, Dave,” she said quietly.
Heath looked as though he’d been carved from old, dark hardwood. His face was unreadable.
“I am sorry about your brother,” he said. “Your loss. I didn’t know. It wasn’t—”
“It wasn’t in the file?” Hooper said, chiding them. “There was no protocol?”
Heath had the decency to be embarrassed. Emmeline, normally insulated against the feelings of others, was even more unsettled by the strange and powerful empathy she suffered within Hooper’s presence.
Hooper looked as though he was trying to expel all of his impacted fury with one long ragged breath.
“You wouldn’t know,” he said. “There were a lot of things people didn’t know about Andy. One thing, he signed up under Mom’s name. They changed their names when my old man ran out. I thought, fuck that old prick. It’s my name. He can’t have that, too. So I kept it.”
Nobody seemed to know what to say, and Hooper eventually filled the silence.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled in a small voice. “I shouldn’t have said all that shit. I admit I got issues with the government, the military. But you’re just people. Not the thing itself. I apologize…I run off at the mouth sometimes. Like a fucking idiot, and yeah, like a bigot sometimes. Like my old man. I didn’t mean any disrespect to you or your service, Heath. Andy, he was proud of serving.”
Emmeline observed Michael, looking for the signs she had learned to read.
His eyes remained hard, his jaw clenched, and when he spoke, it appeared he was forcing himself to be civil.
“I accept your apology, Dave.” His voice softened. “Everyone loses something in war. Even when you win, you lose something.”
“Yeah,” Hooper agreed.
And intriguingly Emmeline had lost something too. The desire to climb him like a stripper’s pole.
# # #
“There’s one last thing you could do for me,” Heath said, when it became clear their unusual supper on the flight deck of the oil rig was nearly done.
“Sure, name it,” Hooper replied, obviously trying to make amends for his earlier poor manners and ill temper.
Heath was resolved to find out why the briefing notes hadn’t covered Hooper’s dead brother. It was most likely, as the man had said, because he’d enlisted under a different name. In spite of what the conspiracy nuts thought, the government was not all-seeing. In fact, it was an endless source of amusement to Heath that the very same nut jobs who saw vast government conspiracies everywhere, also believed governments were hopelessly incompetent and couldn’t organize a cheap blowjob in a two-star brothel.
He asked Professor Ashbury and Hooper to join him in the crew lounge, where the splitting maul was still stuck fast to the floor. Not in the floor, mind you, Excalibur style. Just on it. They picked up a couple of marines on the way to help out. Sergeant McInerney and Private Everding. Given all of the other extreme events they were dealing with, the weirdness of the immovable hammer was not a first order issue. Heath understood Compton was using it as a lever in Washington, hinting at unknown energy sources with potential military applications—which was all hysterical bullshit at this point—but Michael Heath wanted to play a hunch.
It seemed impossible that Hooper could have bested the xenomorphs—the “Horde”, he reminded himself—when none of his crewmates had survived a close encounter with them. It also appeared the sledgehammer was impossible to pick up. So what would it cost them to have the man who had used it, try to dislodge it? A couple of minutes rack time. That’s all. He had Everding attempt the first hoist, just to prove to Hooper that something was awry. Sergeant McInerney begged off even trying, citing his hernia. Professor Compton arrived while Everding was lining up his attempt, and the professor resumed his low level sniping of Hooper.
Heath understood that the Special Programs boss could be difficult and prickly at the best of times, and that Hooper’s personality was no cuddlier, but he worried the two men were determined not to get on with each other. He would have to talk to Compton about it, and soon. He suspected Mister Hooper was going to be one of those men you had to let fall on their ass, again and again, before they finally learned to stand up on their own. You could be there to offer a hand up, but Hooper would just push back at any attempt to control him, and a guy who could throw heavy weights into low orbit had a whole lot of push-back to call on.
“So, what?” Hooper said after Everding’s unsuccessful attempt to lift the hammer. “You just sort of pulled Urgon’s head away from it?”
“After a fashion.” Emmeline smiled. “It made the most awful mess.”
Hooper leaned in to pick the hammer up, or to try, prompting Heath to warn him.
“Remember what happened to the weight bar. Take it easy, Dave.”
The rigger conceded the point, and carefully placed his hands on the wooden shaft. The scientists, marines and one-legged Navy SEAL watched him, fascinated. In the end it was something of a letdown. He picked it up like it was nothing more than a piece of gardening equipment. Compton, Heath noticed, did not seem well pleased. His disgruntlement increased as Hooper insisted on twirling the thing like a baton, twisting and spinning it around so quickly that it hummed through the air and caused a small breeze to stir in the room.
“There has to be a rational explanation,” Emmeline said. “For all of this.”
“I agree with my subordinate,” Compton added, earning him a glare from that subordinate. “Extraordinary as events may seem, I doubt we are dealing with magic here. Some arcane technological event, perhaps.”
He was still rooting for gravitons then. Emmeline confessed herself at a complete loss to even speculate what might be at work. The marines were frankly agog. Hooper was simply pleased with himself.
“So? Can I keep it?” he asked.
# # #
“Well,” muttered Compton, “I’ll admit I didn’t see that coming.”
Emmeline shook her head.
“Me neither. Michael seemed to though. It was his idea.”
Compton furrowed his brow and made a noise at the back of his throat that she assumed was meant to indicate he agreed with her, but he was not happy to do so.
“I’m going to have to think this through,” he said. “I don’t think I can promise Washington their starship drive anymore.”
“Oh, they will be disappointed.”
“Yes,” he sighed, before recovering. “And what about you? How’s your baseline study?”
“It’s not so bad at the moment,” she said, looking back to where Hooper was using a rag to clean off the sledgehammer. “It comes and goes. I can’t tie the fluctuation to anything in particular besides proximity. I’ll give it another ten minutes then write up some notes and get to bed. Perhaps Cady could take over in the morning?”
“Well, be careful,” said Compton.
“As your subordinate, Raymond, I’m always careful,” she said, without inflection.
He stared at her.
“That was sarcasm, right?”
“Right.”
“Okay,” Compton said. “You got me. And well done. That was almost like you were a normal person.” He bade her goodnight and hurried off after Heath.
Hooper appeared by her side, holding a much cleaner looking magical hammer.
“Walk you around the grounds, Prof?” he asked. “A stroll can sometimes clear the head and put a fella in the mood for bed.”
She almost snorted at the rhyme, but checked herself. She could feel the heat in her loins beginning to throb.
All right then. Ten minutes. No more.
It was difficult, especially when Hooper turned on the charm. She imagined he was the sort of bounder who could do that with women. She didn’t have to imagine he was also the sort who could make life a septic hell for any woman foolish enough to find herself dependent on him. She’d read all of the divorce court materials in the briefing pack. Interestingly, her unnatural attraction to this bastard did not seem directly related to his behavior. She did not, for instance, feel drawn to him with any greater organic force just because he was trying to be charming. That made it harder for her to think of him as the sort of deadbeat who would spend his children’s tuition on prostitutes and alcohol. He was very convincing in that way. But consulting her rudimentary scale—How Much Do I Want to Fuck This Douchebag 1-10—she found no correlation between how she felt and what he did or said.
Still, it was an unpleasant experience having him squire her about the oil platform. Would it have been as bad as going to a terrible Washington dinner dance with the terrible Roger Penrose? She could not say. She had no Penrose baseline against which to measure Hooper’s awfulness.
The stroll around the damaged platform with Hooper, however, was undeniably awful. The storms of the previous day had broken up into ragged strips of cloud and a cold, gusting southerly wind. The discomfort of the environment was nothing compared to the bother and difficulty of simply being in this man’s presence. The more time Emmeline spent with him the more convinced she was that something intensely perverse had happened, or was happening to him on a molecular level. She endured the torture of his presence and the nigh on ungovernable feelings it stirred in her for as long as she could. There were moments, she knew, where she would have let him sweep her off to bed, if he had tried, and she supposed she had to be thankful to him for not taking advantage of that. Surely he could tell what she was feeling, if not what she was thinking. There were even a few moments when he seemed to intuit her distress, making an effort to put some distance between them. She noted the bizarre way in which her arousal began to plummet from its most intense peaks when he was more than six feet away.
They discussed nothing of great import as they walked around the structure under the unblinking gaze of the IR and LLAMPS surveillance systems the marines had installed. Hooper seemed intrigued by her work, which was always pleasant, but she resisted being carried away by the conversation. She had to maintain her focus. As dizzying as it was being near him, she knew intellectually that it was nothing more than a very intense proximity effect, probably based on some neurochemical process they did not yet understand. If she could only cut him open and take a few biopsies…
One last test, then. She shivered and moved in close to him. Allowing their elbows and hips to touch, Emmeline almost fainted with desire.
Enough.
She had proved her point. They were going to have to treat this man as being very dangerous in more ways than one. She could already anticipate the difficult briefing she would have to give to all of the female staff in the morning. But first, she would allow him to walk her back to her cabin. Just one last test; of her own ability to stay focused, as much as it was a test of Hooper’s ability to distract and bedazzle her.
Careful, Emmeline…
“I’m cold,” she said. “And tired now. And a little scared. Walk me back to my cabin, would you? That’s not a come-on, by the way,” she quickly clarified. “I’m genuinely scared. And cold. And if I wanted to fuck you, I would tell you. I have Asperger’s Syndrome.”
Hooper nearly tripped over his own feet.
“Shit? Really? I thought—”
“What? That I wanted to fuck you?” Her head swam saying the word. “Or that I’m retarded now?”
Hooper shrugged inside his hoodie. “No,” he said. “I just thought…I thought. Okay. Yeah, I thought Asperger’s meant retarded. You sort of threw me with that.”
Her temper flared, but it did nothing to reduce the wretched physical desire she felt.
“Well, it doesn’t,” she snapped. Angry at herself, rather than him. What was she doing? She needed to get away from this man. “So fuck off with that idea. But walk me home anyway.”
She stuck her arm through his and pulled him forward. Or rather, somebody who looked like her, who had her name, but could not possibly be her, did that. She wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t be so bloody stupid.
What the hell was she doing? Why was she touching him? Allowing him to touch her? She didn’t like being touched at the best of times.
“It’s dark,” Emmeline’s imposter added. “I don’t want to fall off this fucking oil rig. You’re the safety chap. It’s your job.”
“So, since I’m doing you a favor here, you can do me one,” Dave said, and her head swam with the imagery of all the favors she could do for him.
She fought to regain control of her body and mind, cursing herself for failing.
“Not like that,” Hooper hurried to add. “Just what the fuck is wrong with your friend Compton?”
She almost laughed out loud, but she feared hysteria might overtake her. Shaking her head to try and clear it, she said with quiet vehemence, “He is not my friend. He is my boss at OSTP.”
Ashbury explained a little of Compton’s academic background, and his consultancy work for the military which had seen him black-balled on progressive campuses around the country. She almost gasped with relief as they turned a corner into a more exposed section of the Longreach and a blast of cold air seemed to blow away Hooper’s mysterious sexual power. It was there, and then it was gone.
Perhaps the cold wind had done something to him. Shriveled his mojo?
But no, it quickly cycled back up. She would make a note of it and try to figure out what it meant later. For now all she wanted was to get away from him before her rational mind was completely undone.
“Found you!”
Emmeline jumped, startled.
She turned to the new voice, recognizing Michael’s CPO, young Zach Allen.
“Hope you weren’t planning on going to bed,” he said, and she blushed furiously, but recovered when he added, “We have to get back on shore now. Orders from JSOC.”
“What’s happened?” Emmeline asked.
Zach Allen was shaking his head, as though he couldn’t believe his own words. “More of Dave’s monsters. A heap of them, coming up out of the sewers in New Orleans.”
Relief flooded through her.
And a deep and terrible frustration.



CHAPTER NINE
The flight from the oil rig to New Orleans was hell. Spending ten minutes alone with Hooper on the Longreach had been bad enough, but Emmeline had clutched at her get-out-of-jail-free card. Any time she needed to sever the connection to him, to break the hold he seemed to have over her, all she had to do was move away about twenty paces. Before they were ordered back onshore, she had even quietly switched cabins for all the female staff, moving them far enough away from his that it would not be a problem. Crammed into the back of the chopper however, jammed right up next to him for hours, she suffered quiet agonies. Emmeline was desperately grateful to Compton who did what he could to distract Hooper, even though that mostly meant sniping at him and keeping his attention off her.
She could see there was trouble in the city as they flew in. No large city ever truly slept, but New Orleans seemed to be up well past its bedtime. There was an unusual number of emergency service vehicles about. The road network was thick with lights, and as their chopper banked around to land she caught a quick glimpse of swarming helicopters and the flash of gunfire. In a way, she was almost grateful. It gave her something to think about besides Hooper. As soon as they hit the landing pad, and she could get some distance on him, that problem vanished. The pilot set them down on the helipad atop a hospital about ten or fifteen blocks to the southwest of the incursion, and the SEALs all poured out to secure a perimeter. Hooper, familiar with the routine of getting on and off choppers, unclipped his safety harness and hurried away, bent over until he was safely beyond the reach of the rotor blades. Emmeline stuck with Compton, watching closely the growing distance to their unusual subject.
“That must have been unpleasant,” Compton shouted under the roar of the helicopter.
“More than somewhat,” she yelled back.
But whatever sexual power, or pheromones, or satanic monkey juice Hooper possessed, it simply faded away at about twenty yards. Things moved quickly then. Local law enforcement greeted Michael on the other side of the pad and he soon led the SEALs off at a brisk trot. Compton took out his phone as soon as he could and did what he did best, scaring up resources, bullying minor officials, setting up a local chain of command to control the operation. They argued about whether they should accompany the special forces guys, with Compton wanting to establish a command post at the hospital, and Emmeline insisting that they would be better employed closer to the hostiles. He had the protocols on his side and Heath ended the matter anyway by insisting they establish the CP as a fallback position.
It was chaos on the ground. Thousands thronged the hospital, some seeking emergency treatment, but most simply drawn to the reassuring presence of security forces. Fighting flared among the crowds and she wondered what it must be like closer to the site of the incursion.
Compton asked her to secure transport, mollifying her a little after their disagreement over the command post. He wasn’t trying to avoid contact with the hostiles. He was simply following procedure as he understood it, and also doing as Heath wanted. With military action in the offing, tactical command now shifted to Michael.
Emmeline searched for transport, finding a New Orleans Police Department command unit—a truck kitted out as a mobile command center—with nothing to do. It was a spare. The NOPD’s main unit was closer to the developing firefight on Clairborne Avenue. Nonetheless, the operators were unwilling to turn it over to some pushy Englishwoman who insisted she had every right to requisition both vehicle and occupants. It took Compton one phone call to settle that. Another call assigned eight state troopers to secure the command post he had thrown together in the admin offices of the hospital.
“We’re done here,” he announced as soon as he was happy with the arrangements. “Do we have an escort forward?”
Compton seemed a little worried about pushing on through the chaos between the hospital and Clairborne. The command unit was set up in a specially adapted commercial truck, not an armored vehicle.
“I’m afraid not,” Emmeline told him. “They’re rather cross with us for taking their truck. I don’t think they’ll spare us an armored car. And I don’t think they can spare one, anyway.”
The deputy director of Special Programs took in the chaos engulfing the Touro Community Care Hospital and conceded defeat. “You’re right. They need all the cops they can get right here, simply keeping a lid on the pot. Let’s do the best we can then.”
The best they could manage was a slow crawl through heavy traffic and thousands of pedestrians jamming up the roads between Touro and the diner where Heath had set up his forward OP. The command unit offered a bewildering array of options for monitoring the situation outside, but Emmeline ignored most of them, concentrating on not throwing up as they stopped and started their way through the crowds. She could hear gunfire outside the truck, and on the speakers of a dozen different displays inside. It was overwhelming and making her nauseous.
“I don’t imagine we’ll be able to keep word of this from getting out for much longer,” said Compton as he bounced around in the seat next to her. She knew he was being sardonic. Half of the monitors in the command unit carried live video coverage from the news media. A couple were still calling it a “terror attack”. Most had gone straight to “monsters”. There was nothing like live, high definition video of giant demons eating people to encourage a paradigm shift.
“Do you think Michael will have enough resources to contain this?” Emmeline asked, grabbing onto her safety harness as they bumped over an obstruction. Hopefully not a pedestrian.
“Tactical operations and resourcing are his responsibility, not mine,” said Compton, and for a second he sounded like the perfect bureaucrat. But he went on in a more thoughtful tone, “I think, however, we might take out some insurance against things going wrong.”
He took out his own phone rather than using one of the secure channels in the command unit.
“Who are you going to call?” Emmeline asked.
“Probably not the Ghostbusters,” he said.
# # #
Compton thought he was going through to the national security advisor and was momentarily pissed to find he had been re-routed. Then he realized he was talking to an air force general with direct access to the joint chiefs of staff and all they wanted to know from Compton was how much ordnance he wanted dropped on New Orleans. That was better, if a little precipitate.
“I don’t think we’ve quite reached the scorched earth moment, yet,” he said. “But if you can task enough assets to interdict the equivalent of, say, a Russian infantry brigade, that should be enough for now.”
The enemy—the Horde, cue eye-rolling—looked to be about three companies strong on all of the overhead imagery. Most of it from news choppers. He could already see their force was composed of different elements, comprised mostly of the sort of creatures Emmeline had been busily slicing and dicing back on the oil rig. There were maybe two platoons of the larger, rather orc-like creatures which Hooper referred to as the Hunn, about two to three times that number of the smaller ones he called the Fangr, and sundry other demons they had not yet had the pleasure of meeting in the tattooed, putrescent flesh.
Muzzle flashes spat from the darkness around the xenomorphs—even now he couldn’t really bring himself to think of them as “monsters” without conscious effort—but the fire was not coordinated or well directed. Local gangsters and maybe a couple of cops pecking at targets. He could see the disposition of Heath’s forces on a pair of linked Surface Pros Emmeline had rigged up. Heath’s personal fire team, a small unit consisting of a handful of navy commandos and NOPD SWAT (and Hooper, for what that was worth), had temporarily bunkered down in a brick building half a mile from the main incursion. More SWAT teams and two platoons of marines were converging on the enemy force, but much too slowly. Thousands of civilians were trying to flee the area, but hundreds more remained close to the threat, probably dawdling while they updated their Facebook and Instagram feeds.
“It’s all looking rather wobbly, isn’t it?” Emmeline said.
“It’s looking like a mass casualty event in the making,” he replied. The truck jerked to a halt with a hiss of brakes and didn’t move again. Compton was disoriented for a moment until he realized they had reached their destination, the small corner store where Captain Heath had holed up. Probably wisely. From what Compton could tell, this part of New Orleans was little better than a shanty town. The diner offering po’boys was one of the few solid, defensible structures between them and the enemy.
That was good, because they were under direct attack just a few minutes later.
###
The arrival of the command unit occasioned a few moments delay while Heath and his men bustled in to check the overhead coverage. Not that Compton needed newsfeeds or military satellites to tell him things were turning to guano out there. You could hear the screams and the gunfire and, beneath them, something like animal noises and shrieks during a disturbance at the zoo.
It grew crowded in the command unit as Heath, his senior non-coms, Hooper and seemingly every passerby and his dog crowded in to see what was happening. To Compton it was obvious what was happening was collapse and rout. A small force of marines had made it to the abandoned Pizza Hut on Clairborne Avenue, but they were getting badly chewed over by repeated assaults—he almost said human wave attacks. It did not seem to him, or even to Heath, that they would have enough forces in place to repel the attacks. Hundreds of civilians were trapped in such close proximity to the fighting, however, that they could not call in airstrikes for fear of killing all the people they were trying to save.
“What’s happening over there,” Hooper asked, pointing at a screen. “With the marines.”
Emmeline raised her voice over the general confusion, “The Hunn are charging them. Getting shot down. Charging again. It’s keeping them out of the residential streets for now. Shouldn’t you be leaping tall buildings or swinging your mighty tool or something?”
Compton admired the way she hid from Hooper the bizarre and unsettling effect he had on her. On all women, truth be known. Compton had to admit he had been on the lookout for evidence of the problem since Ashbury had told him about it. And when you were looking for it, you saw it all the time. Even now, he observed, a female systems operator working a keyboard at the far end of the command unit kept glancing over at their guest, or consultant, or whatever the hell Hooper was.
A whip cracking sound, coinciding with a wet crunching thud, quickly followed by a gurgling scream, pulled everyone’s attention to the door of the truck. Hooper moved with surprising speed and almost balletic grace to exit the unit, and one of the SEALs shouted “Sniper!”
The next few moments were a blur. A literal blur. Hooper disappeared. He didn’t sneak away when nobody was looking. Indeed, Compton was staring right at him when he appeared to wink out of existence. Two or three seconds later one of the systems operators cursed and declared, “He’s there! How the hell did he get there?”
“What? What?”
That was Emmeline, squawking like a bird. More swearing, even greater confusion, and then the sysop jerked back from the screen he was watching as though it had delivered an electric shock.
“Not even!”
“He’s fucking flying,” someone else cried.
“No way! Not even.”
Compton scowled as he frantically searched the bank of monitors for usable data. What did that even mean, “not even”? It was probably one of those stupid Internet things. He pushed the thought away, annoyed with himself, and angry with Heath for not containing and controlling the situation. By which he meant Hooper.
“What is going on?” Emmeline asked nobody in particular. She seemed especially distressed by the fast-changing circumstances. Compton could hear the cops and commandos yelling at each other outside the truck, and then the crunch of boots as they left in a group, presumably running towards the worst of the fighting. He dragged his own eyes back to the nearest monitor, which was relaying a feed from a news chopper. Spotlights played crazily over open ground south of Clairborne and he could tell by the intense flickering lights—and the crashing reports he could hear with his own ears—that the main battle was playing out there. And they were losing.
“Oh my god that’s Hooper. How did he get over there?”
Emmeline’s voice at least two octaves higher than normal.
Compton pushed himself up out of his seat, grabbed his phone and stalked out of the command unit. His hands were shaking and he made two failed attempts to key in the number for the national security advisor. Then he remembered to simply hit redial. He went straight through to the Pentagon, his calls now permanently forwarded there. Kirkpatrick, the same air force general he had spoken to earlier picked up on the first ring.
“What the fuck is happening down there, Professor?”
“Nothing good,” said Compton. “Are your gunships on station yet?”
“Not yet. They’re still twelve minutes out. Can you contain the situation? Do we need to sterilize the field?”
Cruise missiles. He was asking if Compton wanted to call down a cruise missile on New Orleans?
“No,” he answered firmly. “Do not sterilize. I will tell you if that becomes necessary. I just need those choppers here.”
“What about Captain Heath? He is supposed to be in tactical command. Has he been injured or killed?”
“No. He remains in command. That’s why you’re not talking to him. He is engaged with the enemy. He doesn’t have time to chat.”
“Are you seeking weapons release authority, Professor?”
In spite of the horror and madness, Compton answered carefully.
“No. I’m not seeking it. But if we need it, I will tell you. Just get me those gunships.”



CHAPTER TEN
“Compton, you have to see this. Hurry up.”
Emmeline’s voice carried from the door of the command unit, cutting through the sound of battle a few blocks away. He pocketed his phone and hurried back into the truck, closing the door behind him and taking some measure of comfort from that even though he knew it would offer no protection if the creatures overran them. Something was going wrong, and it was probably as he feared: the marines’ firing line collapsing or something like that.
A quick review of the last minute of video coverage and he understood that was exactly what had happened. The tension in the cramped confines of the command unit would have told him they were fucked even if he hadn’t been able to see it on-screen. Great, dark waves of monstrous attackers rolled over the thin line of defenders again and again as Emmeline replayed the video.
“No, but look,” she said, pointing a finger at one screen in particular. Hooper lay there, entwined with the bodies of at least two marines. It was difficult to make an accurate casualty count because of the way the xenomorphs had literally torn apart their enemies—their prey, Compton told himself, watching with creeping horror as some of the beasts chowed down on their kills.
“No, this one,” Emmeline said again when she could see that he was not paying attention to the footage she had selected.
“Sorry,” said Compton, focusing in on the screen where she pointed at Hooper. As they watched, the oil rigger swung the axehead of his splitting maul in a high arc that impacted with the forehead of one of the larger creatures—the Hunn—standing in front of him. It split the beast in half, lengthwise, with an extravagant eruption of gore. Hooper quickly stepped up to one of the smaller Fangr and swung at its head with the blunt steel mass of the sledgehammer. The creature’s head exploded.
“Well that was grotesque, but what was the relevance, Emmeline? We’ve always known he could hit things with a crude club.”
“Raymond,” she said, emphasizing his name in that way she did when she was losing patience, “Look at the speed of the replay. It’s been slowed down a hundred times.”
“What rubbish,” he scoffed, but as the words left his mouth he could see that she was right. Even with the replay dialed back to just one percent of its real-time speed, Hooper moved in a blur.
“Good Lord,” said Professor Raymond Compton.
The battle, which had seemed lost just moments earlier, now turned against the Horde, but not because of Hooper. As Compton tried to make sense of the video replaying on a loop in front of them, Emmeline drew his attention to another monitor on which pickups and SUVs arrived carrying heavily armed civilians. Criminals, to be blunt about it. The local gangsters which NOPD had warned them about. They had none of the fire discipline of the marines, but they had brought their heaviest weaponry and unloaded it on the xenomorph horde with an almost vicious glee. It broke the integrity of the monster forces, at least temporarily, and drove them off.
Unfortunately it drove them deeper into the residential streets surrounding the open waste ground on which they had been fighting.
“There is going to be a massacre,” Compton said in a low voice.
“I need to get to Michael,” Emmeline insisted. She grabbed one of the tablets exclusively devoted to their tactical feed and started to head out.
“Take an escort,” Compton insisted. “Anybody with a gun and a vehicle will do. I mean it Emmeline. Do not go on foot.”
She produced a pistol with her free hand and said impatiently, “Yes, yes, yes. I know. Nobody wants to get eaten. But they need to know what’s happening. I don’t think they have any idea.”
And then she was gone. Compton almost chased after her, but found himself watching a live feed that appeared to show Hooper talking to a couple of surviving military personnel. He recognized Heath on-screen after a moment, and the urge to follow Emmeline redoubled.
His phone rang. It was Kirkpatrick.
“You have assets online,” he confirmed. The gunships had arrived.
Compton thanked the general and cut him off. He needed to think. They did not exactly have full spectrum coverage of the battlespace. Most of the monitors were still running news media feeds, but these were at least coming from enough sources that he could piece together a reasonably accurate picture of what was happening.
The enemy force was still largely intact, even if the flow of its attack had been disrupted. Or rather, not disrupted, but redirected. Hundreds of the beasts were moving at speed into a dense residential district. Compton doubted that anything short of a concrete bunker would be secure against these things. Most of the residents, unfortunately, lived in small wooden bungalows. Shacks, really. He imagined that the thing he had seen lying on the slab back on the Longreach—a BattleMaster of the Hunn according to Hooper—would probably run straight through the walls of such a place, not even slowing down as it killed everyone about it.
He was contemplating calling Kirkpatrick with a request for immediate interdiction by the gunships, when the sysop tasked with tracking Hooper’s movements cursed loudly, apologizing for losing him.
“It’s okay,” said the female operator at the end of the row of workstations, “I think I’ve got him. He’s…He just jumped three and a half blocks…through the air.”
“What’s he doing?” Compton demanded to know.
“I just told you,” she said testily. “He jumped over three blocks. Landed on top of a car, right in front of the enemy column.”
Compton hurried down the length of the command unit.
“Show me,” he said as he arrived behind her station. She was monitoring four displays, but only one was dialed in on Hooper.
“Is that one of ours?” Compton asked. “Can you get us in any closer? I need to see what’s happening.”
She hesitated for a moment, but only a moment.
“It’s a drone feed,” she said. “One of ours, so yes.”
He didn’t know whether she meant NOPD or the military by “one of ours”, and he didn’t much care.
“Pull in as tight as you can,” he said. The operator worked her console and Hooper suddenly filled the screen. Or rather the back of his head did. She muttered to herself, adjusted the controls, and zoomed back out a little ways.
“That will do just fine,” Compton said. He had no audio feed, so that wasn’t entirely true, but he would make what he could of the video.
Immediately, he could tell that Hooper wasn’t going to start laying all about him with that oversized block splitter he was carrying. He was talking to the largest of the hostiles, another Hunn by the look of it. A smaller creature, much smaller and different in form, attended it, reminding Compton of a puppy because of the way it capered around the massive legs of its leader. A puppy that looked like a giant toad with a forest of eyestalks.
Was that big thing a leader? Another BattleMaster?
It suddenly cuffed the little toad-shaped horror away, knocking it a good ten or twelve feet through the air, before returning to its confrontation with Hooper. This was very definitely a negotiation, an exchange between tribal chiefs or champions. Although Compton could not hear what was being said—what language were they even speaking?—he had seen this sort of thing, had participated in it himself enough times, to recognize the form.
As the realization of what was happening, or what he assumed was happening, dawned on him, he shook his head in wonder. He could not be certain of course, unless he was down there himself, but he was almost certain that Hooper was offering some sort of challenge. A rite of trial by combat perhaps? It was both fascinating and infuriating at the same time, because he was sure they were playing out just such an exchange, but he couldn’t be one hundred percent sure.
Other monitors up and down the unit carried vision and reports of a hastily organized evacuation of surrounding streets. With every passing moment the danger of unleashing the gunships on the enemy abated. The number of civilian casualties they could expect dropped away. In fact, so tightly packed was the scrum of unearthly warriors that a single pass with mini guns and rockets would probably destroy most of them right now.
Compton resisted the urge to call Kirkpatrick. For the first time in two days he was finally seeing something he understood. A primitive cultural process. A ritual challenge. He did not need to know what Hooper was saying, to know what he was doing. He had to be calling out the leader of the enemy force. It felt like victory. He had fought hard to retain control of the response to the xenomorph incursion. He’d had to see off challengers from every branch of the military, and from some of the weirder, more obscure reaches of the national security state, but here was sweet vindication at last. He might not have been able to cut these creatures open and break them down into their component parts like Emmeline, but that didn’t mean he could not understand them.
A slow smile crept across his face as he watched the formalized confrontation play out on the screen. He was not even surprised when Hooper launched himself at a number of creatures other than the BattleMaster. Compton had seen this time and again as well. He was proving himself a worthy challenger. The female sysop started in surprise when Hooper appeared to vanish, half a second before a couple of monsters violently disassembled themselves for no apparent reason. But Compton did not. He had no idea how the man was doing that, but he had already seen him do this once and thus it made sense he would do it again.
He became aware that everyone in the command unit was now watching the contest between Hooper and the leader of the Horde. The nearest operators were watching his screen, and the others had dialed in on the feed.
“What the hell is that?” one of them asked.
From the tone of his voice he was obviously still processing the freakish speed with which Hooper seemed able to move. It looked less like acceleration, or even hyper acceleration than it did some sort of quantum effect, as though he was slipping in and out of normal time. Weird, thought Compton. They were going to have to get some physicists in on this. But not just yet. What was happening right now was something very old. Something pre-technological.
“It’s a contest of champions,” Compton explained, answering a question he hadn’t been asked. “Mister Hooper appears to have challenged their leader to a duel.”
General incredulity followed, but not at Compton’s reading of the situation. It was rather more that nobody imagined Hooper could survive it, not after seeing what happened to a whole platoon of marines armed with heavy weaponry.
Compton scratched at his beard, pondering the confrontation.
“We know these things are pre-industrial, possibly even preliterate,” he said, enjoying the opportunity for a little impromptu lecture. After all he had missed out on his TED Talk. “It makes sense that they would have been shocked, and possibly even awed,” he quipped, “by running into modern weaponry. But this,” he gestured at the screen, “this they would understand. I will give Hooper that much. He has a natural feel for barbarian manners.”
The two champions had begun the death match. Compton was certain it would be a fight to the death. The monster was swinging at Hooper with a sword that looked as big as a telegraph pole, while his human opponent parried and blocked and hit back with his own weapon. Compton had come to think of it as the graviton hammer. They smashed at each other with insensate violence, and it did not seem as though Hooper would survive. The BattleMaster was just too big and too strong. It was absorbing a lot of damage, to be sure, but it could absorb the sort of kinetic energy that would destroy a human being. Or possibly even an Abrams tank.
Compton had seen enough. He absented himself from the workstation, allowing one of the systems operators to take his place while he moved back to his original screen which still ran commercial newsfeeds. Most of these had pulled in tight on the contest as well, but a couple still carried wider angle imagery. He could see the monsters were closely grouped now as they attended to the match.
He took out his phone and called Kirkpatrick. The air force general answered on the first ring.
“It’s me, Compton.”
“I know. You’re watching this too, right?”
“I imagine the whole world is watching it,” Compton said. “But we need to move as soon as it’s done.”
He could sense Kirkpatrick dragging his attention away from whatever screen he was watching. His voice changed, became more focused.
“The enemy have ceased their attack.”
“For now,” Compton conceded. “And I suspect that if Hooper won they might disengage completely. He’s probably negotiated a withdrawal. But that’s not relevant.”
“Why not?”
“Because they’ll be back. And he won’t always be there to provide gladiatorial services.”
“You have a recommendation?”
“I do. No matter what the outcome of this singular contest, I would recommend engaging the hostiles with all available force. Destroy them. A few will probably escape, but that serves our purposes too. They can carry the message back with them.”
Kirkpatrick did not reply immediately, and when he did his voice sounded less than certain.
“Professor, I’m not an expert like you. But somebody in New Orleans appears to have negotiated a ceasefire. I understand and acknowledge that it hasn’t completely ended the fighting. This man Hooper and that ugly junkyard dog he’s pounding on are still at it. But a ceasefire is a ceasefire.”
Compton almost laughed.
“Ceasefires are an acknowledgement of weakness. You know that, General. We negotiate a ceasefire because we need to. We negotiated one here because we needed to. Without it we could not employ your tactical assets. They would have killed more people than they saved. That’s no longer the case. We don’t need the ceasefire. We need to make these things understand that they cannot fuck with us. That we are not their complimentary snack.”
“Professor Compton, I don’t necessarily disagree with your analysis, but it’s not the only analysis. OSTP is the coordinating agency for our response…”
For now, was the implied threat.
“…But yours is not the only agency responding and advising.”
Compton narrowed his eyes. He was certain that Kirkpatrick was talking to him on a speakerphone. His voice sounded slightly hollow and removed. He was probably sitting in a room with half-a-dozen power players so far up the org-chart you couldn’t see them. Compton speculated feverishly about who else was whispering sweet nothings into the ears of the president and the joint chiefs of staff. CIA? Echelon? Some private contractors? He couldn’t know for sure, but he didn’t doubt that they were all scratching at Kirkpatrick’s door.
“We don’t know much of anything about this new threat,” the general continued. “We don’t know their order of battle, their production base, what sort of resources they could mobilize against us. Sending a message is important and it might even preclude further hostilities. But if there are to be negotiations with these things, we will need a base level of trust, will we not?”
Compton nodded, but not because he agreed with the man. He had simply been anticipating this line of argument.
“Trust is important, General,” he said. “I’ll give you that. But as you would know, in dealing with some cultures, trust is a lot less important than fear. With enough fear, you don’t need trust.”
Kirkpatrick did not reply for at least two seconds. Long enough that Compton checked his phone to see if he still had the connection. He did. The general’s voice crackled out of the tiny speaker.
“Okay,” he said, as Compton returned the phone to his ear. “National command authority concurs. The gunships are weapons-hot and will engage on your command.”
“Thank you,” Compton replied, not bothered to mask his relief. He hung up and returned to the small cluster of operators watching the fight between Hooper and the Hunn.
The gunships opened up four minutes later.



EPILOGUE
In deference to Emmeline, they didn’t gather at Hooper’s bedside in the naval hospital. He was asleep anyway, and she decreed that until they knew more about his radically altered physiology, it would be best to let his body repair itself. That seemed to involve lots of eating and sleeping. She occasionally looked at the computer screen in the meeting room that had been set aside for them, not quite believing what had happened these last few days. Hooper did not stir, but sometimes he did snore. They heard it through the speakers.
“I don’t know how we can expect to control him,” said Compton. The Special Programs director was still flush with satisfaction from his victory in New Orleans. Not a minor tactical win over a foe which had already surrendered, mind you. No, Compton was celebrating the major bureaucratic struggle he had won to maintain Special Programs as the coordinating agency for the whole-of-government response to the Horde. He’d even had a phone call from the president to thank him and to confirm the role.
“We can’t control him,” Michael answered. “That would be like trying to control a twister or a solar flare. I think he’s a natural, or I guess an unnatural phenomenon of some sort.”
“And an asshole,” Compton added.
“Pretty much so,” Heath sighed.
“But it looks like he’s our asshole now,” Compton joked. Or Emmeline assumed it was a joke. He was smiling, and he rarely did that unless he was very pleased with himself or making a joke.
Safely removed from Hooper—he was two floors above them at the other end of the building—Emmeline felt no stirring of the freakish sexual magnetism she and the other female staffers suffered with physical proximity to the man. Even so, she didn’t think they were being entirely fair to him.
“I don’t think he’s a bad man,” she said. “He’s just…he just…”
“Does bad things?” Heath finished for her.
“All the time?” Compton added.
Resistance was futile and she gave up. “Most of the time.”
Hooper let rip with a Godzilla snore and Compton leaned across the table to turn down the volume on the monitor.
“So we need a plan.”
“For defeating Sauron, or Dave?” Heath asked, only half smiling.
“Both,” said Compton, before adding, “or for beating the Horde and controlling Hooper at the very least.”
He leaned forward and dropped his voice.
“We’re not the only ones in this game. He is an asset and he’s in play. I don’t need to tell you that there are some people who would simply remove him from the board if it improved their position.”
“If they come to see him as a threat?” asked Heath. “You mean the Russians or the Chinese?”
“And the rest. You know how this works,” said Compton. “If Hooper isn’t on your team, he’s against it. We need him to understand he’s on our team.”
Emmeline looked at the video of the man sleeping two floors up.
“But are we on his?” she asked.
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