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Foreword by Andrew Angel

	 

	Who or what are the Aliens? Are they 'out there'? Are they already among us? How would we react to them?

	In early 2015 Gary Compton asked me if I would be joint Editor, along with Dave de Burgh for his latest collection from Tickety Boo Press. The subject, as you will have no doubt by now guessed was Aliens. 

	Now, all through my formative years and beyond I have been interested in Sci-Fi and all the Aliens that come with it – from the old black and white episodes of Flash Gordon (repeats on tv in the school holidays, I'm not that old!!) through Doctor Who, various forms of Star Trek right up to the modern day Blockbusters, so it took me all of about three seconds to say yes.

	The thing with the stories I grew up with is that the Aliens always seemed to be wanting to take over something , be it the spaceship, a distant planet or, more often than not, good old Planet Earth herself.

	What we decided we were looking for with this anthology was variety (which takes us back to the questions above.) Sure we have Aliens on spaceships and Aliens wanting to take over Earth but we also have Aliens who are already here and may have been for many years. We have First Contact and Final Contact, we have tales from the depths of space and from deepest darkest Manchester Piccadilly train station. What we have, more than anything, is variety and hopefully something for everyone. 

	I had many stories to choose from and narrowing it down to what you have in front of you was no easy task, the book could easily have been twice the size but these are the ones that made the final list.  

	 Enjoy the tales, watch the skies and… keep your eyes open, they may already walk among us 
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In Plain Sight

	by Juliana Spink Mills

	Sofia woke early that Saturday, the fifth anniversary of her arrival on Earth. It was raining, a soft, grey London drizzle, but the wet never bothered her. She rather liked it. There was no rain in space, and there had been no rain in the bioShip her people had sheltered in for generations after her planet collapsed.

	After changing quickly into jogging shorts and top, she sat on the edge of the bed to lace her shoes and tie her long, brown hair back into a ponytail. Still tangled in sheets and dreams, her bedmate stirred and yawned.

	“Up already?” Susanna looked at the digital clock with one eye. “It’s barely light out. Come back to bed, Sofia.”

	Sofia smiled and leaned over to trace the soft curve of Susanna’s cheek with a fingertip. “I’ll be back soon,” she promised. She kissed her sleep-heavy eyes and left, closing the door quietly behind her.

	It was time to run.

	Sofia loved every part of this earthling ritual. The pre-run stretches, the pounding of feet on the hard city pavement, the blaring mind-numbing Pop songs fed from tiny speakers into her ears. She welcomed the gasping breath, the stinging sweat, the aching sides. She pushed through the pain with joy, reminding herself with each beat of her feet I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m alive.

	Life, in all its blazing glory, not the dwindling half-life of the damaged, dying bioShip. Life was the reason she’d volunteered for the scout flight in the first place.

	“Sofiike, it is a suicide mission,” her birthing mother had implored her. “Do not do this thing. A liveable planet? You know this is not real. It was never real. You will find nothing. You will die in space. Stay here, please?”

	Stay until what? Until her mother reached liberation age and was brutally marched to the airlock to make way for some youngling? No, Sofia chose the scout flight with her eyes fully open. She would rather take her chance among the distant stars than sit around waiting to be added to the liberation list herself.

	Even if it meant death.

	Sofia entered Regent’s Park. The large planters inside the gate had heather in them, and she paused briefly to surreptitiously pluck a sprig and carefully tuck it into her waistband for luck. It was a reminder: life over death. When she had crash-landed in the Peak District, so many years ago, the heather had been waiting to welcome her to Earth. It had been raining that day, too.

	When she arrived at the rose garden, she slowed to a walk as she always did. Under the fine mist of rain, the flowers were brief flashes of colour, soon swallowed by the muting drizzle. Sofia reached her bench, the one by Triton’s fountain, and switched off the music. Now there was no sound but the drops of falling water and the faint hum of traffic on Marylebone Road.

	She leaned back and closed her eyes, tilting her face to the grey sky. On this quiet, abandoned morning, it belonged to her alone.

	“Sofiike.”

	Her eyes snapped open and she leapt to her feet, wary, dropping automatically into a Kantaak fighting stance. Standing a few feet away under a purple umbrella, hand stretched out in gesture of peace, was someone she never thought to see again.

	“Tuurek?” She blinked. This was not possible. How could Tuurek be here, on Earth? She had carried the receiver chip for exactly one year after the crash. And then she had crushed it like a bug.

	Yet it was unmistakably him. She slid disbelieving eyes over his earthling garb: black t-shirt tight against his well-muscled form, rain-spattered jeans, Converse-clad feet. He could be any regular human, but he was not: he was Tuurek, First Captain and technically her commanding officer.

	He raised his eyebrows, piercing green gaze questioning. “Are you done with the staring? Because I thought we might get out of this piss-awful drizzle and have some coffee. I could murder a latte.”

	The coffee shop server sniffed a little when they walked in with Sofia dripping all over the place, but Tuurek flashed that smile of his and she melted instantly, ushering them to a table and rustling up large, hot coffees and a plate of rather limp biscuits. Tuurek dug in. He had always been greedy, that one, Sofia now remembered, disapproving.

	“Earth food is wonderful,” he sighed, brushing crumbs from his mouth. “I only wish I had arrived sooner. Four years marooned on Pleionnas. Awful, forsaken place. Dog people, that’s what I found there. Effing canines, acting like equals because they stand on two feet and speak some sort of gibberish. Rubbish food, too.”

	Sofia ignored his complaints. Tuurek was never content. That was part of the reason she had left his bed in the first place. “You seem to have picked up the local dialect rather well. How long have you been here?” 

	And, more importantly, “How did you find me?”

	“I got here a month ago. It took a while but I finally got my ship operational again. Pleionnas was a washout; my equipment showed the atmosphere would have a highly toxic effect on our people over time. A slow death sentence. Earth was the next possibility in my search quadrant. I knew you had headed here.”

	He ate another biscuit. “Came straight to London, following your last known signal. Landed on Hampstead Heath, horrible place. Been shacking up with this earthling - George. Shacking up, that’s what he calls it. Heh. Good thing he doesn’t know what a Shaak is. He’d flip. Good teacher, though, for Earth stuff.” He gestured at his outfit. “Took me shopping and everything. Very useful. Not my favoured sort of bedmate, but needs before wants, right?”

	Sofia was quiet, fighting a strange rush of emotions. She had loved Tuurek once, loved his dashing smile and his talented bedding skills. But she had long since learnt the shallow depths to his soul. And now here he was. She didn’t want Tuurek here. She selfishly wanted this planet to herself.

	Tuurek had finished off the biscuits and was sipping his latte. “So pensive. Your story, I can guess. Crash landing, yeah? Receiver chip failure, perhaps?” 

	Sofia shrugged. “Pretty much.”

	He gave a wolfish grin, taking in her tight, rain-slicked running top. “And look at you, Sofikke, perfectly… assimilated. You will be a great help when time comes to settle our people and terminate the host population.”

	“Sofia,” she said softly.

	“Huh?”

	“It’s Sofia, here. I go by Sofia.”

	“Whatever. George calls me Tom. Who cares?”

	Suddenly, all Sofia wanted was to go home and crawl into bed with Susanna. Suse would be awake by now, nestled under a blanket of newspapers, morning cup of tea balanced on her nightstand amid the piles of books that constantly threatened to cascade to the floor in an avalanche of words. It would be warm and safe with Susanna. She shivered.

	“Cold?” Tuurek leaned in close. “Or do I scare you? You don’t exactly seem overjoyed to see me, maleena.” 

	His use of the word chilled Sofia to the bone. Maleena was a bedding endearment, a lover’s jest, but the kin-word maleana meant slave. Tuurek’s deliberate pronunciation pushed the boundaries of the word, and the implied threat made Sofia’s stomach churn with anger and dread combined.

	She stood, abruptly. “Captain, it was nice to meet with you again. But I must go.”

	He stood, too. “Well. I wouldn’t want to lose you now, would I? I’ll walk you to your home.”

	Sofia crossed her arms for warmth and protection against his calculating gaze as they wove their way through the coffee-shop patrons. Outside, Tuurek offered her his arm and she had no choice but to take it. He placed his other hand upon her arm, locking her in place with frightening strength, fingers biting into her skin. The door closed behind them with a faint tinkle of bells, setting them free in the current of Saturday-morning shoppers and baby-pushing mothers.

	“What news from the ship?” Sofia asked, forcing her voice to sound pleasant and interested.

	Tuurek stared ahead at the blinking crossing light. The rain had stopped and weak, meagre sunlight struggled through the clouds to gleam on the wet tarmac.

	“The bioShip is dying,” he answered, curtly. The light turned green and he pulled her across the street a little more roughly than necessary. “It’s been dying for years, Sofiike. You know that. It’s just dying faster now. But this planet, this Earth, our kind could be happy here.”

	For a moment her heart sang as she considered the possibility. “We could mingle, join their thriving population. It would be easy…” Her voice faded away as she caught the look on his face.

	“And just how are we supposed to land a bloody great ship without detection, tell me that? How are we to blend in? We’re talking about the sudden appearance of half a million strangers who have no idea how to act or speak in this place, however similar our species may be. Think no one will notice?”

	“We could request asylum,” she answered quietly. “There are countries that would grant it.”

	“And imprison us, take us to their research facilities.” He grimaced. “I’ve seen the films; I’ve read the books. I’ve done a hell of a lot of research since I’ve been here, although it seems to me you’ve spent your time in a more agreeable fashion.”

	He gave her arm a shake. “Sofiike… Sofia. Don’t be so naïve. You’re an officer, so think like one. You must see that host removal prior to settlement is the only way to do this. I’ve already begun experimenting on dear George. As soon as I find the fastest way to clear the planet without damaging it, I’ll be in touch with the bioShip and they can plan their arrival. Do you not care about our people?”

	“Of course I care,” Sofia whispered, so softly he had to bend his head to hear. “They are my people. Of course I care. I just wish there was another way.”

	“There isn’t. There really isn’t,” he replied firmly. “Priorities, maleena. Get. Them. Straight.”

	Suse called out when Sofia unlocked the door to their flat, Tuurek hard on her heels. “Sofe, did you remember the milk?”

	Sofia had a sudden urge to push Tuurek out, lock the door and hide in here forever with Susanna. But forever was beginning to look like an awfully short amount of time.

	“No, I forgot. I bumped into an old friend and we went for coffee. I hope you don’t mind, I brought him back with me.”

	Suse appeared smiling in the living room doorway in her dressing gown, reading glasses perched firmly on her black curls. “Well now, isn’t this nice? I never meet any of Sofia’s friends. Come on in!”

	Tuurek held out a hand, his most charming smile on his face. “Hi, I’m Tom.”

	“Well, nice to meet you, Tom. I’m Susanna. Make yourself at home.”

	Sofia perched gingerly on the edge of a stool as Tuurek dropped into the biggest and most comfortable chair. Trust him to immediately pick the best seat of the house. Fear and resentment warred within her gut. Susanna settled gracefully on the sofa, looking from one to the other.

	“So, Tom, how do you and Sofia know each other?”

	“We used to work together.” Tuurek gave an elegant shrug. “You know how it is, jobs change, you drift apart… I was lucky enough to bump into Sofia in the park. Such a nice surprise.”

	Sofia sneezed. Susanna immediately looked dismayed. “Oh love, you’re soaked! I shouldn’t keep you here talking. Go on, get changed, I’ll keep Tom company. Pop the kettle on while you’re at it.”

	Sofia hated to leave Susanna with Tuurek, but it would have looked weird to stay. She filled the kettle and set it to boil, then sat on a kitchen chair to pull off her sodden running shoes. The movement tweaked the sprig of heather from her waistband. It fell to the floor noiselessly, and Sofia stared at it. She picked it up carefully and set it on the windowsill. Life or death, the heather reminded her. The choice is yours.

	She washed her hands and walked on through to the bedroom to change into leggings and a t-shirt. Back in the living room, Susanna and Tuurek were making small talk. Suse’s voice was strained and artificial. Susanna looked up in obvious relief when she entered.

	“Sofe, you’re back,” she stated unnecessarily. “Well, I’ll just go get some clothes on, if you don’t mind.” Susanna disappeared through the kitchen door. Tuurek made an appreciative face. “Nice,” he said in a low voice meant for Sofia’s ears only. “Better choice than my one; he’s a bit of a whiny git. He’s almost dead, anyway. My experiments… haven’t been kind. Maybe we’ll use your one next.”

	Sofia clenched her jaw. There was no way he was getting Susanna. Unable to sit still another moment, she jumped up and went into the kitchen. Susanna had set out the mugs on her way through: the matching red and white ones from their trip to the Bilbao Guggenheim and a single plain white mug. She smiled. Suse was making a statement, then. Telling Tuurek in no uncertain terms where he stood in this house. Susanna was closing ranks.

	She caught sight of the sprig of heather, lying where she’d left it. Life or death. Dare she? Quickly, ever so quickly she picked up the sprig with a napkin and dunked it into the white mug along with the teabag, pouring boiling water over the lot. Then she tapped on the bedroom door.

	“Everything okay, Suse?”

	The door opened a crack to show Susanna’s worried face, half made-up. Suse was putting on what she called her war paint. “I think that’s what I should be asking. What is it, love?”

	Sofia was clenching her jaw again. She forced herself to relax. “I can’t tell you now. You’ll just have to trust me.”

	Returning to the kitchen, she scooped out the teabags and the heather, added milk and sugar. She didn’t know if Tuurek even liked sugar but it would mask the taste of heather. She set the mugs on a tray and took them in to the living room. Susanna was right behind her, and this time they sat together on the sofa.

	Tuurek looked amused when he saw the matching mugs, but he played along and took the white one. “Well, this is nice. So pleasant to meet Sofia’s latest lover.”

	It was a loaded comment, but Susanna didn’t take the bait. She had her customer service smile plastered firmly on her face, the one she used at work, the one that never wavered however much of a shit the other person was being. 

	Sofia tried to find things to say as they sipped, but it felt like sitting in a cage with two circling tigers. She just hoped they wouldn’t try to rip each other apart. Eventually, though, the conversation faltered and halted, and an awkward silence took its place.

	“Well, I’m sure Tom probably has things to do.” Suse smiled benignly and gathered the empty mugs. “And we really have to get going, darling. Lunch at Andrew’s, remember?” Susanna planted a possessive kiss on Sofia’s head as she left for the kitchen.

	Tuurek, however, didn’t move. He sat as though frozen, an expression of surprise on his face. He glanced at Sofia, realization rippling across the handsome features. And then he collapsed, heavily, twitching in every limb.

	Sofia knelt and set a hand on his head. A good-bye of sorts. Earth would be safe, after all. It was a beautiful planet, her beautiful planet. Pity so many of the native plants were fatal to her kind, as she’d discovered to her peril five years ago on a distant heather-strewn hillside. She’d almost died, then, would have died if it hadn’t been for that diligent German hiker with the allergy meds in his backpack. 

	She heard a noise and looked up. Susanna was standing there, staring in horror at the dying creature on her living room rug. She stumbled over to the phone but Sofia was up like a flash, drawing her away, shaking her head. Suse gasped in sudden understanding.

	“Oh Sofia, what have you done?”

	“It’s a long story,” Sofia replied. “But he can’t hurt us now, so we have time. We have all the time in the world.”

	Susanna was still looking back at Tuurek. Sofia placed a gentle finger under her bedmate’s chin and turned her face towards her. “Susanna, darling Susanna, I have to tell you a tale. It’s a tale of life and death; the death of my planet and the beginning of my life upon yours.”


Geometry

	by Alex Davis

	 

	I cannot explain what has happened to us. The very suggestion is insanity, but after the things I have seen... I am sorry, but we have failed in our objective. How were we supposed to succeed when the stars themselves were against us?

	 

	Final Transmission, Dionysus III, 24th May 2037

	***

	“Are you getting this?”

	I nod, watching the pictures from the Aphrodite I. The scout craft has covered the distance to the strange vessel in half an hour, and I'm feeling steadily tenser. 

	“Yeah, I'm getting it, captain.”

	“It's more complicated than we thought.”

	“It is that. I wish we had a mathematician aboard to see it.”

	“If only. Skeleton crew, that's what we were told. But the architecture is incredible.”

	Howard isn't joking – what had looked like a smooth surface is in fact covered with angles and protruding shapes: triangles, squares, hexagons and a host I can't even name. 

	“What would you say the craftsmanship suggests?”

	“I don't know if it suggests anything. Maybe the designer was just really anal.”

	Howard laughs, but it comes out as a hiss.

	“Maybe. Keep the feed coming, OK?”

	“Sure thing. We should be on board within minutes.”

	“OK. Over and out.”

	“All going OK?”

	I jump at Tom's voice behind me, the nerves of the expedition coming out. I turn around to see him smiling. 'It's not funny to sneak up on people like that.'

	“I suppose it shouldn't be.”

	“What do you want?”

	“Nothing. Just seeing how it's going.”

	“Fine, I suppose.”

	“I wish I could have gone.”

	“Yeah, I wish you had too.”

	He frowns, unable to come up with a response, so just walks past me to the viewport. 

	“It's quite something out there, isn't it?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“That view. The ship, the station, the stars...”

	“It's just space, the same as the rest of it.”

	“Maybe. I can't stop, anyway. I've got some calculations to do. We need to ensure we have enough fuel for the journey.”

	“Yeah, course. How long before we need to move on?”

	“We should have a day or so. We might have to change trajectory if it's any longer.”

	I nod, watching him promptly leave the bridge. 

	When he's gone, I look out at the stars. It is beautiful, now I look at it. I'd never noticed it before. Something about the space station makes the starscape look different. Maybe the placement of the stars adds to the effect, designs and patterns you can pick out if you look just long enough. 

	“Jenny? Jen, are you there?”

	“Here, Howard. Sorry about that.”

	“No problems. We've just pulled into port. This place is absolutely huge.”

	“I can see it.”

	“It doesn't make sense for such a small space station.”

	“Must have been designed for short stays.”

	“I suppose so. There were three or four ports. That must take up half of the space station. Are you getting the pictures?”

	“Yeah, it's not as... alien as I expected.”

	The landing port is a cathedral-like metal space, although through the crackles I can see a similar geometric quality to the design to the exterior. 

	“We've got some clearer readings now we're on board. No lifesigns, as we expected. The vessel is running on minimum power; just trace energy signatures throughout. Maybe it'll power up when it realises it has visitors.”

	“Don't say that.”

	“Jenny, try and relax. I know you were against this, but it's not making things any easier.”

	Through Howard's camera lens I see Paul looking around at the surroundings.

	“Sorry, Howard. I'm trying.”

	“Just keep watching. Let us know if you see anything of interest.'

	“Sure thing. How's Paul doing?”

	Howard turns to his companion, the most junior crew member, and Paul gives a generous thumbs-up.

	“I think he's pretty excited about the whole thing.”

	“Make sure he doesn't get too carried away.”

	“Don't worry, I'll keep him in check. And stop worrying. That's a direct order.”

	“OK, I'll try.”

	***

	Tom reemerges much quicker than I had expected. 

	“hat are you doing back so soon?” I ask.

	“The bridge is open to everyone.”

	“I know, but-”

	“I can't seem to make the calculations work.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“It's not really my area of expertise, but when I first did the sums I thought we had plenty of fuel. Maybe I miscalculated it...”

	“Look, Tom, what are you driving at?”

	“We might need to call the mission short, head back from here.”

	“What? Do we need to pull Howard and Paul out?”

	“No, I don't think we should.”

	“Well, if it means we can't complete the mission...”

	“Look, I know we were sent here with a mission, the four of us. You know why we had such a small group?”

	“No, why?”

	“Because this was a grunt mission, a trawl through empty space. We were sent here to find nothing; to confirm what they already know.”

	“But we did find something.”

	“Exactly. That's what I'm saying. They can send some other poor crew of suckers to circle the galactic block. We have a chance to explore something ... incredible here.”

	“I think we should get them out and stick to what we were sent for.”

	“Why don't you ask Howard – the captain – yourself, see what he makes of it? The fact he's over there tells me exactly what he'd say.”

	“You don't know that.”

	“Just ask him.”

	“Jenny. Jenny, are you there?”

	I abandon the conversation with Tom, dashing towards the console. Tom just stands where he was, hands on hips, tension fuming off him. 

	“Yes, captain, right here.”

	“We've just left the landing port and all the lights have come on, all the consoles, everything.”

	“What does it look like? The images aren't great.”

	The static has become much worse since we last spoke, offering only occasional glimpses.

	“It's a square room, but it has more shapes coming out of the walls.”

	“More of them?”

	“Yeah, mostly triangles. I think they must control this thing somehow.”

	“Don't touch it!”

	“Trust me, I'm going to tinker as little as I can.”

	The picture clears up, and the cube room they inhabit is shown. I'm sure they are controls, but I wouldn't like to guess how they might function. Again it doesn't scream vast alien intelligence to me, but maybe there is more at work than it seems. 

	“I can see it now, captain.”

	“Good. We're going to try and head on deeper.”

	“Wait. Before you do that, we have to let you know something.”

	“We? Are you and Tom actually talking to each other?”

	“As far as it goes. Look, there's been a miscalculation of the fuel volumes and the travelling time we have left.”

	“Get to the point, Jenny.”

	“All right. Either we explore this space station, or we carry out the original mission. If we spend the time checking this out, we have to head straight back to HQ.”

	The shot on the monitor sees Howard turn to Paul, his expression unreadable beneath his visor. He gives another thumbs up, misreading the captain's intent. 

	“We'll carry on here.”

	“Are you sure about that?”

	“It'd be insane to pass up this kind of opportunity.”

	“We could all lose our jobs for this.”

	“There are other jobs out there, Jenny, lots of them. As far as I know, there's only ever been one alien space station found.”

	“HQ won't be happy.”

	“Well then just make sure HQ doesn't catch on. I'll take full responsibility for everything.”

	“I don't know if they'll buy that.”

	“Jenny, if you want to run to your quarters and hide, then you're more than welcome to do so. We'll say you took no part. It'll help keep your job, at least. But I want you to stay and be a part of this thing.”

	I lean back from the monitor, feeling Tom's eyes boring into the back of my skull, and I sigh deeply.

	“All right, captain.”

	“Thank you, Jenny. We're going to try and open this next door.”

	“Sure thing, Howard.”

	“What did I tell you?” says Tom.

	“Yeah, yeah, you told me. I still think HQ will have his nuts.”

	“I don't think he cares. This is a chance to be a part of human history.”

	He takes a step back, towards the viewport, his eyes wide.

	“Tom, what is it?”

	“I don't know.”

	“What do you mean, you don't know?”

	“I've got to go and check something.”

	“Tom, is it dangerous?”

	“No, no. I'm sure it's nothing. I think I've just been staring at stars too long.”

	Tom wanders off the bridge. I shake my head, wondering if this whole experience is starting to get to him. He's hardly been able to bear being on the bridge. He's always been far more comfortable in the engine room or with the computers. That's his domain, and we pretty much leave him to it, provided everything works.

	“Jenny, we're in.”

	“Captain?”

	“The door to the next chamber. Paul figured out how to open it – the triangle comes apart if you push down all three points.”

	“Do they all do that?”

	“No, only selected ones.”

	“Just be careful what you play with.”

	“Are you getting this? This corridor is really something.”

	The image shows a triangular corridor, which seems to rotate in the camera. I tap the screen, wondering if that is just an impression, but it is pretty clearly spinning.

	“How are you planning to get down there?”

	“It's going to be awkward. Do you see the lights?”

	“I can't quite ... make them out.”

	“Each wall is covered with little lights. I mean, they're moving – I think they're moving independent of the corridor. It's pretty confusing to watch. I think we can get down there, provided we're on the right surface at the right time.”

	“You don't think it'll change or anything?”

	“No telling till we get there. But since I can't see any deadly spikes, we're going to brave it. I'll let you know what's at the end of the corridor.”

	The voice cuts out, and I forget to sign off as Tom rushes past me. He looks even more worried than when he left, notebook in one hand and pencil in the other. I watch him for a moment before asking “What are you doing?”

	He proceeds to scribble frantically – I can see the space station as his focus, but around that he seems to just be pockmarking the page with points. Those must be the stars, but what that has to do with anything I couldn't guess. 

	“I'm just... I'm drawing what we're seeing.”

	“You don't have to draw it. The ship takes an image every couple of hours. I mean, I can get the images up for you easily...”

	“No, no. It's sooner than that.”

	“Sooner... what's sooner than that?”

	“The movement...”

	“Tom, what are you talking about?' I ask him, but he just dashes away from the bridge. I watch him uneasily, wondering if he is finally starting to lose it. HQ warned us that this sort of thing could happen – separation from someone's usual life, their family and friends, even the simplest of things like normal food and drink, can have a profound effect on someone. He's a first timer as well – I've at least been through a couple of short flights before, which has helped me feel more prepared for this. Tom might be coming unhinged – his behaviour lately has been erratic, and his last few appearances haven't done anything to help me feel better. We might not have a psychologist on board, but my degree has given me some sort of insight. 

	“Jenny, we're through.”

	I turn back to the monitor, seeing a metallic double door, scrambled intermittently with static. The door is again covered in geometric shapes, this time etched on rather than sculpted. 

	“What do you think it means?”

	“I've got no idea. The shapes must all mean something – we've established that already. They might be like Egyptian hieroglyphics or something. Mind you, it's meaningless until you figure out how to translate it.”

	“Yeah, we're pretty much feeling our way in the dark. How are we doing for oxygen?”

	“Absolutely fine. You've got about three hours left.”

	“And the journey here was half an hour, right?”

	“It was a little less, but I wouldn't like to cut it too fine.”

	“Of course you wouldn't.' I can almost hear Howard's sarcastic smile. 'That gives us an hour and a half, maybe two. I'd like to see what's beyond this door.”

	“I think it could be the bridge – that's what the layout of the ship would suggest.”

	“You may be right. Well, maybe this will tell us some more.”

	I watch Howard fumble around some of the shapes in front of him, his arm prodding and poking awkwardly at them. A particular triangle recedes under his hand, and I gasp as the door slides slowly open. Howard turns to Paul, and he takes a step backwards. 

	“Come on, Paul. Stay with me here.”

	Paul nods his helmeted head, and Howard's camera shifts forward. The room in front of them is undoubtedly the bridge, based purely on its size and the technology housed there. It contains screens, most of them rotating with long strands of angular shapes. The centre of the bridge holds a huge holographic image, but the image skips as Howard tries to assess it. He steps forward, getting closer to it. As he nears it, I can see that the central shape on the projection is undoubtedly the space station, but the rest of it looks like nonsense. There are more shapes – diamonds, cubes, triangles, circles – all moving around it, repeating the same motions over and over again. 

	“What is this all about?”

	“I don't know. It could mean anything.”

	“I'm going to take a look around. I wonder who built this place?”

	“Who knows? I suppose the bigger question is why did they leave it abandoned?”

	“No idea. I mean, everything seems to work.”

	“Maybe there's something we're not seeing.”

	“You're such a doom-monger, Jenny. I can't figure out what these computers are for. There's nothing that would seem to navigate at all. There's not even a viewport in here.”

	“Are you serious?”

	He pans his head cam around, the 360 revealing nothing but banks of computers and cold metal walls. 

	“Are you sure it's the bridge?”

	“It all points to that. You know that as well as I do.”

	“I know, but how is anyone supposed to see where it's going?”

	“Wait a minute, Paul's saying something to me.”

	There's a moment of silence, and I watch while Howard nods. 

	“That's an interesting theory.”

	“What?”

	“Paul think it's possible the station isn't even meant to move.'

	'Isn't even meant to move? That's ridiculous.”

	“Why is it so ridiculous? I mean, we've never had a station that was meant to be static. At worst they had to move to get where they were meant to be.”

	“So you're suggesting that this was built here just to sit here?”

	“Maybe. How else do you explain the lack of a viewport?”

	“I suppose so. I just don't know what it would be doing there,”

	I hear Tom come in, but I don't spare him a glance as Howard wanders the bridge some more. Tom makes me jump by peering over my shoulder, watching intently at the screen. “You OK there, Tom?”

	“Is Tom there?”

	“Yeah, Howard, I'm here. I don't like the look of this.”

	“How do you mean, Tom?”

	“The fact the station doesn't move suggests it has a very particular purpose. There's only a couple of things I can think of.”

	“Go on.”

	“One, it could be a way-marker - a permanent post for some alien race when their vessels travel through space.”

	“An intergalactic truck stop?”

	“I guess you could call it that. But I'm afraid it might be...”

	“Tom, don't hold out on me. If you've got a theory, just hit me with it.”

	“I think it's a defensive station.”

	“A defensive station? What do you think it's defending?”

	“I wouldn't like to guess. But the fact its unmanned makes me think it will set off some kind of automated routine when somebody arrives.”

	“What?” I exclaim. “Well in that case we need to get the two of you out of there!”

	Tom shakes his head, while the image projected from Howard's camera remains steady. Paul stands in front of him, checking out the computers that ring the room. 

	“Jenny, try and calm down, please. It's not helping anything. We have to try and assess this logically.”

	“Logic? How can we apply any kind of logic to this? We're in the middle of deep space, exploring some alien ship that we know nothing about! You two have to get back here.”

	“Jenny, please. Tom, do you have any idea what kind of defence this thing might put up?”

	“I have an idea, although it doesn't make much sense.”

	“None of this makes sense.' I reply.

	“Tom, stop being so obscure and come to the point.”

	“The stars are moving, Howard. The stars around us are moving.”

	I shake my head, looking over at Tom, wondering if he is delivering some kind of badly-timed joke. But Tom wears a serious look on his face. Even Howard offers only radio silence in reply. “I'm sorry, Howard. I think Tom is getting a little... I think he's losing it.”

	“Losing it?!”

	“For god's sake, you two, get it together. The last thing I need is you guys at each other's throats. Jenny, we don't need you making comments like that. You're not a psychologist, and until Tom starts talking to the voices in his head I don't want to hear it. Tom, what you just said to me sounds ridiculous, but I'm sure you wouldn't have said it if you didn't have a good reason for it.”

	“Captain...” I protest, but Tom speaks over me.

	“I thought I was losing it when I first noticed it. Unfortunately, the ship doesn't take enough viewport images for me to confirm it, although the next one is due any time now. But I've been watching them, trying to keep track of them with sketches. They are moving, just gradually for now, but I can't help but think they'll start to move quicker.”

	“What do you think they will do?”

	“I don't know.”

	“You're not seriously listening to this, are you, captain? This is crazy talk. Stars don't just move.”

	“Jenny, I won't say it again. Calm down. Look, make sure when the next viewport image is taken you get a good look at it. I want it compared to the previous images. If this is happening, then we might just be witnessing something we've never seen before.”

	“It might still be dangerous, Howard. I think you should get out of the bridge and be ready to go in a hurry.”

	“I'll take it under advisement, Tom. How long until the next image comes through, Jenny?”

	“It's probably about five minutes, maybe ten. I wish you would head back in the meantime, though. We're in a better position to judge things from here.”

	“I'll take that under advisement as well, Jenny. Just let me know how that image looks.”

	***

	With the captain quiet, Tom and I lapse into an uneasy silence. Maybe I went too far, accusing him like that, and the atmosphere between us has become even more uncomfortable. I don't know how I can trust him – I'm still dubious of his sanity. He just looks out of the viewport, gesticulating with his hands as he studies the starscape in front of him.

	“Watching them all move?”

	“As a matter of fact, yeah.”

	“The image should be coming through in a couple of minutes.”

	“You'll see it then.”

	“Let's just wait on that one.”

	I head over to the main computer, which I figure will be running its shot of the star-marked horizon shortly. The screen flashes up with 'image captured', and I press a few buttons to draw up that image and the three previous to it. 

	“We've got it.”

	Tom turns around, jogging over, keen to see the pictures. With another few presses, I run the comparison between the first picture and the last. The computer processes it for a few seconds before drawing up the comparative image, and Tom taps the screen knowingly. I can only look on in amazement. 

	“I knew it. I knew it!” he cries, running back to the viewport and looking out again. The images show that the stars have moved, and have moved towards the space station that we currently look at. The movement was barely perceptible to me, but in intergalactic terms they are racing towards their destination. 

	“Tom, what does it mean?”

	He doesn't answer, but runs to his notebook again. He begins scrawling, and I move to look over his shoulder. The figures mean nothing to me, so I repeat my question. 

	“I don't know. But I think Howard and Paul are going to be finding out very soon.”

	“We have to get them out of there.”

	I dash back to the console, but Tom shouts, “You can't help them now, Jenny. If my calculations are correct, the first of the stars will be there in five minutes. It will take them the better part of an hour to get back to the Dionysus.”

	“We've got to let them know. We've got to help them.'

	“Let them know, sure. But I don't know what we can do to help. What are we supposed to do to the stars?”

	I shrug helplessly before hailing the captain.

	“Howard, are you there?”

	“Right here, Jenny. What did you find out?”

	“I'm afraid Tom was right. The stars have been moving.”

	Tom says, “It was subtle at first, Howard. But it's accelerating all the time. I think you'll be surrounded within ten or fifteen minutes at this speed.”

	“So we can't get off?”

	“Not until what is about to happen has happened, no.”

	“I think you should just run to the Aphrodite.' I cut back into the conversation. 'Don't stop for anything. Whatever the stars are moving there for, maybe it'll take some time to happen. Just go for it, both of you.”

	“That makes sense, Jenny. At least we have this recording, if nothing else.”

	I don't like his tone, but can't think of a response to lift his mood.

	“Keep radio silence for now. We'll focus on getting off. If you guys think of anything, anything that might help, just do it. Don't even ask.”

	“OK, captain.”

	***

	Tom and I stand looking out of the viewport of the Dionysus. There's nothing we can do, of course. We don't have any information to go on, so all we can do is watch. Tom paces around intermittently, but I remain transfixed on the starscape. It seems amazing that I wouldn't notice the movement. It's getting quicker all the time, until you can imagine the stars tracing a line behind them as they zero in on their target.

	“There are hundreds of them, Tom.”

	“I know. I know.”

	“We should never have let them go on board.”

	“It's done now. We can't change it, no matter how much we might want to.”

	It's a pretty final statement, so I go back to watching the firework stars descend on the station. Their pace is still increasing, and Tom rejoins me as the first of the stars comes to a halt. The others continue on implacably until they have all gathered. The sight takes my breath away, filling me with equal awe and horror. 

	“I'm scared, Tom. Scared for them.”

	“We should let them know what's happening.”

	“The captain said not to.”

	“It won't take a second. I'll do it.”

	Tom gets up and goes to the console. He starts to speak, but my attention is entirely elsewhere. A net of lights has begun to link the stars, cosmic webbing forming the points of light into a brilliant globe. New connections emerge each moment, linking one to the next with threads of pure illumination.

	“Oh my god, Tom, something's happening...”

	I leave the intertwining stars and dash to the console, where the pictures jolt dangerously as the captain rushes back towards the Aphrodite. I can see Paul ahead of him, younger legs driven on by the same survival instinct. Howard is shouting breathlessly into his mic.

	“It's death, Tom, Jenny. It's pure death. But it's made of pure life... please, get us out of here.”

	“Howard, just keep running!” I cry, while Tom watches the screen, ashen-faced. Ahead there is a flare of light, and Paul is lifted from his feet. The camera stills as Howard abruptly stops. 

	“Can you see this? The beauty...”

	Howard begins sobbing, and I can barely choke back my own tears. On camera Paul is being held up by a figure, a figure constructed of pure light. The glare in the camera makes it almost impossible to see.

	“I can't take my eyes off it...” Howard whispers.

	Ahead, Paul's body is convulsing with an unknown sensation. Then, just as suddenly as it flared to life, the light is gone, replaced by an abject and utter darkness.

	“What just happened? Howard?”

	“Paul's life signs are gone. They're gone!”

	“He's dead?”

	“He's dead. He's dead. Oh god, I'm next... Wait... It's still there.”

	I look at the live pictures, and realise with a rising horror that Howard is right. I can make out a figure, the same shape as the luminescent form that had stood there moments ago. But somehow it is imprinted in the darkness, a black made clear within the black. I look carefully and the figure seems to be ripping at something, tearing downwards with its arms, pulling sharply. Then it lowers its head, and I have a horrible impression of what is happening to Paul.

	“I think it has him, Jenny. Tom, it's got him. I need to get out of here.”

	“Just go, Howard. Run, it doesn't matter where!”

	“It's too late. It's coming...”

	The view on the camera shows the impossible shadow stalking forward, moving with the certainty of a predator stalking wounded prey. Each sinuous movement, each determined step fills me with a terror that makes me want to look away, to vomit, to curl myself into a ball and hide from the reality. As the shape comes towards him, Howard doesn't run, but stands tall and gives us his final words.

	“You have to get these pictures back to Earth somehow. I don't know what we've seen today, but if we can warn others, if we can somehow understand...”

	“Howard, just run!”

	My tears have finally started to come, while Tom just looks on implacably. Once Howard is done speaking, the camera fills with the face of the shadow, so close it must be pressed to Howard's helmet. It's then that he screams, a cry that implies an unfathomable nightmare made flesh.

	What we see in the picture only confirms that.

	It is an utterly inhuman face, a face seemingly constructed of pure nothing but still somehow existing. It twists perpetually, adopting one shape after another, each impossible to comprehend. But each of them is made up somehow of the geometric forms found throughout the ship, pushed together in formations that simply should not be.

	There is a blast of static, a long, keening cry of white noise, then the picture is gone. The screen has gone black, although I look away in case the dark abomination still inhabits it somehow. Tom and I look at one another, both shaking. I have tears in my eyes, and my hands have inadvertently balled into fists. I try to speak, but a voice comes over the speakers. It uses Howard's voice, but it has another grotesque layer beneath it.

	“Leave ... this space. Do not return.”

	I shake my head in disbelief, Tom reaches for the microphone.

	“Who is this?”

	“Want you ... to leave. All will die.”

	“You killed them already.”

	“All who come ... die. This space ... must not be ... seen.”

	“Why not?”

	“I am ... like them. They ... worse. Seek...”

	“What do they seek?”

	“Seek ... passage. You ... must go. No more to die.”

	“Yes, no more. We'll go.”

	With this promise, there is only silence again, a noiselessness to match the imageless screens.

	“Come on, let's get the engines going.”

	I nod, too shocked to do anything else. 

	***

	Within five minutes we are moving away, the Dionysus pulling away from the strange space station where Howard and Paul just died. As I watch, the stars have already begun to rearrange themselves, disconnecting from one another before sliding back towards their places. 

	Tom emerges from the engine room, and does something he has never done before. He reaches out and holds me, and I surprise myself by relaxing into his arms. We will always have this; a common nightmare, the sight of the stars that can bring complete light and total dark, the stars that can live, or create life. The stars that can bring fear and death to those that intrude upon them.

	I stay in his arms for a long time, silent until he tightens his grip to the point of discomfort.

	“Tom, you're hurting me.”

	He pushes me away, heading towards the viewport.

	“Do you see that?” he asks.

	“The stars again?”

	“No, not the stars. Look.”

	He points, and now I see what caused him to release his grip. 

	Slowly, but very clearly, the Aphrodite has begun to pull away from the space station.

	 


Gods of the Ice Planet

	by Adrian Tchaikovsky

	 

	We were not prepared for the coming of the gods. How could we be? In the space between thoughts they erupted onto our world, killing hundreds of our people. But they were gods: one cannot blame the gods as if they were normal creatures like ourselves. They seared us away with their heat, destroyed every living thing around themselves. When the survivors –those too far from them to be obliterated– understood what had happened, they looked and saw the great mountain that the gods had made. It was dark and angular, reaching high towards the sky, and yet like nothing of our world, made of shapes and substances we had no name for. 

	Had they fallen from the sky? Had they thrust themselves from the killing heat deep within the earth? They were gods. Such questions have no meaning. They were not bound by the laws that trammel feeble creatures such as we, any more than we could hold them to account for the deaths their coming had caused.

	But we had gods now, incarnate and in the world: gods of terrible power, therefore surely of infinite wisdom and understanding. We could not know them, but they were of a different order. We knew that they could lean down to our level, if we could only entreat them. What might the gods not tell us, of the world?

	***

	The Pioneer

	 

	I came off a shift that had stretched on three hours too long, not that time is what it should be stuck out on this rock. I never regretted my life more than after they sent me here. Construction of the base is proceeding so slowly. All this machinery is specially designed to work in these temperatures, and still it breaks down for a pastime. Everyone says it. Each time we wake there’s another list of problems to be fixed, longer and longer. It’s as though we’re actually losing ground on the project – the more we build it up, the more goes wrong. We’re supposed to go live with the first geological bores next week, but I’ve told them, we’re way off. We won’t break ground and start testing for a month, at the least. Yes, yes, central office is spitting fire about it, but let them come over here. Let them work where you can never get properly warm, no matter all the sealed compartments and high-power heaters and regulated suits. Let them work where it’s always dark outside because the ‘sun’ isn’t much more than another star in the sky. Let them work on a planet where the years run to decades and the days run to months. And let them do it constantly short of materials and entertainment and drink and food because shipping stuff out here is so expensive.

	I have been on this frozen hell for eight months now, trying to get the base fit to receive all those more important science and corporate and mining types who are expecting to live here in the lap of luxury. I am sick of this place, and I’m only glad my shift is up in just a few weeks and then I can go back to Earth. Not that I’ve got anything to go back to. Not that the Earth I go back to will look anything like the one I left. But at least it’ll be warm.

	***

	Of course we spoke, we elders. The gods could not be ignored. We cast our voices through the earth to one another. Every quarter was heard from. There had never been such a gathering of minds.

	Debate raged back and forth as to what the gods wanted from us. It was obvious to all that they must have come here for a purpose. Had we displeased them? Were they testing us? Everyone had an idea. Nobody could agree.

	Then I spoke up, and because I am one of the oldest, and have seen our people through many travails, they listened.

	We cannot know, I told them. They are here for a reason, but they are gods: we cannot guess at it. We can only present ourselves to them, in all humility, and submit to their judgment.

	By this time it was plain that there were gods, and not just god. Smaller mountains had appeared in many places, killing any who were present. Some suggested that we should read meaning into the pattern of their appearance, saying that the gods sprang up wherever certain flaws and structures within the earth could be found, but they were appearing and disappearing too fast to know. Only that first great mountain, the largest of them all, was constant. 

	And I was the closest of all the elders, and so of course the task fell to me to go and seek enlightenment from the gods.

	***

	The Executive

	 

	My mentor died believing that this venture was the worst mistake the company ever made. She lost her faith, in the end. Not me: by then I was already looking to the stars. I knew that all the money we had poured into this place, that had made our stock sink and our backers recoil, it was all an investment. Looking forward, that’s the key. For a long time, the human race was only concerned with today. I’m proud to be part of a venture that looked to tomorrow. And now tomorrow’s here. I’ve been in office here on what we’re calling New Greenland for nine years, and at last we’re in the black. The minerals that we’re taking out of this place have paid off all the decades of construction work, all the frontier hardship that made this colony possible.

	Yes: colony. Not just a mining station, no. We’ve made this a home away from home. There were plenty of people who said it couldn’t be done, especially on this godforsaken place. But here we are, under the banner of Interglobal Corporat SA: the first ever extrasolar human colony.

	The first of many. They’re breaking ground on another five worlds. We paved the way for that. It’s not a corporate legacy that will do much for the share price, but I’m proud of it anyway. Our small steps have made that giant leap possible.

	All those worlds, and all of them ours, the stars our destination and all that. We’ve become the inheritors of the cosmos at last. And yet, the sole inheritors, it seems. Worlds and worlds, but none of them living, until we come to them. Makes me think about the early days here, the first geology teams getting spooked by all the seismological activity here, all the little quakes. But that turned out to be no more than geology and meteorology: out there the storm winds can shove the ice and snow and loose rock about like you wouldn’t believe. 

	***

	I hurry to meet my appointment with destiny. The gods should not be kept waiting, after all.

	Where I pass, others come to greet me. Everyone knows the mission I am on – perhaps the most important single task that any one of us has ever set out upon. They speak to me through the earth, sending messages of support, or asking that I pass words to the gods: requests, prayers, pleas. Who knows what blessings we may receive, when we have given them due honour? I tell them that we cannot make demands of the gods, of beings who have the power to destroy us with a thought. Even as I speak, the gods visit us over and over, little pinpoints of destruction patterning the surface of the world, a killing heat enough to reduce any caught in it to dust and vapour.

	Do you realize that you may die, I am asked. Yes, I tell them. Of course: I take the risk gladly. And if I do perish, then there will be another, who will try some other way to appease these potent deities. How much worse not to try? How could we ignore the opportunity this visitation presents? In all the long ages of our histories, gods have never graced us with their physical presence. It must mean something.

	My own thought is that it means we have finally become – become what the gods have always wanted us to be. Now we are fit to crouch before them. Now we are fit to be recognized as more than the earth that we have come from.

	***

	The Tyrant

	 

	On these certainties I base my life: that I am lord of all I survey, and that I pledge it to Earth. I had three men executed today, who tried to break the shell of that certainty. They had pamphlets spreading the lies of the Independence Movement, and they had been passing them about the civilian staff. Now they are dead: I cast them out beyond the walls. Let them lie there until the ice storms scour them featureless and abrade them away.

	Latest communiques from Centropa and Pascal 3 give grave reports of the fighting, but how am I supposed to react to them? The news is stale long before it reaches me, try to cheat relativity as we might. I can only hold out here, a faithful son of Earth. There will be no suggestion of New Greenland breaking away. But then this is still the least congenial of the colonies. No liquid water, no sunlight, no terraforming. Nothing but a vast mineral wealth that everyone else can only look to enviously. But we were the first. We’re a symbol of mankind’s reach into space. For that reason, if no other, I must be hard on potential revolutionaries and mutineers. But I don’t need to be that hard. They can look out of the window and see what independence would get them. And they can see just exactly what it got the last men who tried to peddle that filth on my watch.

	Still, I’ve had to double the sentries and put in a curfew. I’m confident of my own men, but all these civilians – the scientists and miners and base staff – they’re all bleeding hearts and politicals. They talk about the tyranny of centralized government of the colonies. They talk about taxes and human rights. They don’t understand. We need to hold it all together. One human state, over however many planets. And those who threaten that unity – and strength is only found in unity – must be punished, even if they think they have the very best of intentions.

	There is a delegation coming to see me soon, of hand-wringing liberals and bleating fifth columnist scientists. They want me to let them out into the cold so they can conduct some study they say is of great import. They want to go examine the crystalline matrices of the great ice hills that are everywhere here, forming and reforming under the constant barrage of the winds. They say the complex internal structures have curious properties, including amplifying the ambient wind into earth tremors such as constantly bedevil our instruments. They say they cannot study these things within the base because even a slight change of temperature causes these intricate structures to degrade. I do not believe them. I know that they are politicals. They want to find somewhere I cannot see or hear, so they can conspire. I will meet with them by these windows, that look out on those three pamphleteers – you can see their expressions very plainly, the ones that froze on their faces when they were thrown out there alive. You want to go outside? I’ll say to those lefties. You’re welcome to go out on exactly the same terms as those men, no others. The Empire of Earth shall endure for a thousand years. It shall endure forever.

	***

	I am within sight of the gods when the Worm rises from the depths and attacks. This one is vast, a beast fit for a time of legends, when all things were greater and grander. The presence of the gods kills Worms as easily as it kills us, and so the beasts are driven from their usual haunts. This is how it came to cross my path. Half-melted by the heat of the gods’ regard, driven mad with pain, it lashes out at anything nearby. I am nearby.

	I feel its wordless complaint through the ground, and prepare myself for battle. Of course there must be a guardian to be passed, to reach the gods. It is only to be expected.

	The great beast erupts out of the ground in a thunderous blur of motion and strikes at me. I meet it, strong despite my age. We battle, move and countermove follow swiftly, one on another, and I wonder if the gods can see me fighting. I wonder if they will receive me as a victor triumphant, when I stand over the Worm’s carcass.

	The beast has its jaws on me, the touch of them converting the mass of my body into its own, attacking the unique patterns of my substance and overwriting them, making more of the Worm. For a moment I know terrible pain and fear, but only for a moment. My doubts pass in a split instant, too swift for the gods to mark and judge. I slough off the corrupted sections of my body, and I have sidestepped the Worm’s charge. I have my own grip locked about it, attacking in turn, breaking down the stuff of the beast until it is nothing more than ice.

	When I have slain it: when the detritus that remains has no more trace of life or structure in it, I raise my substance up towards the gods, but they are still waiting for me. Of course they will not come to me. I continue my swift progress to meet them.

	***

	The Rebuilder

	 

	They say that things on Centropa got so bad, in the last battle of the last war, that this place is no longer the most inhospitable place still inhabited by humans. Looking out into the storms, I find that hard to believe.

	This was the last place to fall, certainly. The tyranny of Earth is over. The rule of that tiny cabal of men and women and their broods, lifespans stretched to unnatural lengths, lasted for generation after generation, as they ruthlessly subjected a whole galaxy to servitude so that they could live in luxury. Or that is what the history books will say, when we write them. 

	Long after Earth fell, New Greenland held out. This, mankind’s first colony, become the final holdout of the tyrants. A lot of people said we should let them have it: let it be their prison. 

	But we took it, in the end. The last of the Great Men shot himself in this very chamber, after erasing as much of the computer system as he could, after opening the doors of the base onto the shrieking cold outside – killing far more of his own servants than of our soldiers.

	Now the base is secured, against wicked men and against the elements, and we must pick up the pieces. In the end, we did not retake this place out of a sense of justice. We retook it because New Greenland has been the engine room of Empire. A hundred mining stations have carved out the ground here and winched their bounties up the elevators into orbit, and from that wealth came our star-spanning civilization. Now that civilization lies battered by war, and those who lost have done their best to wreck everything that was built here.

	So it falls to me and my comrades to return this planet to the fold, and to restore what we can of the fabled mining complex that once jump-started an era. 

	I have told Earth and the other colonies that we will need their help for that. I have said that they must invest, for all the repairs and rebuilding. Each one has told me that they have nothing to spare. It is not just the war. We had expanded and expanded, taking everything we wanted from the galaxy. Now we are running out of habitable worlds, and of resources on those worlds we already have. The best of the mining here is done. That is the terrible secret the dictators did not want us to know. To gouge more bounty out of New Greenland we must delve deeper, spend more and more to harvest less and less. But we persevere. Human spirit can conquer all things, in the end. We will rise again, but this time in justice and siblinghood. This is our galaxy; we are its destiny.

	***

	What will they say to me? They must be watching even now, as I approach. I have felt the first of the heat that they bring with them. I close the distance cautiously: I must get as close as I can, but not so close that the radiance of the gods destroys me. Confronting the divine will be a painful experience, but I am strong. I will survive.

	The voices of the other elders come to me in support; the voices of all my people. I see for myself now the great shadow of the gods’ mountain, reaching towards the sky, dwindling and dwindling and yet seeming to have no apex. I have never known awe until now. I am not worthy. I will have to suffice, though. There is no other.

	What will I say to them? I cannot ask why they have destroyed so many of us: they are the gods, and not to be interrogated thus. I must instead ask them the great questions – why are we here? What is the meaning of it all? What purpose have we, in the great world? Such weighty concerns are worth pain; are worth my death, even, if only I can send the answers back to those who wait.

	I have made good time. I am almost there. The gods must surely be smiling to see me.

	***

	The Engineer

	 

	We lost Section 2 today. The heating system suffered a catastrophic corruption failure – the mechanisms can be repaired, we think, but we’re going to need to rebuild the computer architecture from the ground up. Nobody was in there at the time – there had been enough signs that it was all going to go wrong. So why not fix it before it went down, you ask? Have you seen the list, the list of things that need fixing? I have to prioritise; we all do. Sometimes we get it wrong. 

	The week before, we nearly lost life support to a nasty little glitch in the override system. Just a little self-replicating piece of code that somehow arose, some dog-end of program that ended up with just the right ones and zeros to copy and recopy itself, and go undetected by the scans. It consumed half the safety protocols before someone spotted it – and somehow it had got copied into the backups as well. It was almost game over right then, except someone cobbled together a work-around. There’s a lot of that going on.

	We’ve lost two more of the drilling rigs, as well, and naturally they’re shouting about that, off-planet. I tell them they can come down here themselves if they want, but until they do, we’re going to spend our time on the things that keep us alive, first and foremost.

	Nobody’s talking about the elevator. I remember, my dad used to say, “they built to last in those days.” Turns out that wasn’t quite true, dad. And that’s proving rather more stubborn, as repair jobs go, so we’re relying on the shuttles to get supplies in, and product out. Except that means waiting for those all-too-elusive gaps in the weather to get a flight window.

	And we keep working. We don’t keep working out of any great pride in our craft or loyalty to our paymasters. We keep working because it’s that or this place falls apart around our ears.

	***

	I feel the heat against my outer layers: they peel and flay slowly in it. I cannot advance further without permanent harm. And I will suffer that harm, if it brings my people closer to the gods, but first let me take my stand before them and greet them. Who knows, this may be enough.

	Their mountain stands before me, and it is as strange and unnatural as anything I could have imagined. Its footprint on the earth reverberates like voices, but the voices say nothing, merely roar and growl as though there are captive monsters within. Much of it is darker than rocks: the heat keeps it pristine against the stuff of our world. Some parts are dusted with snow, their unearthly symmetries broken into jagged edges. These parts seem to radiate less of that terrible invisible fire. They are almost approachable.

	The gods have visited many parts of my world with the terrible radiance of their presence, but my people tell me that now, as if sensing my approach, they have concentrated themselves at this one point. Surely that is an omen.

	I feel a tremor within my innermost structures at the daring of what I am about to attempt. A whole world of my people waits for me to address the gods and unlock their wisdom. After this, everything will be different. What can we hope for? That there will be no death, that heat will not melt us, nor time break us down. Surely all things are within the power of the gods.

	I draw my form up with all the dignity I can muster, ignoring the now-constant pain that is a mere shadow of the divine fires.

	I speak: “Gree-“

	***

	The Survivor

	 

	Listen to me. I know you can hear me. I’m still here. I’m still broadcasting. I don’t believe you’ve gone. It’s been three months since the shuttle should have come. Please, I’m running out. I’m running out of it all. I’ve shut down and shut down and shut down until there’s just this one room that still has heat and light and air and please, please tell me you can hear me. Please tell me you’re coming for me. I’m the last one here. You can’t have left me behind. I don’t care how bad things are. I don’t care if you’ve got problems. I’m on New Greenland and it’s a lie just like the first one. It was never green. It’s a joke they made, and now the joke is killing me. How can it end up like this? We had a space empire! We had a space empire that lasted for centuries. And here’s where it started. How can it just fall apart? Someone answer me, for God’s sake. I’m still here. I’m still here! Everything’s breaking down, there’s no parts, there’s no food, there’s no fuel. Please, before the lights go out, please come and get me. I’m still on new Greenland! You left me behind! Please!

	***

	“-tings!” I call, but even as I speak, the mountain is collapsing, falling in upon itself, its substance corroding away, abrading in the wind. I watch, astounded, as the last embers of the gods are snuffed away in an instant, the killing heat gone, and abruptly the last remnants of all that they were are engulfed in the white land, buried and hidden away, gone as if they were never there.

	We will never know whether I made some error, failed some test. How did we displease the gods, that they removed their presence from amongst us so suddenly and inexplicably, so soon after they appeared? All my life I will think back on that moment: what could I have done differently, to make them stay?

	We will never solve this paradox. The gods will pass from memory to story. Future generations will not believe. Crouching there, I find it had to believe as well. All I feel is a great sadness. For a brief time, something strange and rare came into our lives. Now we are alone once more, and the only change is that we understand how alone we are.

	 


Island Visit

	by Nathan Hystad

	 

	6:32 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig. The words kept repeating in Isaac’s head until he could do nothing but dig the ground in front of him.  He looked behind him and saw Bryla digging as well; dozens of small holes were started within a twenty foot radius.  Her hands were bleeding from the rough wooden shovel they had stolen from one of the now vacant homes.  He tried to give her a small smile but it came out more like a helpless grimace.  He felt something wet and looked to see his own hands bleeding.  What is happening to us?  What do they want?  Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig.  The words cut off his own thoughts and he got back to it.  

	Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig

	 

	9:23 AM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	The ferry docked in the island's harbour and its four passengers stood on the edge waiting to be let off.

	“Welcome to Bowen Island.  It'll be a quiet one today since everyone is in the city for the parade.  The ferry will be back every hour on the half hour,” the lone ferry employee said.

	“I think this will be a day to remember alright – the day we had an island to ourselves.  We're going to go see if there is a coffee shop open,” Isaac said.

	The island marina was a beautifully quaint scene.  A handful of docked sailboats lined the wharf and cozy storefronts invited visitors to feel comfortable.  Paul and Janine walked hand in hand down the rocky beach as a light drizzle began to fall.  Paul closed his eyes and took a breath of the fresh, damp ocean air.  He loved the sound of the ocean and the sails in the wind.  It was nice to visit a city like Vancouver but he always felt more at home in a quiet place like this.  This is just what we needed.

	“It’s nice here; so quiet.  Honey, you know I love you, right?” Paul asked.

	Janine paused and turned to look at him.  “Yes.  I do know you love me, even though you try hard to not show it sometimes.  Like when you won't let me see the parade when we had a once in a lifetime chance to see a Daffy Duck float.”

	“Once in a lifetime chance?  You know I'm going to be a famous author one day right?  Daffy will want to meet me and I'll be sure to invite you along.” Paul leaned in for a quick kiss.

	“Yeah, yeah, famous, alright...let's go find the other guys and see if anyone is open who can make a cup of coffee,” Janine said.

	They walked back to the street lined with cozy shops and saw Bryla and Isaac peering into a coffee shop.  

	“Well gang, it appears that in light of the parade, all coffee shops must be closed. I might die of caffeine under-dose,” Bryla stated with dripping sarcasm.  “Good thing we brought food with us.”

	“We're here for a hike.  Let's go see what this empty little island has to offer us.  Surely some trees and streams, I'm going to assume.  If we are lucky a duck or two,” Janine said and rolled her eyes.

	“Honey, we know hiking is not your thing and float watching might be, but at least try to have a good time?  If you are extra good we can hit that sushi place later.  The one you like.” Paul batted his eyelashes.

	“Fine, but you owe me one.”

	 

	12:29 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	The sky was covered with dark, ominous clouds and the rain was coming down heavily.  Paul held his umbrella over his head as he attempted to eat a roast beef sandwich.  They'd been here for a few hours now and something was off to him.  It was more than the damp air and muddy paths.

	“Have you guys seen anyone here?  I mean, outside, in a boat, in a car, on a bike...anyone anywhere?”  Isaac asked into the wind.  The island had a lot of paths and trails but it also had quite a few houses.  Neighbourhoods dominated one side of the landscape and houses stood all around the island’s perimeter. They took advantage of the beautiful water views and cityscape in the distance.

	“No, I haven't.  I've heard a few dogs barking, but other than that it's been dead quiet.” Bryla answered. “Not even a bird singing.” 

	“Birds tend to take cover in the rain, so that might explain that, but there is no way there are zero people on this island,” Isaac said, his voice rising slightly.  “There's no way that every damn person on this place left on a ferry before we got here this morning and went into Vancouver.” 

	“I'm sure there are people here but they are probably just inside their nice houses, hanging out in front of their warm fireplaces with a cup of hot coffee,” Paul said. “If I can be honest...I wish I was in front of a warm fire with a hot coffee.” Paul rubbed his hands together and couldn't help shake the feeling that he was being watched.  That odd sensation was pricking the hair on his neck up.  I feel like a cat who just got scared.  Everyone is probably just in the city to join in the festivities.  

	“You're probably right.  Let's finish up our sandwiches and see if this rain will ease up.  I bet if we head inland down the trail, the tree canopy will keep us a little drier.”

	In a couple of minutes their back-packs were again flung across their shoulders and they were heading deeper into the island. 

	 Close to half an hour passed and they had all put their umbrellas away.  Paul's boots squished into the muddy ground as they came to a stop. He looked around in astonishment at his surroundings.  The forest was gorgeously green; the trees here must have been hundreds of years old; they reached high into the sky.  Salmon runs cut through the island but Paul assumed it was off season since there was no sign of the fish.

	“Do you smell that?” Janine asked Paul.

	He sniffed the air and turned his head to the left.  “Yeah, I think it's over here.  Probably just some skunk cabbage flowers or something.”

	They moved to what appeared to be a small swampy area and in the middle they saw the pile.  Bryla took one look and gagged.  Bones were heaped high in a deliberate mound.  From this distance they weren't able to tell what kind of animal they were from.  Paul could see flesh still hanging on some of the skeletons.

	“Oh my god, that's disgusting.  What is it?” Janine was crying.

	“I don't know.  Maybe a wild animal has been collecting these or something,” Paul answered.  His hands were shaking he choked back some bile of his own.  This is just getting stranger.

	“Or maybe a sick psychopath is on the island with us and he has killed everyone and piled them here.  He could be watching us right now!”

	“Calm down Janny, let's just get out of here.  Something is wrong here. I say we go to the dock and catch the next ferry out of here.  Does everyone agree?” Paul asked.  

	“Yeah man.  Sounds good to me,” Isaac agreed.

	The feeling of being watched was stronger than ever now and Paul shuddered as they turned in the harbour’s direction.  He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself but all he could see were piles of bones.

	“Does anyone know where we can find a shovel?” Bryla asked.

	 

	1:25 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	Paul looked down at his watch which was stuck at 9:23 a.m., the minute they set foot on the island.  He thought now that this odd occurrence should have set something off in his mind.  They’d walked hard to get to the dock as soon as possible, again seeing no sign of anyone else.  They had stopped at a few homes, though knocking and door-bell ringing had proved fruitless.  Paul tucked his umbrella into his backpack and saw the others do the same.

	“At least the rain has stopped,” Issac said.  “Since none of our watches seem to be working, we will have no idea when the ferry will show up.  I'm sure it's after noon, somewhere around one or two, I would judge.”

	“That sounds about right but it feels like we have been here for days already.  What did the ferry guy say earlier?  They come every half hour on the hour right?” Janine asked. “Let's just wait here and hope to God that it comes soon.  The sooner we're off this island the better.  Bryla, are you okay?”

	Bryla was shuffling back and forth and looked very uncomfortable.  Her eyes looked down to the ground and she was mumbling something.

	“Bry, what is it?  Are you alright?” Isaac asked as he approached her and took her hands.

	“...dig, dig, dig, I have to dig,” she replied as she shuffled her feet and stared at the ground.

	“What are you talking about? Dig what?” Isaac asked his girlfriend.

	“I don't know.  I just need to find a shovel and dig.”

	Issac looked worried and his hands shook slightly.  “Come here Bryla, everything will be alright.  The ferry will come soon and we will get out of here and leave this strange place behind.”

	They sat on a bench facing the harbour for over an hour with no sign of the ferry.  The wind began to blow hard and waves crashed against the island's shore causing a high spray.  Bryla continued to plead for Isaac to help her find a shovel and wouldn't stop mumbling about digging.

	After another hour with no sign of help, Isaac stood and started walking away with Bryla.

	“Whoa, where are you guys going?” Paul asked his brother.   “I don't think it's a good idea to go anywhere right now.  What if the ferry comes?”

	“The ferry isn't coming, Paul, and we have some digging to do,” Isaac said quietly.

	“What do you mean, digging?” Paul yelled. “What the hell has gotten into you two? Come on, something really screwed up is going on here!  No people here, no ferry's coming or going, that damned pile of god knows what in the swamp, and now you guys are off your rocker's talking about digging?  What is going on?” Paul grabbed Isaac's arm and tried pulling him back towards the dock.  Isaac slipped free and shoved Paul to the ground.

	“Don't mess with me little brother.  We have to do this.  It's the only way out.”

	Janine ran to Paul's side and they watched the other two walk back inland.

	“Paul, what's going on here?”

	 

	5:25 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	“I have no idea how to sail a boat Janny,” Paul said.  “All the gas-powered motorized boats need keys and I can't find any.  We need to go find Isaac and Bryla and figure this out together or force them back here if they are still all messed up.” 

	They had wandered around the perimeter of the beach hoping to find some way off.  The houses overlooking the water were all empty, and many had been left unlocked.  He looked for keys in the houses with docked boats outside them, but had no luck finding anything.  

	“Apparently the days where people rowed around in boats is over,” Janine said quietly.  “I guess rowing small boats on the ocean can be dangerous if the winds pick up or a storm blows in.”

	“Let's go find them so we can come up with a plan together.

	“Paul, I have a really bad feeling. I feel like I have something clawing to be let in. Do you feel it?”

	He closed his eyes and felt his fingers tingling.  He did want to dig; needed to dig.  Dig.

	“No honey, I don't,” he lied. “Let’s go find them.”

	 

	6:04 PM, Saturday June 21st, 2014

	 

	The sky darkened and the island went from complete silence to a cacophony of dog howls and barks.  Paul heard a quiet, high pitched noise grow to a deafening screech.  He called to Janine who had moved ahead of him by a few strides but she didn't answer.  She must be hearing this too.  She stopped and turned to face him, a look of horror on her pretty face.  Paul looked behind him to see what she was looking towards and thought he saw something move behind a tree.  

	“Paul...” He heard Janine through the noise.

	“Did you see that?”  he asked, turn to her.

	She was suspended in the air, arms and legs pulled straight out like she was hung on a cross.  Tears streamed down her face and her lips moved, as if calling out to him, but Paul couldn't hear anything.  Paul almost froze in fear.  He gathered his wits and ran forward to grab her - but as he neared, she vanished.  One second her body floated in the air, the next it was gone.

	He stumbled to his knees.  

	The dogs had stopped barking and the screeching noise was gone... Gone with his wife.

	 

	6:30 PM, Saturday June 21st, 2014

	 

	Paul wandered around the treed path towards the sound of the ocean.  Janine had disappeared almost a half hour earlier and he still hadn't seen any sign of her, Bryla or Isaac.  He kept seeing things moving in the bushes and behind trees but could never catch anything in his view to prove it. There it is again!  Long limbs...is that a shovel? His hands were still shaking from the image of his wife frozen in the air, floating with nothing touching her.  What could it have been? Then she was gone.  His brother had separated from them a couple hours ago when Bryla had started to act strange.  She kept saying something about digging; the whole thing was terrifying.  And the bodies they had found; had they been animal or human?   Dig I even want to know?  Dig?  Do I even want to know...what the hell is dig? Dig what??!!

	Paul shook his head and kept moving toward the water in hope he could find someone or wave down a passing boat.  The island was literally empty from what he could tell.  

	He heard something crack behind him and he turned quickly to face it.   The creature stood a few feet away and Paul could hear it in his head.  Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig Dig

	 

	7:17 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	The tears fell and wouldn't stop.  Bryla gripped the shovel; her bleeding hands making it torture to hold.  She wanted to stop; needed to stop, but her mind wouldn't let her.  She fought it as hard as she could but the result was always the same.  She kept crying...and kept digging.

	Isaac and her had dug up dozens of animal skeletons and they took the bones and piled them in the swamp with the others they had found hours earlier.  The creatures’ disappointment echoed in her head every time they dug up another set of bones. It reminded her of the glare her mother used to give her when she did something wrong.   But why have us dig and move bones if they are disappointed?  It just makes no sense.  

	She thought of the creatures.  She'd only seen them for a brief moment but that was enough to remember them for the rest of her life.  They were tall; over seven feet.  Their arms and legs were thin and long like a clay human had been stretched out. Their heads were small in proportion; eyes beady and black.  Dig Dig Dig Dig.  The compulsion grabbed her attention and she forgot everything else.

	She heard Isaac groan as he found another body.  This one looked to be a dog.  It was obvious they were in a pet cemetery for the island but what wasn't obvious was why.  They each grabbed an armful of bones and started off to dump them into the pile.  She fought the urge but the tears kept falling and the shovel kept digging.

	 

	7:30 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	The ground was soft and Paul had dug an opening large enough for a coffin.  It felt right, like this was his sole purpose on this planet; to dig.  He knew whatever he was digging for was here but had no idea how or why he knew.  Even though the compulsion was strong but he could still think semi-clearly.  He missed his wife and had no idea if he would ever see her again.  Images flashed in his head of their past; how young they were when they met, their first little apartment, their wedding day in the mountains, standing at their dream house’s Sold sign as they smiled and held each other.  

	He teared up but kept digging the hole.  Twenty minutes earlier he had passed his brother and Bryla in a field digging.  He called to them but they didn't acknowledge him so he kept moving until he got here.  Paul knew that they were not digging in the right spot.  He was in the right spot and if he could find whatever it was they wanted, it would all be over.  What over meant was something that Paul was scared to find out.  He kept digging until he hit something hard and with a grunt, threw his shovel to the side.  He began digging with his raw, blistering hands.  This was it, and he knew it.  The skies darkened like the sun prematurely went to bed.  Soon the bones were uncovered and he climbed out of the hole to see it.  His mind cleared and the compulsion was over.  I did it! Whatever it is.

	 

	7:30 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	Janine could sense something different in the visitors’ movements.  She was in a dimly lit room, with monitors softly glowing on the walls. Around her were hundreds of unconscious bodies strewn about the floor.  Initially she'd thought they were dead but could quickly see they were all breathing.  The creatures that brought them here didn't seem the least bit interested in the humans’ comfort, and that was telling to Janine.

	The whole day had been so strange and this was just the icing on the cake.  She'd seen one of the creatures behind Paul and it was angry; angry at her for not listening to it.  It wanted her to dig and she wouldn't listen.  That was why they took her, she was sure of it.  Paul must be so frightened.  I'm so frightened!  She'd appeared here in this grey open room.  The walls had lights and what looked to be computer screens on them.  

	Janine waited until the tall sentry was down the hall and she snuck to one of the screens on the wall.  It seemed to be in some sort of sleep mode.  She touched it and it blinked to life, showing a detailed image of the island she'd just come from.  There is something they want on that island and I will bet everything I have that it's underground. So they isolated the island, took everyone to their ship or wherever the hell I am.  Our watches stopped working. I'd bet we arrived just after they beamed these people up. It all kind of makes sense.  But why have us dig for them?  Maybe they'd started; and that was the pile of bones.  She always found that thinking things through helped her along with problems – and this was a big problem.  Bones...they are after a skeleton. We came along and they figured we could do the heavy lifting for them and dig up the island.  My brain didn't obey the compulsion so they got mad and tossed me in with the rest of the inhabitants.

	The lights started flashing and a siren sounded throughout the space.  The thin alien forms moved down the dim halls in ranks.  Something has their attention. I better follow them. I hope it’s my way out.

	 

	7:35 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	The second Paul saw the long limbs and small skull he knew he was looking at one of the creatures’ corpses.  Everything was quiet again and the rain had ceased to a light drizzle.  He noticed something glowing in the chest region of the alien, or whatever it was, so he hopped back into the makeshift grave.  It was a small cylinder held together around the creatures’ neck by a metal necklace, and after maneuvering the skull around, he had it off the bones.  Wonder what this thing is?  Is the mess we’re in because of what's in my hand? The amulet/device was only around two inches in length and one in diameter, like a shrunken soup can.  What are you?  

	A flash of light struck him and Paul was lifted ten feet in the air, limbs pulled straight out with invisible ropes.  Dozens of the aliens surrounded the grave, some bowing to the bones held in the ground.  Paul's cries of pain were silent and he struggled to stay conscious as his arms felt like they were being ripped out of their sockets.  The strain was worse than anything he could imagine and he thought he heard something pop.  His vision blurred but something caught his attention.  He heard Janine first then saw her pushing her way through the mess of long, grey limbs that stood before him.  

	“Paul, let it go!! Drop that thing!!  They don't care about you, just drop it!” she yelled.

	Tears streamed down his face when he saw his wife was still alive.  His grip was tight on the cylinder from the suspension they had him in but he focused enough to let his fingers open one by one.  With a groan, he felt the amulet drop from his hand towards the ground.  

	The loud ringing flashed in his head for a brief second, so loud he thought something popped in his ears.  The nearest creature dove and caught the cylinder moments before it hit the dirt and the noise stopped.  Paul fell to the ground and toppled into the grave face first on the ancient, alien bones.  They were obviously weak and decayed as they crumbled from his weight.

	Paul was sure he was about to feel the wrath of the aliens for crushing their ancestor but when he turned around they were all gone.  Janine was on her knees in the dirt looking down at him and sort of sobbing and laughing at the same time.

	“Honey, we're alive and they left!  Are you alright?” she asked through her tears.

	“I'm alright...my arms feel like they are going to fall off but other than that...” he said as he climbed out of the hold with a grunt.

	He grabbed his wife and they rolled to the ground, together, in an embrace of dirt and tears.

	 

	9:17 PM, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

	 

	Isaac sat with his arms around Bryla as they waited to see if the ferry would come back.  Their hands were bandaged and raw from the excessive digging, but otherwise they were alright.  It had been over an hour since Paul and Janine had found them sleeping by their field of holes, and the walk back to the harbour had been a long one.

	Janine had filled them all in on all the things that had happened to her and everyone had listened in silence and awe.  

	“So everyone on this island was uprooted to a ship all so these things could get their hands on some little glowing device?” Bryla asked.

	“Seems like it.  We checked the houses and the people are back in them...still asleep, but back in them,” Paul replied.  He struggled to make sense of what had happened, but the pain in his shoulder reminded him every time he moved his arm.

	The sun was setting behind the coastal mountains and the air was getting cooler.  Paul pulled his jacket tight around him and asked the question everyone was thinking. “What was that thing and why did they want it?  Why leave us alive?”

	“I hope we never find out.  I truly mean that. Look!” Janine yelped and pointed. “The ferry is coming!” 

	They all gave a cheer.

	“Are we going to tell anyone about this?” Isaac asked. “I mean...do we go to the police or something?  What about all the people who wake up after sleeping for a day?”

	“I think we let it go... Who in their right minds would believe us?  You saw it, too; that pile of bones they had started and we piled on to was gone when we walked by it.  They tied up their loose ends didn't they?”  Paul slowed as he realized they might be a loose end.  

	“Let's get on this ferry, get to the other side, get in your car and drive to the nearest bar and get a drink,” Bryla said with a smile.

	The ferry docked and the ferry officer walked from inside and waved them over.  “Hey guys, we are so sorry for not coming earlier.  There was some awful weather around here and the waves were just too big to come closer.  It wasn't until an hour and a half ago that they began to calm down.  I hope you were alright here all day.”

	“We didn't even notice you hadn't been here.  We were having such a good time,” Isaac quipped.  

	A short time later they were on the ferry heading back to Horseshoe bay.  The day’s events left Paul reeling, but he was thankful it was over.

	“I can't believe that aliens are real.  How do we not tell anyone about this?  I mean, just think of the implications,” Janine said.

	“What was that noise?” Paul inquired.  “Shhhhh, there it is again.”

	Explosions repeatedly hit in Vancouver's direction.  The city skyline became a blur of fire and destruction as the barrage continued.  The couples stood on the ferry, still ten minutes from docking and watched helplessly as the city was destroyed in a matter of minutes.

	“I can't believe it.  It had to be that cylinder they needed.  It must fuel their weapons,” Janine whispered.

	They watched in silence as the sky glowed orange from the distant fires.


Even The Klin Are Only Human

	by Bryn Fortey

	 

	Scattered throughout Wales there are still a number of concealed churches surviving to this day. Places either hidden or so difficult to get to that they escaped the Puritan reformers of the seventeenth century, the well-meaning Victorian restorers, and the anti-religion pogroms of the Klin.

	The same was true elsewhere of course. The Klin had not destroyed every single place of worship on the whole planet. Just most of them, and very few people had any interest in those that remained anyway. It was all so long ago.

	Ben Davie huffed and puffed, glad his long walk was over, though he would have to make the return journey later. He had left Abergavenny that morning, initially in his electro runaround, which he’d parked after a thirteen-kilometre drive, then continued on foot.

	A rough and overgrown lane climbed steeply before levelling, passing occasional derelict constructions; cottages and farm buildings, at a guess. Soon after he was walking through woodlands; leading to a sharp drop into the valley below where the loudest sound was that of fast-flowing water. Alongside a river bridge were the oddly isolated remains of a building, the origins of which had him stumped.

	Over the bridge and eventually right through another abandoned farm, then there it was. In a state of collapse, but with enough still surviving for him to have worked out what it had been, and he had even found records confirming it. Partrishow Church, hugging the hillside, hidden, and well off the beaten track. No wonder it had survived, even through the troubled times before the pogroms, but it was redundant now. Anyone still in need of religious relief, and there were some, worshipped the Klin themselves.    

	***

	Ben Davey had discovered the spot quite by accident during his teenage years. Always something of a loner, he liked the solitude it offered and enjoyed the feeling of peace he experienced there. It had been somewhere for an occasional visit back then. Now Ben was pushing forty and had been making the trip regularly, every eight weeks, for the past five years.

	Ever since he had been appointed Contact Manager for the South Wales Complex.

	It was a position nobody wanted and few were qualified for. If Ben had been able to, he would have hidden his suitability, but that had not been possible. Nothing could be kept out of sight, or out of mind.

	It was amazing, in this day and age, to accept that mankind had seen fit to wage a military defence when the Klin had first arrived. Billions of humans died while the invaders lost no-one. They hadn’t wanted their demands to escalate into actual warfare, but having claimed this particular Star System for the Klin Empire they weren’t going to turn tail and run.

	Their superiority had been total.

	Once every eight weeks Ben had to endure Contact. The following day he would suffer delirium and vomiting to such an extent he would wish himself dead. The day after that he would be physically easier but still in need of mental cleansing. That was why he came to Partrishow Church. The hike itself helped sweat any lingering residue from his body and the peaceful solitude of the place calmed his mind.

	It hadn’t been how those old-time leaders had expected first contact to be. It had been hoped that wise beings from the stars would usher in an age of new enlightenment, not plant their flag and claim the planet as theirs. If Earth had spoken with a single voice then the bloodshed might have been avoided, however reluctant the surrender, but those were still the days of individual nations. A political structure which must have caused chaos. 

	Ben sat within the shadows of the dilapidated church, letting good vibes source the mental anguish lurking in hidden corners of his mind. Each Manager had his own way of dealing with Contact, and this was his. 

	Ninety-nine percent of humans could not survive close proximity with the Klin. They erupted into boils and their brains would fry; death was a welcome release. One percent had immunity, though it was still a most unpleasant experience. All children were tested and those possessing the survival gene were trained in the ways of Contact. 

	There was no dodging it.

	***

	Partly veiled by the damaged structure, Ben looked out at a landscape within which he could imagine himself the only survivor of an apocalyptic event. Here, alone, he could dissociate himself from the controlled orthodoxy of the Klin’s benevolence, something which was stressed throughout the worldwide education system.

	Earth’s doomed retaliation against becoming an outpost in an ever expanding Galactic Empire saw the planet itself, already suffering the ravages of ill-use, damaged seemingly beyond repair. In a final act of desperation tinged madness, mankind had unleashed the accumulated nuclear arsenals of the previously competing nations. None had penetrated the Klin defence but the planet itself had been devastated, and defeated.

	The new rulers had gathered the vastly depleted population into safe areas and proceeded to not only put right the immediate conflict-induced damage but also rectify the long term ills that mankind had ignored for generations. With icecaps refrozen, sea levels dropped, deserts transformed into fertile land, it was little wonder that the Klin themselves were elevated from invaders into saviours.

	Earth, in common, it could be assumed, with countless other worlds, was linked in to the Klin’s industrial network. Thirty percent of output was geared to home planet consumption and seventy percent to Klin specifications, such produce being collected by automated star freighters at regular intervals.

	Being attached to the South Wales Complex, Ben met his Klin supervisor every eight weeks to discuss targets, performance, and any matters arising. Though met was probably the wrong word. Nobody had seen any of the Klin in the flesh since the conflict, which was six hundred years in the past now. There were folk-tales aplenty concerning their actual appearance, ranging from gigantic ogres to doll-like miniatures, but those assigned to Sol never left the palatial crafts that orbited the system.

	Ben, when he entered the specialised chamber, met with a projection that appeared to him like a shining and glittering star. A voice emanating from it conversed with him in standard Earth language, but the physical being rested on a couch in a spaceship. Only Contact Managers could survive even this second hand communication, and then at a cost.

	The Klin had these factory planets dotted throughout space, all providing goods to their specifications. The worlds were well maintained and indigenous populations cared for. It was, well, a safe existence. Too safe, for some. Ben knew there were pockets of dissatisfaction; small groups who met in secret and talked about unworkable plans to free the Earth from what they saw as alien tyranny. He knew because he had once been approached, but had declined. 

	Ben had enough on his hands with spreadsheets and reports; with raw materials, finished products, achieving targets and quotas. And the eight-weekly meetings with his Klin Supervisor.

	***

	Having eaten a packed lunch he replaced the empty containers and refresher bottle in his rucksack. Ben never left any litter. The unspoilt nature of the site was one of its attractions. This latest meeting, that he was just recovering from, had gone well. His Complex had matched the increased quota placed upon it and bonus credits had been granted to all employees. His personal two-day recovery period was now drawing to a close and he would be back at his desk tomorrow. 

	As much as was possible with a mechanically voiced glittering star shape, Ben thought he had a reasonable relationship with his Supervisor, who was currently in the fourth of its ten year off-world contract. Another six and it would return to the Klin home planet. When Ben had first assumed Contact duties the then Supervisor had been nearing the end of its term of office. The new one had looked no different but there was a slight change in the voice and it had seemed keen that they should work in harmony. 

	By the time all work related topics had been dealt with, Ben would be starting to experience early bilious sensations and stomach cramps would not be far away, but the Klin would always want a little non work related conversation to end up with. It took some sort of interest in Ben himself, and his life in general. Though none of the Klin ever used names in relation to themselves, they used those allotted to their human workforce.

	“How goes your life, Ben-jam-in?” The Supervisor always used Ben’s name in full, though separating it into three distinct syllables. “Have you acquired a partner yet?” It was a subject of regular interest.

	“No,” Ben would reply, often with a wry chuckle, “much too busy with the new quotas you keep giving us.” His stomach would be beginning to churn and bile would be burning at the back of his throat. Only once had the Supervisor kept him talking long enough for Ben to actually collapse in pain and anguish while still in the chamber. It had learnt from that and had since ended the meetings before that point was reached. Though sometimes only just.

	Ben, lifelong loner that he was, had only once met someone he had wanted to sign a personal contract with, and she had turned down his offer. As gently as she could, but a no was still a no.  Ben often got the impression that his Supervisor would have liked him to have had a relationship to discuss. Klin lifestyles and habits were completely unknown. Ben didn’t even know whether his Contact was with a male or female, or even if the Klin had gender differences at all. Or if they did, how many!

	***

	“You have a good world, Ben-jam-in,” the Supervisor had told him, “better than many we have acquired.”

	Ben thought about that as he kept to a steady pace, hiking away from Partrishow Church on his return to where his electro runaround was parked, and he agreed. But history showed what a disjointed and terrible place it had been pre-Klin. Mankind fared better as a subservient race, when not in charge of their own destiny.

	He wondered about the growth of anti-Klin cliques’, when it was entirely down to them that the planet had been cured of all its old ills. It was still only a tiny minority of course, but rumour had it that membership of such groups had been growing of late.

	Why?

	Apart from anything else, it was absolutely pointless. Back when humanity had been both greater in numbers and more aggressive in nature, they had completely failed to inflict even a scratch upon the Klin. Such groups could never be more than a place to let off steam. No real uprising was possible, thank goodness.

	Ben shook his head slowly, unable to understand why anyone would want to consider such a possibility. Making himself comfortable, he powered up the runaround and fed in his Cardiff address. It would be back to work for him in the morning.

	***

	As the Contact Manager, Ben Davey had to be aware of every facet of production in each Unit of the South Wales Complex. Departmental Heads might be hands-on, knowing their own segment of operation in detail, but Ben had to have the overall picture at his fingertips in readiness for his bimonthly Contact. So a copy of every report produced landed on his desk and each working day was filled with meetings.

	He often had to take unread reports home in order to catch up. How anyone had time to join secret groups, Ben had no idea, but whispers against their Klin overlords seemed on the increase. There were even rumours of open criticism in some parts of the world, though nothing like that had happened locally. 

	Colleagues sometimes asked if their Supervisor ever mentioned the Klin knowing about the growth of these subversive ideas, but Ben gave them short shrift. Even if they were aware, it would mean nothing to them. The Klin were indestructible. 

	Then, shortly before his next Contact, word came from Up Above, their euphemism for the Klin spaceships, that all production was to cease. Star freighters would be deployed to empty the Warehouse Bays of all stock. New productivity schedules would be forthcoming but in the meantime give the whole Complex a thorough overhaul and clean up.

	A series of calls confirmed that the message had been worldwide. 

	Rumours were rife, but there were no further instructions. Everybody looked to Ben, expecting him to find out what was going on, as he hoped to himself, at his next Contact.

	***

	As was normal the Chamber was empty when Ben entered. He placed all the reports brought with him on the single desk and sat on the only chair. The rest of the room was empty. 

	It started as a slight movement in the air, a distortion which magnified quickly into a riot of twinkling and shimmering light. Like a star, Ben always thought.

	“Greetings, Ben-jam-in,” said the very formal metallic sounding voice.

	“Greetings, Supervisor. All received instructions have been carried out. Where would you like to begin?” asked Ben, getting to his feet and taking hold of the report folder.

	“Not on this occasion. I have news to impart. Be seated, Ben-jam-in.”

	Ben, all ears at this departure from their regular routine, sat as requested.

	“We, the Klin,” continued the Supervisor’s voice from within the glittering mass of light, “do now revoke all claims to this planet. Earth is now yours again…”

	“But why? Ben had jumped to his feet. “What do you mean, ours again?”

	“This is a shock, Ben-jam-in, but by what you call tomorrow we will have departed from this section…”

	“But why?” Ben repeated, interrupting again. He could feel the colour draining from his face. The Klin had ruled for six hundred years. They couldn’t just pack up and leave at a 

	moment’s notice!

	“Be calm, Ben-jam-in. I have done as instructed and informed you of what is to happen. I will now tell you why, as will all other Supervisors with their Contacts.”

	“But…”

	“No ‘buts’ Ben-jam-in. Please listen. It is important that you know these things.”

	Ben tried to calm himself sufficiently to take in what was said, though he could hardly credit what he was being told. “Okay,” he muttered.

	“We, the Klin, developed space travel sufficiently to enable us to explore and control our Galaxy, creating what we thought to be the greatest Empire ever known,” continued the Supervisor. “We drew all other races into our control, either willingly or by force, but to the eventual benefit of all.

	“Is the planet Earth not the better for our rule?”

	“It is, of course,” agreed Ben sincerely.

	“This Galaxy of ours is big enough. Not only were we not able to explore the vastness beyond, we had no interest in doing so either. But we have studied neighbouring Galaxies and probed their workings.”

	This is all becoming too big, worried Ben, hoping he would be able to follow what was being said.

	“We have discovered the existence of a new breed of conquering hordes. They call themselves, as near as we can interpret it, Quaaalism. Unlike the Klin, they are not interested in incorporating other sentient beings into their realm. Each new planet they reach they cleanse completely of all life. They then adapt the planet as necessary and people it with their own species. Also unlike us, they have developed inter Galactic travel.

	“We cannot tell where they originated, but are spreading from Galaxy to Galaxy like dust in a high wind.”

	The Supervisor’s voice paused, giving Ben a moment to try and assimilate what he was being told. Then continued.

	“It is true to say, Ben-jam-in, that the Klin in comparison to this Quaaalism, is in similar proportion to humanity as compared to the Klin.

	“They will reach us, Ben-jam-in. The only question is when, and when they do they will destroy all, unless they can be stopped. To this end we are retreating to a tight knot of planets surrounding out home world. There we will concentrate everything on new technologies of attack and defence in the hope that we can meet the invasion when it comes.”

	“But what about us?” exploded Ben. “Will you just leave us to be destroyed?”

	The star-like visuals seemed to glitter with increased intensity.

	“We cannot defend the whole Galaxy. It would not be possible. It might be that we cannot even hold out in our home system, but that will give us our best chance of success. If we can defeat them, then their plans for dominating the whole Universe will be ended.”

	Which is fine, thought Ben, but if they reach us first then we are destroyed anyway. “How long before any of this happens?” he asked, trying to let his practical side take control.

	“We cannot be specific, but not for many of your generations. You will not see it yourself, Ben-jam-in, but it might be that the children of your children’s children will face the threat. We are giving both ourselves time to prepare and you also, and other species dotted through our Galaxy. 

	“This is why we have genetically introduced rebellious and independent streaks into a small percentage of your species.”

	“You mean you were behind the anti-Klin groups?” Ben was starting to sweat and knew he would soon start to suffer from an overlong Contact, but needed to learn what he could.

	“Of course. They will provide the leadership needed after we depart tomorrow. And you Contact Managers will offer stability and practicality to the new rulers.

	“You must go now, Ben-jam-in, before Contact sickness becomes too strong. I have become- what is your emotion for it? I have become fond of you humans. I wish you well. If we succeed, our descendants will one day meet. If we fail, then someone else will have to stop Quaaalism spreading. I think there will always be a more powerful race waiting.”

	The voice was becoming fainter and the shimmering light becoming less.

	“Wait!” cried Ben. There were still so many questions he wanted to ask, but the star shrunk to a dot and was then extinguished.

	The chamber doors slid automatically open and he went through them to where the various Section Heads and Departmental Managers were waiting, eager to find out what was going on with the Complex; all hoping he would be able to give them a brief update before Contact sickness laid him low.

	Ben Davey stood before them. “It would seem,” he said, tasting bile at the back of his throat and knowing the stomach spasms would soon start. “It would seem,” he repeated, “that even the Klin are only human…” 

	 


A New Dawn

	by Liz Gruder

	 

	Why, Lisa wondered, couldn’t she shake this creeping feeling that something ominous hung in the air? True, she’d suffered a nightmare the night before - she woke gasping, dragging a glimpse of her sister Kali’s terrified face as she surfaced from sleep. The dream hadn’t revealed what had frightened her sister so. But the intensity of her sister’s terror traversed the boundaries of space and time straight to the marrow of Lisa’s bones.

	When Lisa recounted her nightmare to Kali, her sister smiled like the Mona Lisa. Kali was two years older than Lisa--at nineteen, she’d become a yoga teacher, a vegetarian and changed her birth name from Margaret to Kali. As a practicing yogini, Kali maintained an air of detachment. And perhaps a decided edge of superiority, for Lisa was the baby of the family. 

	Kali’s remedy for life’s ailments was to do yoga. Lisa’s was to make spaghetti. 

	So on that hot Louisiana night, Lisa sought solace, stirring a bubbling meat sauce. She should be tossing a cool salad, not stewing ground beef, which Kali would not eat. But then, in the simmering tomatoes and meat, Lisa recalled her sister’s dream face. Kali wore that stupefied look a cow might wear if it realized it was being led to slaughter. 

	Kali called, “Lisa, come here. Hurry!”

	Lisa ran to her sister. Mother sat in her wheelchair, a liver-spotted hand covering her mouth. Her brother Eric, a tanned and muscular roofer, looked like he’d seen a ghost. Peanut, the family beagle, had its ears pinned back. 

	The President was addressing the nation. As Lisa read the ticker on the big screen, her stirring spoon clattered to the floor. The scrolling letters announced: “Extraterrestrial presence announced. White House in talks with visitors.” 

	“I don’t believe this.” Lisa crouched before the TV. The President shrunk into a small box while the main screen depicted a large round craft on the White House lawn.  Short gray creatures with huge black eyes shook hands with the President. 

	“VISITORS FRIENDLY,” stated red letters at the top of the screen. “NO CAUSE FOR ALARM.” 

	Lisa tried to process what she was seeing. It didn’t compute. Wasn’t real. Must be a joke.

	“This is fantastic,” Kali laughed. 

	Mother clutched her rosary and peered worriedly through wire-rim spectacles. 

	“I don’t think it’s fantastic,” Lisa said. “I think it’s terrifying.” She folded her arms across her chest.

	Eric draped his arm across Lisa’s shoulder. “I’m scared, too, sis.” 

	“Open your minds,” Kali said. Lisa glanced into Eric’s large blue eyes and knew he was thinking Kali was about to start with her metaphysical bullshit. 

	Eric flipped the channel.

	“Wait!” Kali protested.

	“No, I want to see if it’s on the other channels.”

	The same news aired on ABC and NBC.  The hairs on Lisa’s arms refused to go down. Though every screen depicted the President shaking hands with the creatures, she didn’t believe there was no cause for alarm. 

	“We disclose our visitors’ presence on this planet,” the President read from a teleprompter. “It is reality. The visitors are friendly and mean us no harm. Everyone must stay calm.” The President nodded reassuringly.

	“We will see the visitors in our cities, on our streets.” He smiled, exposing artificially whitened teeth. “We must treat them with hospitality, as you would treat guests in your homes.” 

	The family was transfixed. As with every crisis and event, the media informed and educated. Kali and Eric opened their laptops. The Internet mushroomed with information, declaring the visitors heralded from the Zeta Reticuli star system. They had been observing humanity for eons. But humanity inflicted irreparable damage to their planet. The proliferation of nuclear arms caused concern. Humans needed to solve their differences in peace.

	You Tube exploded with videos of people making contact with the visitors. The first to go viral was a Gray in Times Square. It posed as people snapped photos. The Gray extended three long fingers and a thumb. A fat man with a ponytail shook its hand and smiled at the flashing lights. Pictures were posted of the visitors holding babies, petting Labrador retrievers. There was even a You Tube video of a Gray riding a horse.

	Soon, the videos became commonplace. But it wasn’t until actually seeing one in the flesh that the Grays became starkly real.

	***

	Lisa drove to the yoga studio that Kali ran mid-city. She retrieved her yoga mat from her dented Mitsubishi’s trunk.  

	As she shut the trunk door, she saw it. 

	It stood on the sidewalk. It was about three-and-a-half feet tall. With a starkly thin body and a large bald head, its huge black eyes wrapped around the side of its head above a slit of a mouth. When its eyes focused on Lisa, she froze. It bowed, then stuck out its long fingers as if wanting to shake hands.

	Lisa turned and ran across the street. She charged up the concrete steps, over the porch and into the studio, the screen door banging. She unrolled her mat on the wooden floor and sat cross-legged. She tried to lose herself in the peace found in the odor of sandalwood incense. 

	Kali sat on her mat, dressed in orange, her large brown eyes rimmed with liner, her dark hair in a ponytail. She prompted the class to focus on their breath.

	Lisa closed her eyes. Turn away from the outward and focus on the inward. Later, her muscles warmed while performing sun salutations. As she hung in a forward bend, her head lowered, her hands touching the ground, she opened her eyes. Through the gap between her legs, she saw one of the creatures behind her. Lisa’s heart accelerated as she stared at the large bald head hanging down, its long fingers touching the floor. 

	The creature swiveled its neck and peered at Lisa with large black eyes. Lisa’s gut tightened. She shut her eyes. 

	We mean you no harm. Have no fear, she heard in her mind.

	She opened her eyes. The upside-down Gray nodded.

	Lisa tried to continue, but her heart beat in her chest like a trapped hummingbird. Though the Grays shared means of genetically engineering crops, technology for travel and medicine and methods of controlling the weather, Lisa couldn’t help feeling invaded by its telepathic communication. True, she and Kali had shared psychic moments, knowing what the other thought, but they shared a familial bond. The Gray’s communication felt cold and probing.

	“We’re moving into a Golden Age,” everyone parroted the magic television words. “The New Dawn.”

	Lisa shut her eyes.

	Then she felt warmth inside, radiating energy like the sun. It began at her groin, then flowed upward. She felt on the precipice of orgasm. The sensation was so intense she had to open her eyes. Everyone in the class had smiles playing on their lips, heads lolling in pleasure. Lisa turned and studied the Gray. Its opaque eyes shone like polished glass. Lisa knew that this creature had imparted this ecstasy, creating an illusory sensation that the class now reveled in.

	Disregarding yoga etiquette, Lisa rolled up her mat. She hoped they’d waken with the sound of her slamming the porch door.

	 

	***

	 

	At dinner, Kali chided, “They’re our galactic brothers. Open your prejudiced mind.”

	“Pass the stew,” Mother said, always ready for second helpings. “But I’m with Lisa. Though my church group has been praying on it and the Pope said God made the universe and all creatures, I don’t trust them.”

	“Bah,” Kali said. “You’re like the Indians when the first white men came.”

	“And look what they did to them,” Lisa countered.

	“Maybe not a good analogy,” Kali conceded. “Hey, look.” She pointed to the big screen. The news was airing a special on people lining up to receive treatment from the Grays to cure lung and esophageal cancer. “If they were bad, why would they heal us?”

	“Maybe it’s like the first Thanksgiving,” Lisa said.

	“Before the white men took over everything,” Mother finished.

	“So closed minded!” Kali said.

	“I don’t know, sis,” Eric laughed, putting his hands behind his blonde head. “I ain’t never had no one give me nothing without expecting something back in return.” 

	***

	Lisa fried eggs and bacon for Mother, who expected her meals exactly on time no matter what. She always had an appetite, always clearing her plate, even after Daddy had died. Perhaps she found solace in food. Lisa’s hunger had waned. In her anxiety, she had to force food down. She wondered how her mother could still eat as if an alien race hadn’t arrived on Earth. After her mother took her last bite, Lisa rolled her wheelchair to the living room and took Peanut for a quick walk. They lived in an old wood house by the levee near Lake Pontchartrain. Lisa walked Peanut at the top of the grassy levee where she could view the lake. The waters rippled a gentle gray, and the eastern sky was lit up in pink and gold. 

	A balding old man wearing black suspenders over a white T-shirt was walking his Yorkie. Lisa saw him most mornings. They nodded as they passed, pulling their respective dogs on their leashes.  

	Peanut strained to sniff the Yorkie, then raised her head. Her tail lowered. Lisa followed the dog’s gaze. Silhouetted against the morning sky, one of those Grays approached. Lisa’s first instinct was to run, but having heard repeatedly on the media that the Grays were benevolent, she kept still.  As she met the old man’s eyes, he said two words.

	“Question everything.” 

	He snatched his Yorkie in his arms and tottered down the levee incline, hurrying away.

	The Gray stood before Lisa. Peanut’s body trembled as she whimpered. The creature gazed upon the dog with its large black eyes. A moment passed where the dog appeared hypnotized, then she happily wagged her tail and jumped up on the creature, licking its long gray fingers. 

	“Come, Peanut!” Lisa tugged the leash. She refused to look into the alien’s eyes.

	 

	***

	 

	When Lisa returned home, Eric had just arrived, reeking of whiskey. 

	“Hey sis,” he said, teetering. 

	“Where you been all night, boy?” Mother asked.

	“Partying in the Quarter,” Eric slurred, brushing a lock of blonde hair from his eyes. “Just got so fucked up with this alien thing, had to blow off some steam.”

	“No cursing!” her mother shrieked. “Coming in at this hour, you oughtta be ashamed of yourself.”

	“Don’t worry, Ma.” Lisa guided Eric into the kitchen. “What’s wrong with you?” 

	“I was confused,” Eric said, leaning against the wall. “But I ain’t confused no more.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean them things were out there in the Quarter drinking with us. With us,” he laughed. He shut his eyes. “They gave us shots of some alien stuff and after that, we were all good. No aches, no pains and the best of friends. They’re all right. Yeah.”

	“No,” Lisa said, shaking Eric. “They are not all right.”

	Eric shrugged her away. “Oh, quit being such a priss. Kali’s right. Live a little bit instead of always doing the right thing.”

	Lisa stared at Eric. He never made fun of her. She recalled the people in yoga and how they responded in group ecstasy. How her dog had been frightened, and then suddenly happy. This was mind control so razor precise, people would be unaware they’d been compromised.  

	Question everything.  

	It was dawning on Lisa that the old man knew something.  

	***

	Lisa stopped going to yoga, using the Internet and watching television. She went to the grocery store, walked the dog, cooked, helped her mother, slept. She wasn’t going to allow herself to be influenced by the media. 

	The world grew accustomed to having the visitors around. When Lisa saw them in the grocery aisle or on the streets, she averted her eyes.

	Then, without warning, another momentous day arrived.

	“Lisa, get in here!” Eric cried. 

	Lisa thrust the cooked meatloaf she’d just taken from the oven onto a hot plate and ran into the living room. Scrolling red letters on the big screen blared: “ALERT.”

	“What’s going on?” Lisa asked.

	“Quiet!” Kali screeched. She and Eric stood before the television. Mother clutched her rosary.

	“Admittedly we had a plan,” the President was saying, “to acclimate the public to the visitors’ presence. We’ve known for some time that the Earth was going to be hit. We couldn’t disclose this knowledge for fear of inciting world-wide panic.”

	“What?” Lisa said. “An asteroid?”

	“Quiet!” Eric screamed.

	The President spoke from a little box at the left, while the screen showed a huge asteroid hurtling through space. Another section of the screen showed a computer graphic of its calculated impact-point somewhere between Israel and Iraq. 

	“Sadly, no-one remaining on Earth will survive the impact,” the President intoned. “The visitors can’t divert the asteroid but they will help us. You know now, after sharing time with them, they are our allies. In eight hours, we must all go outside. They are sending millions of ships to rescue us. When you see the ships in the sky, you must think or say, ‘Take me.’ Then you will be lifted up to the safety of the New World.”

	***

	Cell phones and networks became clogged with panicked messages, comments and posts. Television stations shut down as the employees abandoned their posts. Everyone stayed glued to CNN, which continued broadcasting videos of people banding together in the streets, crying, singing, holding hands, lighting candles, looking at the skies.

	“It’s all manufactured hysteria,” Lisa said, observing the pandemonium on the television.

	“You’re not going?” Kali turned toward her sister. 

	“Are you kidding? Not on your life.”

	Kali knelt before Lisa and took her hands. “No, Lisa. Not on your life.” She implored her sister with her large brown eyes. Inhaling the familiar scent of incense on Kali, Lisa knew then, despite their differences, how much she loved her.

	“You can’t go,” Lisa said, eyes filling with tears. “Don’t you understand?”

	“No, Lisa, you don’t understand. You must go outside and let them save you. If you stay here, you will die.”

	“You mustn’t believe this, Kali. It’s all a lie.”

	“What will it take for you to see the truth?” Kali said, her voice high. “Didn’t I get you to start doing yoga, to prepare you to open your mind to the truth?”

	“Yes, but you must shut off the outside, the media, and… them! Go within yourself for truth. Listen. That’s yoga! I’ve felt nauseous and terrified since they came. What does your intuition tell you?”

	“It’s natural to be afraid of what we don’t understand.”

	“Please,” Lisa begged, but her sister wasn’t listening. Kali was furiously tapping a text message on her phone.

	“Kali’s right,” Eric said. “You gotta go. If you stay, you’ll die.”

	Lisa stared at her sister and brother knowing this was the last day she’d share with them.

	“What about you, Mom?” Eric asked.

	“You’ll have to pry me out of here with a crowbar.” 

	They argued into the night. Arguments on the internet quickly divided between going and staying. Then the internet shut down. 

	The television offered the solution. CNN aired footage of what Earth might look like after the asteroid hit: a ruined planet, a cloud of dust, decay, the forests burned, the seas black and lifeless. The words: “A New Dawn” flashed on the screen. Then CNN showed an artist’s video rendering of ships filling the sky, beams of light touching the earth.

	“When our allies’ ships come, you must say ‘take me’,” the President said. “You must consent to being taken. Then you and your families will be lifted to safety.” CNN switched to a video of smiling toddlers and teens being lifted into the ships. “It’s a new dawn,” the President said. “A new world for humanity.” The video promptly returned to the depictions of a post-asteroid, burned, lifeless planet.

	“Turn this shit off!” Lisa screamed.

	As if on cue, the electricity shut down and all went dark. Had the aliens shut down the power grids? Lisa felt as if she was playing a part in some macabre play, peering from behind the curtain at an orchestrated world-wide blackout; preparing for some terrible final act. 

	Lisa went to the window. Outside, on the levee, hundreds of people stood holding flashlights and candles. In her agitation, Lisa walked back and forth from the living room to the window, noticing as more people gathered, until the levee next to Lake Pontchartrain was dotted with thousands of waiting souls. 

	Eight hours after the president’s announcement, at around three in the morning, Lisa sat beside her mother while she read from the Bible.

	“Are you afraid, Mom?” Lisa asked.

	Beneath a shock of white hair, her mother gazed at her clearly. “Either way it’ll be all right.”

	“What do you mean, either way?”

	“Whether an asteroid hits or not.”

	“Aren’t you afraid for Kali and Eric?”

	“I have my faith.”

	Lisa patted her mother’s blue-veined hand. She wasn’t sure about anything and had faith in nothing. In fact, she could start screaming till she went mute. But she croaked, “I’ll stay with you, Mom.”

	Loud cries came from outside. Kali and Eric raced in, slamming the back door.

	“They’re here!” Eric called. He took Lisa’s hand.

	“I told you I’m not going!”

	“Yes, you are.” Eric picked up Lisa in his muscular arms.

	“Let me go!”

	Kali wheeled Mother out of the house to the backyard. 

	“Kali, I don’t want to—” Mother went silent.

	Up in the night sky, countless bright white lights glowed like the sky was populated by hundreds of miniature, pulsing moons.

	The masses on the levee were transfixed by the bright lights. “Take me!” they all shouted as one. Then shafts of white light lanced down from the ships, and each person was lifted up in the light. The night air filled with screams, and the prayers and moans of those sinking to their knees as they waited to be taken.

	Kali shouted into Lisa’s ear. “Tell them: take me. Do it now.”

	Lisa shook her head and looked down at the grass, artificially lit from the brilliant ships’ lights.

	On the levee, thousands of people were transported in the white lights up to the ships, like seeds up a vacuum cleaner’s transparent pipe. 

	“Say it!” Kali cried. “Please. Come with me.”

	Lisa shook her head, her vision blurring. Kali hugged her. “I love you, Sis. If I can come back to tell you what I’ve seen, I will.”

	“I love you, too,” Lisa said.

	“Close your eyes, listen for me when you meditate. I’ll find you.”

	Lisa clutched her sister, her soft wet cheek against hers, remembering how Kali had held her when they slept together as children, so close they sometimes recalled similar dreams in the morning. Lisa sobbed harder, not knowing what life would be without Kali, whom she’d always respected and quietly adored.

	Eric hugged Mother, who began to weep. Then he bear-hugged Lisa so hard she lost her breath. “Please,” he said into her ear. “Come.”

	Lisa kissed his stubbled cheek. “I love you, Bro.” 

	Eric lowered his head.  “Love you, Sis.” Then he lifted his blue eyes to the sky. “Take me!” 

	A powerful white light beamed down from the sky to the ground, enfolding him. Then, Eric was lifted into the night. 

	“Love you always, Sis, Mom,” Kali said. She looked upward. “Take me!” she called. Light flowed down from the sky. She too, was lifted, gone.

	Lisa stood next to Mother in the wheelchair. They watched, cheeks wet, as people disappeared from the levee, one after the other. After a while, the only sounds were people weeping and the lake lapping the shore. The ships shrunk to star-like pinpoints of lights, then flew together to merge into one huge ball of pulsing light. The ship burst upward into the night sky then disappeared altogether. The stars reappeared and a sliver moon hung in the sky. The crickets began to sing again.

	***

	Lisa and her mother sat weeping in the living room lit by a lone candle. The clock ticked toward 4 a.m. The asteroid would hit at any moment.

	Lisa wondered if the effects of the impact would take a while to travel from across the world. Would the skies blacken right away? Would the Gulf of Mexico rise up to swallow them? Or, what if the calculations had been wrong and the asteroid impacted closer to home? 

	“It should be over quickly,” Lisa said hoarsely, hoping.

	“Hush,” Mother said.

	Light-headed and dry-mouthed, Lisa went into her bedroom. She lay on her bed and closed her eyes. She’d meditate, clear her mind, slow her thudding heart. She forced herself to breathe deeply. At last, she became calm. She inhaled slowly.

	Then her sense of peace was disturbed. Somehow she sensed that Kali was in danger. Lisa felt a lump in her throat. 

	Lisa.

	Kali’s voice, but it was distant, hardly a whisper. 

	I can reach you here, Kali said to her mind.  An image of Kali took shape in her mind’s eye.  She was transparent and white. Her long dark hair rippled in an unseen wind. She held out her arms to Lisa, beckoning, as if hoping to connect through time and space. 

	It’s a terrible place, Kali said. They took us to the dark side of the moon, millions of us, trapped on these ships - -everyone is screaming!  They want us for…  Her eyes widened with horror and there was that same look of inexplicable horror from that portentous dream earlier that summer.  Oh, god, Kali cried.  They use us for food, our meat, our blood. And then after we’re slaughtered, they recycle our energy, our very souls…. Her mouth opened in abject terror as she beheld something Lisa couldn’t see. Kali began to scream in a frenzied high pitch.

	Lisa heard a fizzling sound. Then Kali’s ghost split apart. It shattered into thousands of pieces and flew out and away, like bright, spinning sparks. Another fizzling sound followed as the sparks dimmed. Then all went dark.

	Kali! Lisa called.

	But Lisa knew Kali was dead. Lisa sobbed, her head throbbing with the image of Kali’s terrified expression before her light was consumed. 

	She questioned her sanity, unknowing the logic. But she trusted her inner voice more. She chilled, growing so frightened her bones felt like ice. She couldn’t control her body’s shaking. 

	Lisa wept. Her sister was dead and likely so was her brother. Feeling movement on the bed, she gasped and jolted upright. It was only her dog, sidling up beside her. Lisa covered the beagle with her arms, clutching her to her chest. The dog trembled, her little heart beating fast. She feverishly licked Lisa’s wet, salty cheeks. 

	 

	***

	When she thought she’d cried as much as she could, Lisa blew her nose and went to sit with her mother. 

	They sat in the dark, the candle flickering on the coffee table. Lisa said nothing of Kali. They sat in silence as the clock ticked.

	The asteroid will hit. Will we die right away? Or will we have to wait for the effects of that massive wave of fire and death advancing steadily toward us?

	Lisa and her mother occasionally emitted a sigh, blotting their foreheads with a napkin. It felt like time had stopped.

	Then, after what seemed an eternity, Lisa heard birds chirping outside.

	Miraculously, the sun was rising. 

	Lisa opened the back door and stepped outside. The levee was littered with paper, cups, bottles and suitcases. The sky was pale and clear. She walked to the top of the levee. 

	The old man in suspenders walked toward her with his Yorkie. “You’re still here,” he called.

	“It hasn’t hit yet. Could they have been mistaken?” Lisa glanced up at the sky.

	“That was no mistake,” the man said. “That was the Harvest.”

	Peanut came running, sniffing the Yorkie.

	As Lisa scooped up Peanut, dread filled her like mud. “What do you mean, ‘Harvest’?”

	“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”

	“No, tell me.” 

	“Why do you think you’re still here?” 

	“I don’t know.”

	“Sure you do. You questioned—”

	“I don’t care about me now,” Lisa cried. “Tell me what you know.”

	The man looked at Lisa, then his bushy white brows furrowed. “You got kin that went?”

	Lisa nodded.

	He clicked his tongue. “Come on, boy,” he said to his dog.

	“Tell me what you know!” Lisa held the wriggling beagle as she trailed the old man.

	“Just be thankful you stayed,” he said. “You ever thought why we never returned to the moon? You think NASA always tells us the truth?” He shook his head. “They don’t call it the dark side of the moon for nothing. There’s been hidden alien bases there for ages.” 

	Lisa’s knees went soft. Hot tears stung her eyes. 

	The old man patted her arm. “I’m sorry, hon. It’s a dog-eat-dog world. Did you really think we were the top of the food chain?”

	A seagull above swooped and cawed. The wind blew. The sun was rising in the east.

	“The government sold us out. There’s no asteroid, never was. Maybe some of those dumb puppets didn’t even know the truth themselves.” He squinted watery eyes. “I’m sorry, dear, very sorry.” 

	Lisa turned, crying softly into Peanut’s fur. The gulls hovered above fish jumping for their lives. Lisa sat on the grass and cried for a good while. Then, as the seat of her pants grew damp from morning dew and the sun rose higher, red ants began biting her ankles. Lisa stood. 

	The only thing to do was to keep going, just keep going. Her mother would be alone in the house, left with only her grief and her prayers. Lisa decided she’d not tell her mother the truth. She’d let her believe Kali and Eric had gone on to the safety of a new world, or the sanctity of Heaven. She wished desperately she believed that, too. But no matter what anyone believed or knew, thankfully now the television screen remained dark, unavailable to instruct otherwise.  

	Lisa pictured her mother sitting in the dim living room, warm with no electricity, no fan. She’d be clutching her rosary, waiting for breakfast. Perhaps her stomach was rumbling and she, too, was just now remembering with relief the meatloaf that Lisa had cooked last night, left on the counter uneaten, before all the lights went out. 

	 


Rent 

	by Steven Poore

	 

	An hour out of Myers City, with the G-class star basking high in the long afternoon, they turned off the main carriageway and headed up into the hills. Down on the flats, the road was laid out in rigid, geometric gridlines, designed by the Corporation's Settlement Directorate years before the planet was ready to be colonised. But here the road was narrower and wound alarmingly across contours that, on the map, had looked deceptively easy. Fahim Barad's stomach lurched with every tight corner – and there were a lot of those. A small part of his mind wondered exactly how the roadlayers must have coped with this environment. It's not as though they're made to work in three dimensions, he thought.

	The car took another corner, much faster than was necessary, and this time the wheels skidded on the hard surface. Fahim felt his safety belt bite into his shoulder as centrifugal force took hold of him once more.

	“You're enjoying this far too much,” he said. “Can we please slow down just a little? I would like to get there in one piece, you know. And with some charge left in the car.”

	His companion grinned and shook her head, but Fahim felt the car decelerate a little as it approached the next bend and, to his relief, this time his stomach stayed where it was supposed to when Maria Ortega took the turn.

	“Okay, so we were running a bit late,” she conceded, still smiling. “But I suppose the place won't be going anywhere without us.”

	“Speed demon,” Fahim muttered, but the complaint was meant in good humour. He had worked with Ortega long enough that her habitual impatience no longer bothered him. It was an attitude that poorly suited her job, however: mankind had been waiting for a genuine, live First Contact encounter since the middle of the twentieth century, and would undoubtedly wait longer yet, no matter how impatient Ortega might be. She drove as though she was afraid to miss that first encounter. But nobody could fault her enthusiasm on this road, away from the dull, straight lines of the city grid. Had he been more inclined to such things, Fahim might have taken the wheel himself on this journey. Now they travelled at a more civilised pace, Fahim took the opportunity to look out at the hillsides, craning his head for his first sighting of their destination. The ground was uneven and, for the most part, quite barren, just like the rest of the planet surface. But there were more patches of green than there had been even just a few months before. Clusters of oxygen-producing fungus had been seeded here by the first wave of terraformers, decades previously, to aid the conversion process. The fungus released spores into the air, spread itself across the land on the arid winds. After that, when the thinnest of breathable atmospheres was in place, the second wave of bio-agriculturalists planted genetically modified forests: stiff, regimented ranks of force-grown trees that dug deep into the planet's soil to find the moisture trapped far below the surface.

	One of these shoulder-high forests flashed past the car window even as he looked – a legion of infant trees, Fahim thought, waiting as if to march to war. The idea amused him. Behind the plantation was a long line of beech-variants, placed to ward off the prevailing winds; they towered over their smaller charges with the authority of centurions.

	A much larger shape loomed over the newly-planted forest, casting a long shadow down the hillside. A curving, sinuous sculpture, broad-based and several meters high. Alien and ancient: they were spaced out at regular intervals across the entire planet surface. Art, some said. Some kind of message, others argued. With no solid evidence on any side, everything was speculation. The only thing anybody could agree on was that the unnerving shapes could not have occurred naturally.

	Someone – something – had lived on this world before.

	Fahim fixed his gaze on the shape until it disappeared behind another bend in the road.

	“Those things still freak me out,” Ortega commented. “I mean, you can sit there just looking at them for hours and they never seem to make any sense at all. You can lose your mind staring at them.”

	Fahim flashed a smile at the young woman. “It is good to hear that even you can know fear.”

	“Yeah.” She returned the smile. “Things that stand still, Doctor Barad. They scare me.”

	Acceleration pushed Fahim back into his seat and he shook his head ruefully. “Ah, youth.”

	***

	The observatory had been fully commissioned less than a year ago. It hadn't been very high on the Corporation's list of priorities, and the academic partnership that had invested in the mission over a century earlier had fought tooth and nail to get it moved up the schedule.  The quality of the sleek buildings that clustered around the base of the towering radio telescopes testified to the financial backing behind that particular battle. There must have been some very strained meetings in the Corporation's boardroom, Fahim mused. The observatory was on prime real estate that had initially been earmarked for executive-level residences.

	But even if this was the perfect location for the observatory, it still had to contend with the ancient world that had come before – one of the massive alien artefacts dominated the parking lot, the complex helices humming and whistling when the wind caught them.

	Professor Frost was waiting for them, sheltering from the sharp breeze in the lee of the sculpture, shoulders hunched inside the fur-lined jacket he wore. A younger man than his title suggested, he nonetheless conformed to several of the stereotypes associated with academia, pale-faced, balding and a little unkempt. Large sunglasses balanced halfway down his long, thin nose, gave him a half-alien appearance to match his surroundings. Fahim pulled his own coat tight as he climbed from the car, relieved to feel his feet on solid ground once more. Ortega glanced up once at the sculpture and shivered, muttering a Spanish expletive that was stolen away by the wind.

	“Doctor Barad,” Frost called, walking forward with his hand outstretched. “It's good to meet you in person.”

	Fahim shook his hand. “Likewise, Professor. To tell you the truth, I'm embarrassed that I've not been up here since your equipment went online – after all, I've been assigned here for over six months now.”

	Ortega grunted. “Looking at too many of those statues, if you ask me. Maria Ortega, Professor.”

	“Just Brian, please. Or Frosty. We don't stand too much on ceremony up here. And – for the record – Doctor Sharpe wasn't one for coming up here either. We didn't hold it against him though,” Frost added with a smile.

	Fahim nodded. “Brian it is, then.” The wind turned suddenly and blew dust into his face. “Perhaps we should go inside?”

	Frost hesitated. “Oh, yes. Of course – a good idea. Please, follow me. I've got Scipius set up for you over in the main dome, but we can pass by the commissary first if you want.”

	“Coffee would be good,” Ortega agreed.

	***

	The coffee was, predictably, awful. Standard Corporation brand, poorly roasted and served at a temperature guaranteed to scald. Fahim sipped politely at his but made certain to leave it in the commissary when they moved on. The housekeeping mechs approached the table in slowly-decreasing circles, like predators stalking unwary prey.

	“Exactly how long has Scipius been operational now?” Fahim asked as they took the facility's spinal corridor towards the observation dome.

	“Five months and three days,” Frost replied. He waved with the foil-wrapped fruit bar he now carried in the general direction of Myers City and the spaceport. “The Corporation kept losing our crates, so we ended up about six months behind schedule. But the wait has been more than worth it. The reception here is almost crystal clear. When we finally pick up the old transmissions from Earth, the sound quality will be absolutely incredible. The data we've sent back so far has more than paid for the investment that the Partnership made.”

	Long-term planning, Fahim thought. Everything the Corporation did was long-term, and now other companies followed suit. Planetary engineering was a science where processes were measured in centuries: atmospheric terraforming, followed by ecopoiesis, and then by the more visible – and viral – process of colonisation. Humanity was learning to change its terms of reference, to think in the future.

	“You've had more success than we have then,” Ortega observed, and Frost glanced over his shoulder at her in surprise.

	“How so?”

	Fahim cut in before Ortega could answer. “The Contact and Archaeological Society has been on Myers Station since the Corporation first signed contracts on the planet. We've been trying to understand the significance of those alien sculptures ever since. Like yours, it seems to be a very long-term project, Professor.” Ortega nodded in long-suffering agreement, and Fahim allowed himself a wry smile. “We haven't made much headway, I'm afraid. Doctor Sharpe told me that his experiences here were very dispiriting.”

	Despite the arguments there was one important issue, Fahim knew, that was never mentioned at all. It hung like an albatross over everything that the CAS did, over every project and investigation, but to speak of it – to even allude to it – was to invite ostracism and an immediate re-posting elsewhere in the sector.

	The very presence of the sculptures themselves was reminder enough of the controversy. The fact that this had not always been an empty world; it had once been home to another intelligent species. Now mankind had come, as a jackdaw, to claim that home for itself. Some parts of the CAS, Fahim knew too well, were not entirely comfortable with that.

	Frost shrugged expressively. “Well, they fox the hell out of me,” he said. “You ever tried walking past one of them at night? When the wind is up? Enough to give anybody the jitters. What do you think they're all about then?”

	“My own opinion?”

	Frost nodded, and Fahim paused to order his thoughts. It struck him that the professor and his colleagues had probably not involved themselves very much in the developing world outside the observatory – in fact he would be surprised if they had been down to Myers City more than once or twice in the last year. Certainly, up here in the hills, they had risen above the debates he still had to negotiate every day. Funny how quickly communities cluster together and then fracture, even on new worlds such as this.

	“I think,” he said slowly, “that they show how absolutely different and inimical this alien civilisation must have been to our own. If they have any purpose at all, it must be far beyond our reckoning – we can't even see that they had any kind of written language.”

	Ortega shook her head. “They are like graffiti, Brian. I believe that they say nothing more than 'We were here'. They are fossils.”

	“Like me,” Fahim commented, smiling his self-deprecation. “It has only been six months, but I feel I have been here so long that I could root myself to the ground as they have and spend my days whistling in the wind.” 

	Frost blinked uncertainly and his gaze flicked between the two archaeologists. “Yeah, this place... it does something to you, doesn't it?” He shook himself visibly. “And, well – if they give you the shivers, then you should hear what we've had to listen to for the last few days.”

	***

	The control room in the dome was lined with displays and tracking instruments, all monitored remotely from one station at a central desk by a pair of technicians. Fahim waited patiently while enough chairs were brought up to seat them all, content to look around at the pristine, slumbering equipment. The telescope was in the downtime segment of its cycle, marking time until nightfall. A few tiny maintenance mechs moved overhead, cleaning the component parts of the Scipius telescope with barely audible hisses of compressed air.

	“Impressive,” he said. “You look on the universe at the exact opposite end of the scale to the CAS. Your telescopes to our microscopes.”

	Frost seemed pleased. “Thank you,” he said.

	Ortega gestured to the readouts before them. “So what are we looking at here? Some kind of radio wave?”

	The Professor nodded firmly. “Amongst other things, yes. It appears to be emitting from the surface of the moon, broadcasting across a wide range of frequencies with differing modulations and tones. Some even seem to be pure data streams. This is the clearest signal. We spotted this the other night during a routine equipment work-up, but when we lost the signal we thought it might have been random scatter from something in orbit. Until the moon came up again the following night. That was one of those smack-your-head moments,” he smiled.

	Fahim peered down at the screen, which was replaying a recording of the signal. It was made up of several discrete frequencies, all oscillating around a base tone. “It repeats every ... thirty seconds or so?”

	“Thirty-one point two four,” Frost confirmed, a note of surprise in his voice. “You spotted that remarkably quickly.”

	Fahim shrugged. “An interesting pattern. Quite strange, but I'm certain I've seen something like it before. Maria?”

	She leaned between the technicians and Fahim suppressed a smile as he watched the men shift in their seats. No need to lean forward in quite such a way... A quick glance confirmed that Ortega's movements appeared to have the same effect on the professor as well. It was deliberate, Fahim knew: another by-product of Maria's impatience and frustration with the glacial progress of the CAS investigations. Something she had quickly found had no effect on Fahim at all.

	“It looks like static to me,” she said after a few moments of furrowed thought. “Is there a visual element to the signal?”

	Frost smiled. “This is the visual element. Here – this is the rest of it.” He reached down to flick a switch.

	Speakers on the side of the panel came to life, and Fahim winced. The sound was raw, like an undulating scream of metal sheets. Elemental voices caught and distorted through vast distances. It was a sound akin to a tornado, he decided, but only in the same way that the sun itself was akin to a flashlight.

	Frost let the sound play for a few moments more and then cut the circuit with a visible shiver, his smile now wan and apologetic. “Not the most calming thing I ever heard,” he said. “We've found we can't actually listen to it any more – makes every single one of us so uncomfortable that we can't focus on what we're supposed to be doing.”

	“I'm not surprised,” Fahim said.

	“It's not static though,” Frost said. “Nor is it naturally occurring – it's not stellar radiation, in other words. The repetition is too precise and regular for it to be anything other than a transmission directed toward the planet.”

	Fahim stared at him sharply. “Directed?”

	“Yep,” the professor said. “Definitely. We verified that with the help of the Corbulo, up in orbit. And there's a fair degree of power behind it too, as far as we can tell.”

	Fahim stared down at the screen once more. An alien transmission... communication from another species... all he had ever wished for. 

	“So you wanted our opinion on it before you sent it upwards to CAS on Earth?” Ortega asked.

	Frost nodded. “That and – well, it seemed the courteous thing to do, rather than go straight over your heads.”

	Not so isolated after all, Fahim thought. “Thank you for your generosity,” he murmured, still somewhat distracted by the signal that flowed across the screen. “There are other mysteries, you say?”

	“Not least of which is what the hell it actually says,” Ortega observed. “If you're going to say something on a continuous thirty-second loop, it must be something damned important.”

	“Well, besides that,” Frost agreed. “The other thing is, as I said, that we found this signal two days ago, searching through a quadrant of the sky we had already catalogued immediately after Scipius came online. It wasn't there then, we're absolutely certain of that.”

	There was something about the shape and the flow of the signal, Fahim thought. The way it veered sharply up and down, frequency tones merging and looping outwards... like an optical illusion, there was meaning hidden inside it. “Is it intended for us then?”

	Frost shrugged. “Who knows? We thought you might be able to do something with it.”

	“In time, perhaps,” Fahim said. “But with no terms of reference, and no hope of conversation to set in place a vocabulary? It’s like piecing together a jigsaw in the dark, I'm afraid.”

	“Can you give us a recording of this?” Ortega asked.

	“By all means. I can run one up for you right now.”

	Fahim stood back from the table. “Good. At least we can make a start on it. One more impossible task to add to everything else, perhaps, but this should keep you busy, Maria. You'll have to organise a trip up to that moon: see what's making this noise.”

	She made a sour face. “Well, it'll make a change from endless monolithic sculptures.”

	***

	To Ortega's surprise – and clear delight – Fahim left her to supervise the new investigation into the transmissions from the lunar surface. She was less happy to find that the signal emanated from yet another monolith. This one looked very different to the planet-bound versions, the lines harder and more clearly delineated, all flat planes and sharp edges. Ortega's survey team left it in place rather than run the risk of interrupting the transmissions by moving it, but they brought back enough raw data and flaked samples to establish that the thing was not made of any known element.

	After that, Fahim faded quietly into the background. Organising resources and liaising with CAS Head Office would keep Ortega busy enough that Fahim could continue his own research more or less uninterrupted: the Scipius transmissions had reinvigorated him and awakened him from what he thought had been a five-year-long sleep.

	His career had been in a gentle freefall ever since the sudden end of his tenure as project leader on Halfmoon. Not that any of that was my fault. Just because I refused to give up my headcount – that was still an important dig, regardless of what the CAS thought. On reflection, he could have approached the situation somewhat less aggressively, but it was all water under the bridge now. His anger had diminished – eroded with time and distance, until only a directionless frustration remained. He had come to Myers with no real enthusiasm, only to have his curiosity aroused by the planet's collection of near-identical sculptures. And now these transmissions too...

	He felt a small pang of guilt at abandoning such a major project to his junior staff, but that soon passed when he reminded himself that this was, as it always had been, a long game. There was no such thing as a quick gain. The monuments left on Myers were still just as important as the transmissions from the planet's moon.

	He returned to the records that the CAS had compiled over the intervening years. He re-examined pictures of the sculptures in minute detail, comparing angles and sets of measurements, searching for links between them. After that he spent eight painstaking days constructing perfect computer models of them, and then another ten days subjecting them to every statistical analysis he could think of.

	There had to be something – he refused to believe otherwise.

	On the positive side, his seclusion meant that he missed the sudden flurry of activity as news of the transmissions rippled outwards across space and all eyes turned toward Myers. Journalists arrived by the shuttle-load, and the Corporation even sent two board members to visit the observatory. The arrival of the Corporation's flagship Belisarius was a newsworthy event in itself – although it was a sight Fahim himself had seen too often for his own liking. He saw Professor Frost's perpetually alarmed face on news shows almost every time he turned around. But, barring a few intrusions at the height of the frenzy, Fahim was left well alone, as suited him best.

	There was something just beyond his reach. He felt several times that understanding was only a step away, only to wake the following day dogged by frustration, unable to find the way forward. He was drawn again and again to a hole in the middle of the sculptures, undulating through from one side to the other, exactly the same in every example: that was the key, he decided. If he could decode the meaning of that, at least, the rest would surely follow.

	Satisfied that he now had a direction at last, Fahim allowed himself to return to the world.

	 

	A fine lunch at the Minerva with two directors of the newly-founded city college was interrupted by Ortega's rushed arrival. Fahim Barad set his plate aside with a resigned sigh and excused himself from the table.

	“You've got a good reason for this?”

	Ortega looked impatient as usual, but this time Fahim could sense the excitement radiating from her. “Frosty called a few minutes ago – there's a change in the signal.”

	“Frosty?” He raised an eyebrow.

	“Professor Frost,” Ortega corrected herself. “Anyway – he's got new data for us.”

	“Is it urgent? Can it wait until the end of the meal?” The question was pointless; Maria was quite incapable of waiting. Besides, he was interested – new data could change everything they knew.

	Ortega shrugged. “I've got nothing else to do.”

	Fahim smiled at her. “In that case I'm sure you won't mind if I drive this time.”

	***

	With the observatory's raised profile had come more traffic, Fahim noted, taking care not to scrape the bodywork of the sleek, upgraded models that now filled the lot. Brian Frost waited for them, as he had before, in the lee of the sculpture in the parking lot, shuffling from foot to foot while they found a slot and plugged the car into a charger.  

	Once again there was a lively breeze, whipping dust across the lot and whistling through the alien artefact. Fahim drew his coat closed and wished he had thought to bring his hat.

	“Professor,” he called in greeting. “Interesting times, eh?”

	Frost grinned widely. He seemed to have gained confidence in the intervening months, Fahim decided. Intense scrutiny from the media of all the settled worlds could have that effect. “Not half. I can't say I'm looking forward to having to do it all again, mind.”

	“Perhaps that all depends on what this new data suggests,” Fahim said.

	“Let's go find out then – this wind's not helping my mood,” Ortega muttered darkly.

	***

	There were new control panels and repeaters inside the main dome now, and the Scipius equipment was undergoing an extensive upgrade from what Fahim could make out. He saw that the technicians had prepared a separate control unit for them, with refreshments – coffee and biscuits – on a small table to one side. Clearly Ortega's working relationship with the observatory had borne fruit since Fahim had last been up here.

	Frost played with the controls and set up a loop of the previous signal; mercifully he left the audio channels muted. “Okay, so this is what we had last time. Signal One. Whatever it says.”

	“Still nothing on that front, by the way,” Ortega commented.

	Fahim nodded slowly. Despite the distance he had maintained, he had still monitored her team's progress reports. Looking at the recording as it looped through on the screen before him, however, he thought he could see something...

	“And late yesterday evening, it stopped broadcasting,” Frost said. “Scipius has been trained exclusively on this signal since we first contacted you. When we lost the signal we ran our usual diagnostic scans and started up the reserve 'scope, but we couldn't spot a thing. Then, just over an hour later, Scipius found the signal again. Or, at least, we thought it had.”

	He paused to tap a command, and a second signal appeared beneath the first. “This is what we're receiving now. “

	Fahim Barad watched it cycle through, leaning forward to examine the intertwining helixes. “It is different,” he said quietly. “I can see that immediately. But it is not completely different – there are many similarities. May I?”

	Frost passed him a stylus, and Fahim began to highlight segments of the two recordings. “Here, and also here. Look: to my eye, these portions of the transmissions are identical, but they are in different positions. In the first signal, it occurs near the beginning; in the second it is further on. It also looks... I can't quite describe it, but the new signal seems flatter, somehow. As though it is less friendly. Can you see it?”

	Frost and Ortega stared at each other, and then at the screens. “Ah, I'm not quite sure,” Ortega hedged.

	Frost shook his head, his amazement plain. “I hadn't seen any of that! You should come up here more often, Doctor!”

	Fahim allowed himself a smile. “Perhaps. So, maybe they are telling us some of the same things, but not in the same way. We have to work out why that is. But at least we have much more data to work with now.”

	He sat back and let the signals continue their loop on the screen, watching the waves rise and fall. There was something trapped in the back of his mind: if he waited, he thought he might find the key to let it loose.

	After a short silence, Ortega glanced back up at Frost. “What about the audio? Is that any different?”

	Frost sighed. “Actually, I've been trying not to listen to it. Do you need to hear it, Doctor?”

	Fahim nodded absently. “Yes, please.”

	Once again the dome was filled with the squeal of interstellar noise, sending shivers of discomfort rippling down his spine. A roaring, atonal wind.

	The wind...

	He was staring across the room at one of the monitors: a view of the night sky, as seen by one of the observatory's instruments. A large nebula occupied one corner of the screen. The shape looked peculiarly familiar to him. The moment congealed as the pieces of the puzzle shifted in his mind, rotating into place. It was as if he had been looking at everything from the wrong angle. From the wrong plane – now he could see all three dimensions.

	“Dear God, it has been there all the time,” he muttered, shaking his head in amazement. “All the time! Professor, that screen there – can you print a picture of the stars in that sector? Good; bring it with you. We will be outside.”

	***

	Ortega had to hurry to keep up with him, but Fahim had no time to smile at the irony in that. He strode quickly through the complex, his eagerness to prove his new theory urging him into a jogging pace as he reached the main lobby.

	“What's wrong?” Ortega asked, breathless after the chase. Fahim held up one hand to halt her questions and stepped out into the afternoon, bracing himself against the wind that buffeted him almost immediately.

	“Listen,” he told her. “Just listen.”

	The wind had turned to come from the north now, bitter with the taste of swirling dust. It broke uselessly over the streamlined shapes of the cars in the parking lot, and howled when it found the spiralling funnels of the alien sculptures.

	Ortega winced. “Hell, this is worse than ever, Doctor. It'll give me a migraine.”

	Fahim gestured to the sculpture. “No, bear with it if you can, please – they're trying to tell us something.”

	She frowned and covered her ears. Frost emerged from the lobby, hurriedly pulling his coat back on, a printout rolled up and stuffed into one pocket.

	“Can't you hear it?” Fahim continued. “Listen to the sound wave, not the wind. I didn't hear it last time, but it follows the same patterns as the signals that Scipius found.”

	He watched them, waiting impatiently for the recognition. “Well?”

	“You might be right,” Frost said slowly. “We'd have to record it and make detailed comparisons to be absolutely certain, but...”

	“And there is more,” Fahim added. He gestured at the sculpture. “Look at the structure of this thing. The curves – so mathematical. I've spent so long analysing these things that I can even tell you the ratios and sine values of some of these shapes. This is language too – it occurred to me back in the dome. The signal we have been looking at – if you look, you can see some of the frequency shapes in this sculpture. The two things together – the sound and the curves – they constitute one language. They mean the same thing.”

	“Hah. All this time, we've been looking at half a picture,” Frost said. “No wonder we haven't been getting anywhere.”

	Fahim grinned openly. He had just been thinking exactly the same thing. “It is the same language. I have no doubt. Which means they have been trying to tell us something since we first arrived on this world. But they cannot have known that we would come, which means that...”

	“These were left here for any travellers who came along,” Ortega finished, and Fahim nodded. “That sounds crazy, Doctor.” 

	Fahim held out his hand to Frost, and the Professor passed him the printout he had brought with him. “Bear with me, please; I haven't yet finished. My theory is still formative.”

	“In other words, he's making it up as he goes along,” Ortega muttered to Frost, just loud enough for Fahim to hear.

	“Quite right. Genius on the wing,” Fahim replied straight-faced. “Right. This is the night sky as seen by Scipius. With this nebula, here, dominating our view. Now: fix that picture in your mind, and look at the sculpture again. More specifically, stand there and look.”

	Frost wore a bemused expression, but he circled around the massive sculpture until he stood between it and the Scipius dome. Ortega followed him, standing further back with her hands braced against her hips. For a long moment there was only the sound of the wind.

	“Okay, I'm lost,” Ortega said at last. “What am I supposed to be seeing? Art appreciation was never my strong point.”

	“Here.” Fahim passed her the printout. 

	“The nebula,” Frost said suddenly. “I think I can see the shape of the nebula at the end of that hole through the damned thing.” He crouched, peering closer. “Bloody hell, I think you've cracked it, Doctor! That's just got to be a representation of the nebula up there. And there's a piece jutting down from the top – I don't know if that's been worn down by the wind, but what are the odds that it's meant to point to a particular part of the nebula?”

	Maria Ortega frowned, glaring at the relic. “It's a map? All of that, and it's just a map? Why in God's name are there so many of them?”

	Fahim smiled. “As you said yourself, Maria, they are graffiti – of a sort. Most graffiti says one of two things, I think: either 'We were here' or 'This belongs to us'.”

	“And this one comes with a map,” Frost said. “So perhaps more likely to be the latter interpretation?”

	“I believe so,” Fahim agreed.

	“The question is, what's the rest of the message they're trying to give us? And why has the transmission changed?”

	Fahim began to walk around the object, sorting his thoughts one last time. The theory was almost complete. “Exactly. Why has it changed? To the best of my knowledge nobody has sent a reply. Correct?”

	“Correct,” Frost said. He paused for a moment. “You're implying that this second signal has been sent because we haven't sent a reply. A warning.”

	“Possibly,” Fahim said.

	The professor hunched forward and ducked his head. “Ouch. I don't much like the way your theory is headed, Doctor.”

	“It may yet be worse than this,” said Fahim. “For the Corporation, at least. Think about it for a moment. Aside from the sculptures, what have we actually recovered of their civilisation? Pots? Buildings? Pictures? Bones, even? We don't actually even know what they looked like. This world was a blank canvas when humanity arrived upon it. An unpainted picture. An empty room, if you will. Yes, the sculptures probably proclaim their ownership of this world, but I believe that is all they do. Our aliens own this world, but they have never lived on it.”

	Comprehension had already dawned on Frost's face. Ortega was not far behind.

	“They're the landlords?” Ortega said incredulously.

	Fahim nodded. “And the rent is overdue.”

	 


Salvage

	by MJ Kobernus

	Near Orbit, Palsenz, 2387

	The shuttle approached the larger ship’s docking port slowly, performing an intricate ballet of trajectories and vectors, matching speed, angle and rotation until it mirrored the other vessel precisely.

	“Argoss III, this is the shuttle Heimdal. Requesting permission to dock.” The radio remained silent. First Officer, Stephanie Chu looked to the pilot and shrugged. “Still no response, Pål.” 

	Captain Pål Knutsen acknowledged this with a nod. But he had his orders. Dock with the Argoss, and enable ingress for the salvage team. He triggered a burst from the central reaction control system, giving the shuttle a push sufficient to allow it to move slowly towards its vastly bigger host. With a clang that reverberated throughout the smaller vessel, the shuttle mated with the Argoss, its inexorable progress countered by the torsional and compression systems that absorbed most of the collision’s impact. With a glance at the control panel, he saw that the Orbital Docking System indicated the seal was tight. All green. He flipped the comm channel open. 

	“OK, boys. You’re clear to disembark.”

	Stephanie pulled her headset off. It floated away gently. Raising an eyebrow, she said, “Boys?” 

	Her partner shrugged. “Just a figure of speech. You be careful, Steph. Make sure that seal is tight. I don’t care what the panel shows.” He gestured to the ODS which continued to give its electronic assurance that the docking ports were cleanly mated.

	“I always am, Pål. Don’t worry about me.”

	She quickly moved to the small hatch in the bulkhead behind them. Making good use of the handholds, she swung around and pivoted through the narrow opening, flying through with the speed of long familiarity. This put her in the central fuselage where the tech-engs from the Bitter Sea were waiting, already suited. The six men and three women were checking each other’s EV suits, before tapping their partners’ shoulders to indicate final approval. At zero gee, they could move easily in the heavy, articulated bodies, but they were bulky and cumbersome under normal grav conditions.

	Stephanie punched the code for the airlock and a door slid open revealing a small chamber just big enough to hold four of the suited figures at a time. The first group entered, some of them carrying silver cases containing the instruments and tools needed to assess the condition of the third colony ship, which steadfastly refused to acknowledge their presence. She activated the close routine and the hatch slid shut silently. Watching through the tiny sight glass, she could see the expedition leader manually operate the docking port. The shuttle vibrated for a moment as the port dilated open, and the tech-engs passed into the airlock on the other side.

	One of them turned before entering the Argoss, giving her a thumbs up gesture, then sealed the hatch behind him. The panel displayed a flashing green light. They were in. She repeated the process for the three remaining crew and watched as they too disappeared into what some people were already referring to as the ghost ship. She shook her head ruefully. Stupid to let rumour affect her like that. So the ship had suffered some kind of environmental disaster and most likely killed everyone aboard. That was no reason to start getting superstitious. And yet, she could not shake the feeling that something was wrong.

	***

	Inside the Argoss III, Officer First Class Jensen examined the external pressure and air sensor unit mounted on the sleeve of his suit. With a nod to the others, he started to unclamp his helmet. Quickly, they helped each other, hanging their suits in racks that lined the wall of the small chamber. In just a few minutes, nine heavy EVO suits slumped against the airlock wall.

	Jensen sniffed cautiously. He was the first of his family in almost three hundred years to breathe air not filtered through the Bitter Sea’s scrubbers. It was disappointingly familiar. The same aroma of rubber and steel. But there was a hint of something else too. Something he did not recognise.

	The airlock opened into a narrow corridor, its once white walls now grey, several of its lighting panels dimmed or broken. Noting the condition, Jensen felt his fears for the people aboard the Argoss III mounting. No one had been doing any maintenance for a very long time, it seemed. 

	“Alright folkens, let’s get to work.” He gestured to the Drive Techs who carried a crate between them. “Finn and Cho. You two get moving. Find out what state the main drive is in. The rest of us are heading for the control centre.”

	The two drive techs nodded, lifting their heavy crate easily in the zero gee, and headed down the corridor. Even though their names denoted a familial heritage that could not have been more different, they looked surprisingly similar. Both men were tall, with high cheekbones and dark hair. Finn’s blue eyes spoke of his Norsk roots, while Cho’s brown were rooted firmly in Shanxi province. They moved at a steady pace, their boots providing solid traction on the floor. Theirs was the longest journey, as they had to go through the gen-pop section in the third sphere in order to get to the engines, but there was a control station in section two that could provide some answers first. They turned left at the junction in the corridor without hesitation. They did not need to think about where they were going. They were as familiar with the layout of the Argoss as they were with the Bitter Sea. The colony ships were all built identically, down to the last nut and bolt, even if each did its own unique ‘flavour.’ 

	The great vessels had left Earth in the wake of the Final Fall. They had maintained close communications during the first generation, but after forty years, the Argoss had gone quiet. It also maintained a longer and harder acceleration program than the other three ships, so after many decades it had pulled too far ahead to be tracked easily. And though it was clear that it had not exploded, as had the luckless Truman seventy years into their journey, it was equally certain that something had gone catastrophically wrong.

	After eight generations, only half the expected colonists had arrived safely at their new home, a G star system with a Kepler-classified Super-Earth planetoid. But this would be enough as each ship was fully capable of establishing a colony on its own. However, the success potential of any fledgling outpost increased with greater numbers. When Endurance and Bitter Sea entered the Palsenz star system, there was much celebration when the Argoss III was discovered to be waiting for them in a geo-stationary orbit. 

	Each of the giant ships had been sponsored by a consortium of privately held companies with cooperation from national groups on Earth. The Bitter Sea was a joint Sino-Norsk enterprise, with lesser representation from several other countries. As a result, most of the colonists on the Bitter Sea had Eurasian features, with a prevalence for high cheekbones and almond shaped eyes, even those with blonde hair. In contrast, the Endurance was largely of North American manufacture, with a large percentage of Southern American and a small minority of central Europeans. The colonists aboard Endurance were much darker in complexion, with a prevalence of brown eyes and darker hair. The vision of a melting pot for humanity had become reality only after its almost utter extinction.

	Officer Jensen began to lead the group of engineers, technicians and computer operators on the long march to the control centre, located in the third and most forward section. The Heimdal had docked in the middle section, which contained the engineering, hydroponics and various other support industries. This was the heart of the great ark and it should have been a hive of industry. 

	The modular design always reminded Jensen of pictures he had seen as a kid; a bulbous bug, with a large abdomen, smaller thorax and tiny head. Each section was bigger than the previous, and all were connected by multiple limbs and tubes. 

	Only the third section had gravity. The General Population pod was based upon a design from the twentieth century; a Bernal sphere. The entire core of the sphere was hollow and housed the majority of the ship’s crew and personnel. There were no passengers. If your ancestors were not specialists or would not work, they did not go. A constant three quarter gee was maintained by spinning it along a central axis ensuring that the population could maintain sufficient muscle and bone mass throughout the long journey to their new home.

	The salvage team led by Jensen continued through various corridors, some of them entirely dark, requiring them to use their light beams on scatter setting, creating odd, looming shadows out of nothing. It was in one dark passage that they found the first Argoss crewman; or what was left of him. The synthetic material of his uniform was perfectly intact, in contrast to the skeletal remains within. It looked to Jensen as if the man had died leaning against the bulkhead, then simply fallen over. 

	The Med Tech drew a handheld scanner and went to work. She looked up, face grave. She said just one word, but it chilled them all. 

	“Radiation.”

	At that moment Jensen’s ear comm chirped, announcing an incoming signal. He keyed it to relay, so the others could hear the drive tech through their own comms.

	“Chief, there’s something not right here. We’re at the engine control centre. There’s no sign of any activity, but the nav system shows that a containment coil was aligned recently.”

	Jensen understood enough about the singularity drive to know what a containment coil was, but he did not understand why this was important. 

	So?”

	“So, the procedure is not automated. It has to be done manually.”

	Jensen let the significance of the words filter through. Someone must have been performing the alignment. “Well, that’s good news. There must still be some crew alive, right?”

	“Well, that’s the thing chief. I can access the main Control Comp System from here. There’s a secondary interface in engineering as a backup. I requested a head count.”

	Each person aboard a colony ship had a tiny sub dermal implant, which allowed the CCS to track their location as well as the individuals’ bio readings. It would also constantly monitor how many people were aboard. 

	“I may regret asking this. How many are there?”

	“Zero chief. There are no crewmen currently registered.”

	“But you said that the alignment was done manually.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Hmm. Okay, thanks Finn.” 

	The implants were inserted into the gluteus maximus of all newborns. This was protocol; everyone had one. If there were people aboard that did not have the bio tracker, then that could only mean one thing. He turned to his team. “There may be a break in the social structure. It could be they had a mutiny. Keep on your toes.”

	The group nodded in response. They continued along the corridor, coming upon more of the hapless crew that had died suddenly, killed by a flash radiation burst, most likely from the ship’s own reactor.

	When they reached the junction to the Control Centre Pod, the most forward part of the ship, Jensen felt a sense of relief. He opened the connecting portal. It was an airlock, since the control pod was effectively a separate system to the rest of the ship. Although cramped, the Bitter Sea personnel squeezed into the small chamber. They cycled through and as the adjoining portal opened, they got their first glimpse of the ship’s control centre, the bridge.

	A dozen of the Argoss crew were arrayed around the room, some still at their workstations, others haphazardly fallen, or sitting slumped against a bulkhead. The blast of radiation that had killed them had been over in a second. They probably hadn’t even felt a thing.

	But the gen-pop sphere would have better shielding. Sure, it was closer to the reaction core, but its hull was meters thick. Still, if there had been any survivors, the engineers would have reported it by now.

	Jensen went to the nearest computer terminal and punched a few keys at random. Nothing.

	“Let’s get to work. We need these systems up and running.”

	His team spread out, carefully moving the bags of bones that had once been people. They stacked them in a corner of the control room, then began to pull apart the panelling to get at the computer’s inner systems, looking for the fault that had put the control centre offline.

	Engineer first class Markus Han was first to get his terminal running. He turned to his partner. “Li, look at this.” He pointed to a digital readout that displayed a set of numbers. Li narrowed his eyes. 

	“It looks like the containment field was taken offline.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

	“But . . . that would kill everyone. Why would they do that?”

	“No idea. But it looks like someone wanted to pull the plug on the whole crew.”

	“Sir! Over here, please.”

	Jensen hurried over to the techs, who were still staring in shock at the data on the screen. 

	“It was sabotage, Sir. The drive failure. Someone did it deliberately.” 

	Jensen swore, shaking his head. “What in hell would possess someone to do that?”

	Markus Han peered closer at the data, and he visibly paled. “Sir . . . it was here. They did it from here.” He pointed to a section of the screen displaying an array of numbers. “They overrode the safety protocols. That’s the captain’s own authorisation code.”

	“What?” Jensen stared in puzzlement at the data on the screen. Drive tech was not his field, and he could not comprehend the lines of scrolling data. “The command crew caused a deliberate drive containment field failure? Why the hell would they do that? It would kill everyone on the whole ship!”

	Markus nodded. “Yeah. Everyone. And everything.”

	Jensen activated his comm unit. “Finn, report in please.” 

	There was no answer. 

	“Lieutenant Cho, please respond.”

	The technicians in the control room looked to their leader, whose hand had automatically gone to the holstered weapon on his right hip. 

	***

	Lieutenant Cho levered the panel away from the wall, exposing an intricate array of wires and tubes. He reached in and pulled a breaker from its panel, examining it carefully before reinserting it. Then he keyed the reset and pulled his arm out. Immediately there was a hum, and lights on instrument panels around the room illuminated.

	“Nice,” said Finn. “Just a tripped breaker. Good call.”

	“Not my first rodeo,” Cho replied. 

	“Your first what?”

	“I dunno. I saw it in one of the movie archives,” Cho said. “Seemed appropriate.”

	They both laughed. Movies were a major source of entertainment for the crew of the Bitter Sea and Endurance, however no new films had been made in the hundreds of years since leaving Earth, so they were stuck with re-watching films from a time and place that hardly made sense.

	With the computer systems running, they began preliminary checks. It was not long before they discovered the recent maintenance performed on the drive, which they related to Jensen, along with the fact that there were no registered crew remaining.

	“Somebody must have done the alignment though,” said Cho thoughtfully. “Or maybe they died after completing it? Can we run a filter and find out when the last crew died?”

	Finn typed rapidly, feeding instructions into the computer. The answer was quick in coming.

	“Says here that the last crew registered was 2192. That was when the ship went silent.”

	“So everyone was killed two hundred and eighty years ago?”

	“Looks like.”

	“Okay. Then who realigned the coil?”

	Both their comm units chirped and Jensen’s voice sounded as the door to the control room hissed open. Cho and Finn whirled around. It was not one of the other salvage team members. What came through the door may have been distantly related to humanity, but it wasn’t human. 

	They had barely enough time to scream.

	***

	With no answer from the drive technicians, Jensen was clearly worried. “Get the systems online. We need to find out what the hell we’re dealing with.”

	Markus looked up from the computer terminal he was working on. “No response from Cho or Finn?”

	“No.”

	“Want me to check on their vitals?”

	“You can get their bio data?”

	“I think so. Shouldn’t be a problem to use the system to check on our chips. Just need to change the scanning frequency.”

	He typed several commands into his terminal, then input the frequency range of their own bio sensor implants. Each ship used a different frequency, and it was easily updated with the new data. He keyed a final command. The number on the screen showing current crew headcount made him visibly pale.

	Jensen looked over his shoulder and swore. There were five signals, all in the CC. “Okay, that’s it. We’re leaving. Get your gear. Something is clearly wrong and we are not equipped to deal with it. We’re going back to the shuttle.”

	He tapped his comm device. “Shuttle Heimdal, this is First Officer Jensen. Do you copy?”

	“This is Chu. We hear you. Everything okay?”

	“No. We’re coming back. Something killed two of my team, and we are not prepared for this contingency. Recommend immediate evac.”

	“Roger that, we’re ready to go. Just get back here safe.”

	Jensen pulled the gun from his holster. Only one other member of his team carried a sidearm, and she quickly pulled her weapon. Jensen looked at her. “Heat it up, Leoni.”

	Leoni Hansen thumbed the safety off, and the power quickly starting to build with an audible hum. Within seconds it was ready to fire a charge powerful enough to kill a man. 

	“I’ll take point, you take the rear. Everyone else in the middle and move quick. Whatever killed Finn and Cho may well be coming for us.”

	Markus had been typing into the data console and finished the input with a final decisive tap. He shook his head in wonder. Jensen moved over to stare at the screen.

	“What is that?”

	“I reconfigured the internal sensors to pick up any bio readings, regardless if they were chipped.”

	“I didn’t know it could do that.”

	“Yeah. Well, we had to figure out how to reduce the rat population a few years back, so we worked out a method to use the sensors to track heat signatures.”

	Jensen nodded. There was a number on the screen. His eyes widened slightly, then narrowed. “So, there are currently over a dozen bio organisms on the ship.”

	Markus swallowed. “No. Those are the ones in the passages between us and the central pod.” He tapped a few keys, and entered a new command. The screen showed a different value now. “This is for the entire ship.”

	Nine hundred and eighty-five bio signatures. 

	“Are they human?” Jensen asked, as he thumbed the safety off his pistol.

	“No. Their core temperature is too hot. If they were human, they’d be dead.”

	“Then what the hell are they?”

	“I don’t know,” Markus replied. “But we’re gonna find out.”

	The screen clearly indicated that several of the bio signatures were converging on the command centre.

	***

	Captain Pål Knutsen flipped a series of switches, engaging the drive initiation sequence. Stephanie Chu floated horizontally behind him. He punched a series of commands on the terminal to his side. Internal cameras and sensors were now recording everything.

	“I have to go in, Pål,” she said.

	“I know.”

	“I’ll be careful.”

	“Fuck careful. Be lethal.”

	She nodded, then pulled herself towards him. She wrapped arms around him in a brief hug before jack-knifing and pushing off his chair towards the hatch. She went through, barely touching the sides, and at the last second she grabbed a handle and pulled herself into a vertical standing position, relative to the floor. She opened a locker, and removed a heavy multigun. Designed to be used in any situation, the multigun could be configured for lethal and non-lethal bursts. She flicked off the safety and set the weapon to rapid fire, heavy charge. It whined as the power started to climb.

	Turning to the airlock, she punched in the code. The door opened and she stepped through. 

	***

	First Officer Jensen tensed as the airlock doors opened. He moved cautiously into the corridor, expecting …. he did not know what. The six members of his team followed close behind him.

	“Okay, let’s go.”

	He moved briskly, each foot carefully placed. It was still a zero G environment, which meant that an attack could come from literally any direction. He eyed the ceiling and was reassured by the fact that there appeared to be no ducts, or other access points. At least here.

	They had been making quick progress for almost ten minutes when they entered a dark section, and even though they all used their light beams, there were too many dancing shadows. 

	They didn’t see the attack. 

	A muffled yell broke the silence, which quickly changed to a gurgle, and the salvage team instinctively clumped together. Eyes wide with fear, their light beams randomly illumined each other’s faces, trying to see who was missing. Li, the Chinese kid. Markus let out a groan.

	“Goddamn and to hell,” he said, his voice a trembling whisper.

	“Keep moving,” Jensen commanded, and the group moved forward again, this time noticeably closer to each other. Not that that would matter - Li had been in the middle of the pack.

	They passed a junction, where tubes led out to service points on the central pod. That was when they lost Leoni. 

	She had time enough to scream and fire her weapon. A blue flash lit up the service duct, but if she hit whatever had attacked her it made no difference. Their light beams revealed no sign of her.

	“We’re moving too slowly,” said Jensen. “Run!”

	***

	Stephanie stood waiting for whatever was coming. She tried to will herself into a calm mental state. She had never been in combat before; none of them had. And yet they had trained. Simulations of all kinds, in case the planet they arrived at had hostile fauna, or intelligent and unfriendly natives. No one had believed in the latter possibility, but here she was, standing outside the airlock on the Argoss, waiting to engage an unknown enemy with unknown capabilities. 

	She took a deep breath, then dropped into combat stance, going to one knee, steadying the heavy weapon, using her arm as a support, braced against her thigh. She aimed down the corridor, her finger lightly touching the firing stud. 

	Markus Han appeared first, running with the clumsy, almost comical look that people had in zero G. He was followed by a man she did not recognise, then came Jensen, firing behind him as he ran.

	The three made their way towards her, and then she saw it, a glimpse of something fast, dark. Her breath came in a gasp, but her hands moved of their own accord, tracking the thing, aiming, firing. Her first blast missed. The tech-engs lumbered past, and she took aim again, her eyes going wide as black claws reached for her. She fired, hitting the creature in the torso. It flew back, a tumbled mass of red ruin with stick like arms and legs. 

	More followed and Stephanie tracked them quickly, firing in rapid succession, laying down an enfilade that came dangerously close to overloading the multigun.

	The creatures were oddly angular. Neither bipedal nor quadruped. Their limbs seemed to work in any direction, allowing them to move with erratic, quick turns. They had short bodies, with small heads. They got close enough that Stephanie could see the colour of their eyes as she fired blast after blast. They were human, intelligent and filled with hate.

	Markus Han reached the airlock and started to open the chamber. The others piled in and she followed, after laying down an intense barrage to discourage any of the creatures from getting too close.

	Stephanie initiated the airlock cycle. No one spoke, only their harsh breathing disturbed the silence. Jensen holstered his pistol, his hand visibly shaking.

	Stephanie examined the survivors. They seemed dazed, as if they did not understand what had happened. Then something thudded against the airlock door. She span around, hitting the control on the view panel. The outer camera mounted above the door relayed the carnage in the corridor. Blood, bodies and twisted limbs filled her vision. Stephanie looked away, almost retching. Just then the cycle finished, and the door to the shuttle’s cargo bay slid open. They stumbled as one from the airlock. 

	Stephanie put the multigun back into its cabinet and slammed shut the door before she returned to the cockpit.

	“Welcome back,” said Pål. “Things got hot, I see.”

	She almost laughed with the release of tension as she thrust herself into her co-pilot’s seat.

	“What the hell were those things?” Pål continued.

	“They were us, I think. If we lived in an unshielded environment for centuries.”

	“Human? You’ve got to be kidding!”

	“I wish I was.”

	Pål eyed the control panel. A red light blinked. “Everyone is back then. No one left behind?”

	“Everyone that is coming back is here,” said a voice behind them. Stephanie swivelled around as Jensen floated slowly through the hatch. 

	“Then who the hell just cycled through the airlock?” said Knutsen.

	Screams from the two men in the cargo hold ended abruptly. Pål cursed and punched the main drive at the same time as the attitude jets. The Heimdal surged forward, attempting to rip itself away from the great bulk of the Argoss. The sound of rending metal reverberated through the ship as it wrenched free. 

	Jensen pulled his gun, aiming along the length of his own body. Then his disappeared, pulled into the hold. Stephanie launched herself out of her chair, and went through the hatch, slower than usual, but faster than she wanted. There was a blue flash as Jensen’s gun fired, then again and again. Another scream, this one inhuman.

	Inside the cargo hold, she bumped up against Markus. His throat had been torn open and blood bubbled out, floating in a long red stream towards a suction vent as the automatic maintenance systems kicked in. The other engineer was also clearly dead, one side of his head stoved in. Stephanie felt a momentary shame that she did not even know his name. Jensen was alive, holding his hand over a cut on his upper left arm. The thing had slashed at him with razor-like claws. 

	She got a good look at it this time. It was floating, with impossibly long and sticklike limbs moving in odd directions. If this thing had once been human, it had been a very long time ago. It was hairless and smooth and dark skinned, but it wore clothing made from the same material as used by the crew on all the ships. But this only covered its groin, like a loincloth. There were no tools, or weapons. Its head was small, its mouth wide with a bank of needle like teeth.

	“Is it dead?” she asked hesitantly.

	“Yeah. I put enough of a charge into it to kill a dozen men. It’s dead, alright.”

	“We need to get it back to the Bitter Sea. They need to know what happened.”

	Jensen nodded. One look at their ‘cargo’ and no explanations would be necessary.

	“Did you radio them?” he asked. “Let them know what the hell happened?”

	Stephanie shook her head. “No. The ship’s on the other side of the planet, and the Endurance is still exploring the gas giant. We don’t have line of sight for another thirty minutes or so.”

	The thrust of the engines kicking in pushed the creature up against a bulkhead. Stephanie secured it with webbing, then started forward to the cockpit. “Get yourself strapped in, Jensen. We’re not gonna hang around.”

	He nodded, then secured himself in much the same way that Stephanie had tied down the creature.

	She propelled herself through the hatch and pivoted, swinging down into her seat. She strapped in as Pål banked the Heimdal sharply to avoid a support strut on the Argoss. 

	They had to warn the other arks. She started to relay what she knew of the situation into the databanks, updating the ship’s log.

	Jensen put the shuttle in a close orbit, using the planet’s gravitational pull to slingshot it to greater speeds than would be possible with engines alone. Stephanie’s hands started to shake. She gripped the console firmly to steady them.

	“Shit, what the hell is that?” she said, pointing to a flashing red light. Collision. Warning. Missile. Had the damned mutants fired on them? 

	“They must have launched some of the Argoss’ mines. Goddamn.”

	The mines had been designed to explode in close proximity to a moving target. Intended for clearing asteroids, they would be just as deadly to the shuttle.

	The explosion that blossomed on the port bow rocked the ship, knocking out the fusion drive and painfully slamming the occupants in their restraints. Pål cursed as the ship streaked towards the surface of Palsenz, vapour from a blown seal turning to a trail of ice as they plummeted. 

	Stephanie Chu had been well trained. She followed protocol, sealing the hull breach, but nothing she could do would restart the engines. The planet loomed huge through the narrow viewports. Then they were rocked as they hit the outer atmosphere, causing the shuttle to buck and twist as it fell. The temperature inside the cabin rose noticeably, but they would not burn up; the vessel was too well built for that. 

	“Brace for impact,” Pål screamed, his hand reaching for Stephanie’s. 

	They went down, ploughing into the rock and sand of the Badlands. Then the shuttle hit a large dune and seemed to skip, becoming airborne again before landing nose first and slewing around, sliding backwards. One of the stubby wings tore off against an outcropping of rock. Stephanie cried out as she gripped Pål’s hand. 

	Finally, the shuttle came to a shuddering rest. Lying on its side, partially buried in red sand, the Heimdal had left a ragged scar on the face of the planet that almost mirrored the one on Stephanie Chu’s scalp. Blood began to trickle down into her eyes as she passed out.

	The salvage operation was over.

	 


The Devil’s Rock

	by William Anderson

	 

	First detected by the new Navstar 3 satellite as it crossed Saturn’s orbit, the object  was soon confirmed by several ground-based observatories.  After the public announcement of its discovery, it became the focus of everyone on the planet.  Night after night, crowds of people gathered at the house of whichever of their friends had the biggest telescope, eager to get a look at what astronomers were calling a once in a millennia event. For Jane and I, that meant going to Dave’s farm, an old place on a bluff overlooking the valley his family had owned and worked for generations.  An hour’s drive from the city, it was far enough away that the night sky was nearly pitch-black; perfect conditions for his twenty-inch telescope.

	After college Dave and I had remained friends, and he had been the best man when we got married. I never really understood why he even went to college in the first place, though.  After getting his degree in astrophysics, he went right back to the farm, working from sunup to sundown, six days a week.  Where he got the energy to stay up at night making observations, I’ll never know.  But we were glad to get out of the city, and spend several hours drinking wine and taking turns at the eyepiece.

	“Stephen, let me get a turn?” Jane asked, tickling me as I tried to focus the telescope.

	“You just had your shot!” I cried, playfully pushing her away.  “Let me get a chance.”  Adjusting the focus, I suddenly got my first clear look at the object.  Even after having spent many previous evenings stargazing with Dave, seeing incredible deep space objects, I was amazed by what I now saw.  

	The pictures on the newscasts couldn’t really convey how spectacular the object was. Bright red, its coma glowed in a pulsing rhythm that was hypnotic. Trailing behind was a long tail that blazed with orange and yellow streaks, flowing in ribbons that mixed together and then dissipated.  No wonder the media had dubbed it The Devil’s Rock. 

	“What makes it glow so red, Dave?”  Jane asked, while I remained glued to the telescope.

	Dave kept tapping away on the tablet in his lap for a moment, then looked up to respond to her.  “That’s a good question, Jane, one that I wish I had the answer to.  Normally we can use instruments that analyze the light from any object, and determine a lot about it - like what it’s made of, its temperature, things like that.  But for some reason we can’t understand yet, the light from this object defies analysis.  For example, we should be able to determine what it’s made of from the emission spectra, but the results don’t match up to any known elements.  Which is crazy.  I’ve been following other astronomers all over the planet who’ve been trying to figure this out, and no one has any real idea what’s going on.”  

	Giving up my spot at the telescope to Jane, I went over and sat next to him.  “C’mon, Dave, I know you have some wild theory that explains everything.  Run it by me.  No, wait, let me guess.  Its aliens, right?  The Devil’s Rock isn’t a comet, it’s really a spaceship, and it’s coming to invade us!” 

	Back in school, Dave had been more than a little obsessed with UFOs, and government conspiracies which suppressed the truth.  By graduation he seemed to have grown out of believing in such nonsense, but the look he gave me now made me think my joke wasn’t so funny to him.

	Putting his tablet down, Dave stood up and walked over to the railing, resting on it for a moment as he stared into the sky before continuing to move around the decking. The observation dome he had designed and built himself on top of the old farmhouse allowed a nearly unobstructed view in every direction, and he slowly circled the perimeter before stopping in front of me.  His voice, when he spoke, was as serious as I’ve ever heard him.

	“Stephen, you’ve never believed me before about the aliens, but this time you have to.  You’re right, this isn’t a comet.  Any competent astronomer would tell you the same, except they don’t want to ruin their precious reputations.  Besides the fact that we can’t determine what it’s composed of, the tail of the object is getting shorter, and it’s slowing down.  Comets just don’t do that.  As they get closer to the sun, their speed increases, and the tail elongates due to heating. The only explanation is that it’s a ship, under intelligent control.  I believe within a day it will change course, and begin to head towards us.”  Stephen realized Jane was standing beside him, and the two of us looked at Dave with concern.

	       Dave still believed in the same crackpot theories as he had during our college days, but had stopped speaking about it publicly.  Thinking quickly, I felt the best course of action would be to humor him, at least for now.  “So, if what you say is true, what can we do about it?”

	Relief flooding his face, he sank into a nearby chair.  “You both need to stay here, at the farm.  When the ship turns towards us, there will be a lot of panic, and the last place you want to be is in a big city.  I have plenty of supplies stocked, and between those and the farms remoteness we could stay here indefinitely.  Please - until we see what it’s going to do, it’s safest for you both to remain here.”  

	Looking at Jane, I winked, hoping she would let me do the talking.  “Well, I think we could both take a little break from work, and have a four-day weekend.  But we don’t have any spare clothes.”

	“And I need to get my laptop; it has all my designs on it,” Jane added.  “I have deadlines to meet, and the work has to be finished by next week.”   

	Dave shook his head as he rose from the chair.  “No, no, it’s too risky.  By tomorrow you may not be able to leave the city.  I can’t let you leave now, it’s too dangerous.”

	Dave’s paranoia was starting to get to me by this point, but I didn’t want to aggravate him.  “Okay, how about if we drive back to the city right now, get our stuff, and come right back?  It’ll make for a long night, but we’ll be here safe and sound long before morning.”  Turning to Jane, I asked, “What do you think?  We can sleep in tomorrow, and have a late brunch.”

	Although neither of them was happy with my plan, fifteen minutes later we were on the road, headed back to the apartment.  Driving all night was exhausting, but at least there was no traffic.  We made good time back to the city, and loaded up what we needed in less than an hour.  After leaving messages and sending emails to our respective offices telling them of our plans, we jumped into the car again, and began the drive out to the farm for the second time tonight.

	“Dave was being a bit nutty, don’t you think?”  Jane said as we moved onto the expressway.  

	“Yeah, I know,” I replied, yawning.  “I just hope that once the comet passes, he snaps back to normal.  In the meantime, at least we’ll get a few days of relaxation, and I think we both deserve that.  Why don’t you put the seat back, and get some sleep?  No sense in both of us staying up all night.”  After giving me a quick kiss on the cheek, Jane took my advice, and was soon sleeping peacefully.  As I drove on, Dave’s crazy theory keep bouncing around in my head, causing some uneasiness.  With an effort, I put those thoughts aside, and concentrated on my driving.

	Arriving back at the farm in the early morning hours, I shook Jane awake.  We grabbed our bags, including her laptop, and made our way to the bedroom Dave had set aside for us.  After putting everything away, we got undressed, and were asleep almost before our heads hit the pillows.

	When we finally awoke, I was shocked to see that it was already nearly one o’clock in the afternoon. This always happened when we stayed overnight at the farm due to the lack of noise we were used to in the city. We hurriedly made our way downstairs, to find Dave sitting in the living room, watching a newscast.  On the screen, three people were talking over each other, arguing something that I couldn’t quite make out.

	As he turned to face us, Dave lowered the volume before speaking.  “It happened less than an hour ago,” he said.  “The Devil’s Rock changed course, and these idiots are arguing over whether or not it’s headed our way.  Where else would it go?”  Snorting, he changed the channel several times, settling on another news station.  “At least no one is still trying to say it’s a comet anymore, thankfully.”

	Jane and I both stumbled to the couch, stunned by what Dave had said, and sat next to him.  Too shocked at first to say anything, we sat listening to the announcer.

	“Space agencies from all over the world have this afternoon confirmed that the object commonly known as The Devil’s Rock veered significantly from the orbit it was previously following.  Since then, three other course corrections have also been observed, with only one explanation possible.  What had been thought to be an extraordinary comet, is now something even more incredible-an extraterrestrial vehicle.  The scientific community is in full agreement that these course changes could only be the result of a ship that is being piloted by some kind of intelligent beings.  The debate now is where is this vessel headed?  For more on this discussion, we take you to the National Assembly, where an emergency meeting is about to get underway.”

	Dave turned off the TV, got up from the couch, and started to walk away.  Somehow, I managed to stammer, “Why’d you turn off the TV?  And where are you going?”

	Not pausing to stop, he answered over his shoulder, “All they’re doing is arguing about where the ship’s headed, when it’s obvious.  I calculated that there will be two more course corrections, then it’ll be headed right for us.  That should happen in the next couple hours, and then that debate will be settled.  In the meantime, I’m hungry, and it’s lunchtime.  Care to have something?”

	We didn’t share Dave’s good mood. Thanks to the news, any appetite I had was gone.  “Maybe later,” I answered.

	“I don’t feel like I could eat anything right now, Dave,” Jane added.  “Stephen, can you put the TV back on please, I want to see what’s happening back in town.”  Curious myself, I picked up the remote, and turned on a station from our city.  Just as Dave had predicted, the city was in chaos.  Jane and I watched images showing massive congestion in the streets, caused mainly by people leaving work in droves.  Schools had been closed, but the busses were doing no better at getting around than anything else was.  Grocery stores were being emptied of goods as fast as they could sell them; people were stocking up in anticipation of the shortages to come.  And it wasn’t just in our city that panic was taking over.  All over the country, as well as the rest of the world, people were preparing for the worst.

	At least we were safe here on the farm from the brunt of the troubles, but I began to fear what would happen if the ship did turn towards us, as Dave predicted.  

	As the afternoon wore on, his calculations were proved correct; the Devil’s Rock made two more course adjustments and was now headed directly for us. It would arrive in less than fourteen hours.

	All attempts to make contact with the ship had failed to yield any results.  When that news got out, the earlier reactions looked tame by comparison to what now occurred.  All the rumors on the internet about invading aliens added to the panic, as full-fledged rioting began to tear apart city after city, with the police powerless to stop it.  By the time the government decided to call in the military it was too late.  With all roads blocked by the millions trying to escape the cities, there was no way for the armed forces to deploy in any significant numbers.  

	We sat glued to the TV, mesmerized by the scenes of destruction.  Even Dave, who had so accurately calculated what the ship would do, was shocked by the reaction. It seemed that the entire world had lost its mind, and was tearing itself apart.  

	“I don’t understand it,” Dave muttered.  “We should be getting ready to welcome our first contact with an alien species, and instead we’re acting like savages.  What is wrong with us?”  Not waiting for an answer, he stormed out the front door, muttering to himself.

	Left to ourselves, Jane and I sat on the couch for a while, content to just sit close to each other as the TV blared.  Finally, I had enough of listening to the litany of disaster.  I grabbed the remote, turned off the set and turned to face her.  I could see, in Jane’s eyes, that she also had seen enough destruction, and wanted something more comforting.

	“If this is going to be our last night together, I’m not spending it watching the world end on TV.  What do you say we take a bottle of wine upstairs, lock ourselves in the room, and forget about everything except each other?”

	‘Jane leaned over and gave me a slow, lingering kiss, and that was answer enough. As we climbed the steps to our bedroom, I felt a momentary twinge of guilt – where was Dave? What was he doing? But I soon forgot all about him, and fell into a deep sleep an hour later. 

	Sometime later we were jarred awake by Dave banging on the bedroom door.  “Hurry up and come downstairs,” he cried.  “They’ve managed to make contact with the ship!”  We hurriedly dressed and ran downstairs to join Dave.

	“As of yet, the alien communications are indecipherable.  But I’m sure we’ll be able to translate them soon enough,” beamed Dave, a huge grin on his face.  We sat down to listen to a broadcast on the news channel, but they really had nothing to add to what Dave had told us.  Until someone managed to translate the messages, we wouldn’t know any more than we already did.  And only three hours now until the ship landed!

	Time seemed to drag on as we sat in front of the screen, unable to tear away from the coverage of the imminent arrival of the ship.  At least it had been determined that the craft would be landing in a remote, uninhabited area, which seemed to allay some of the fear gripping the world.

	Finally the moment arrived, and remote cameras captured the strange vessel’s landing.  Dark red in color, spherical in shape, it slowed as it approached the surface.  Several legs extended from the underside, and it settled softly onto the ground.  As I noticed some odd markings on the side of the vessel, the screen unexpectedly turned a brilliant, blinding white.  Confused, we shielded our eyes until the image became bearable to watch.

	“What the hell happened?” Dave asked.  As if in answer, the same announcer who had been speaking before came on the screen

	“Please stay calm, we will be going to the president shortly for the explanation of what you all just witnessed.”  A moment later the familiar image of the president appeared.

	“I know you are all confused by what you have seen, so please let me explain,” he began.  “We have been unable to translate the alien broadcasts so far.  Without being able to determine the intentions of the alien craft, it was decided, in concert with our allies, to destroy the ship.  I can assure you that the vessel has been utterly obliterated, and there is no longer any threat to our world.  I implore all citizens to return to your homes, and resume life as normal.  The sooner we can put the events of the last few days behind us, the better it will be for us all.  Thank you, and good night.”

	How…how could they?” Dave asked haltingly.  He nearly fell over, and Susan and I helped him to the couch.  While Dave sat mumbling, we embraced.  “It’s over.” I whispered.   We stared into each other’s eyes, both clearly feeling the same sense of relief.  

	Over the next few days, things quickly went back to normal.  Everyone was eager to forget what had happened.  Even Dave recovered from the shock of the alien ship’s destruction.  “At least no-one can say there aren’t aliens!” he crowed.  A week after the explosion, we went back to the city.  Over the ensuing months, the events of that week faded until they were like a half-forgotten dream.

	One thing I haven’t forgotten is the close-up of that strange marking on the spaceship’s side, just before the explosion.  Rectangular, it contained alternating stripes of red and white running right to left.  In the upper left corner, a smaller blue rectangle had a number of small white stars in lines.  To this day, no-one has been able to decipher its meaning.  I guess we’ll never know what it means.

	 

	 


The Man Who Wasn’t Dead

	by Terry Grimwood

	1: Cops

	Morrison said. “You were in the army.” He was the oldest of the three detectives in that stinking little interview room. “Omaha Beach, Master Sergeant Tom Hanson.”

	“What’s your point? You’re using up my valuable time.”

	“Busy eh?”

	“Yeah, busy.”

	The smile turned sarcastic. “So when was your last case, Hanson?”

	“Thanks for the coffee.” I stood and grabbed my coat from the back of the chair. “Now, if I’m not under arrest -”

	“Private First Class Bannerman, remember him?” the big one, White, asked. 

	I sat down. “Just tell me what you want.”

	“What happened to Bannerman?”  

	“Killed, like a lot of guys on that beach.”

	“What happened to his body?”

	“How the hell do I know? It was four years ago; I don’t remember much about it.” You liar. You remember everything. It was branded, red hot, into my brain. 

	“He was found, halfway up the beach,” White said, “tagged, ready to be buried, and that’s the last anyone saw of him.”

	“That place was a mess.”

	“Maybe he never died.” Morrison said.

	“I saw him go down,” I answered. “He was dead before he hit the ground.” 

	The third cop moved in. Short guy, dark hair, neat, cigarette jutting from his lip, blowing smoke in my face. This was Desoto. He dropped a report in front of me. There was a photo.

	No doubt about it. The face staring up at me was Rick Bannerman. He wore a suit. There was a woman beside him, in a bridal veil.  

	“His wife, Angie, reported him missing five days ago.” Desoto shook his head. “Doesn’t make sense, seeing as you saw him die in ‘44.”

	“This is some kind of mistake.” I tried to be sceptical, but I was unnerved.

	Morrison shrugged then sat down opposite and offered me a cigarette.

	 “What do you want from me, Morrison?” I said as I lit up.

	“To find your old war buddy.”

	“Why me? You’re the cops.” 

	“You’re a PI. And we’re too noisy. He’ll hear us coming.” Morrison leaned back. “Besides, you were his friend. He’ll talk to you.”

	I shook my head. “Find another sucker -”

	“Interesting choice of clients you’ve had lately, Tom.”

	“My clients are my business.”

	“Not when their activities are police business, which makes your business,” Morrison leaned forward and fixed me with a hard stare. “Our business.”

	He was right. I’d stopped being fussy about clients. These days it was anything that made enough dough to pay my rent, alimony and bartender. 

	“And when I find him?”

	“Get him to tell you what the hell is going on.”

	“You think this is some commie plot?”

	Morrison smiled an alligator smile. “Maybe its aliens from outer space. You going to do this?”

	“Do I have a choice?” I asked.

	 

	 

	2: Cellar

	The cops gave me an address.

	Rick’s bungalow was on the side of town that even looked nice in the rain. There was no car and no sign of life. You could tell, even before you rang the doorbell.  

	I waited in the car until dark then hugged shadows all the way to the back of the house. I had keys that could get me into most places. I should have handed them in back when I swapped police-blue for khaki in ‘42, but it slipped my mind.  

	Inside. Flashlight on. The kitchen and dining room were impeccable. The sink, however, was full of dirty dishes. Lounge; neat as well, except for the mug of congealed coffee and a mouldy sandwich. 

	I shivered, but not because I was cold. I had begun to feel that I was not alone in here. 

	Scared? Just like that morning on that beach? You were a real hero that day, weren’t you…?

	I moved on into the larger of the two bedrooms. The bed was unmade, men’s clothes strewn over the counterpane and floor. Someone had left in a hurry.

	A sound. A feeling. 

	I wasn’t armed. I never carried a gun, not anymore.

	I ducked behind the door, waited. No one came.  

	Sweating now, I went back out into the hall. There was a heap of unopened mail on the floor. It picked a handful of it up and took a look. Most of it was for Mr R Bannerman and Mrs A Bannerman. And then there was one for Miss A Willcott; Angie’s maiden name?

	An idea, a long shot, but sometimes long shots come up with the goods. 

	I found the basement door in the kitchen, opened it and shone the flashlight down into the thick, solid black. My mouth was dry and I was scared. Yeah, I’d known that before, only the last time I felt that kind of scared, it was bullets. A million Kraut bullets, slicing through our ranks on Omaha Beach. That was real. That was blood, hot metal and screams. This was nothing but dust, spider webs and trash.

	The flashlight beam pushed back the dark to reveal a narrow set of steps that lead to a pair of dented and bruised filing cabinets. There were also boxes of documents heaped on an old table that had been stashed down there because, I guess, no one could bring themselves to throw it away. Nothing for it, but to take a look. Down there. I set off, taking it slow and steady. Didn’t want a broken ankle, I wanted to be able to get out of there fast if I needed to.

	I made it into the cellar intact and started pawing through the paperwork; invoices, letters.

	And school reports for Angie Willcot, yellowed with age. 

	Okay, a lead, but finding what I was looking for meant staying here a little longer. And I didn’t want to that because -

	Something had followed me.

	That was bull. There was no one here but me. I had to pull myself together. I was acting like a frightened kid.

	Things moved in the dark. 

	Hands shaking, I leafed through the reports. And found what I was looking for; the school kid Angie Willcot’s address. It was local, only a few blocks away. It was worth a shot.

	Because where do you go when you’re hurting? Back to mom and pop. If they are still alive, that is.

	I tore out the page and put it in my coat pocket. 

	And saw ... figures, in the torch light.

	Ghosts.

	Shadow- men, wearing helmets, battledress, holding rifles. 

	Christ… 

	Them.

	I stumbled back, bumped into the table and went down, and then they were all over me and I could feel them, cold and whispering and oozing through me and telling me that it was my fault they died. Their voices were the roar of explosives and hot pounding of bullets and all I could taste was cold sand. I shrank back against the table, whimpering like a dog. 

	Panic twisted me round to reach for the dank, crumbling basement wall. I had to get out, now, because if I didn’t, I’d end up back in the same crazy house they sent me to when they scooped me off Omaha Beach, ranting and pissing my pants. 

	I’m sorry, guys…I’m sorry…

	They weren’t listening. They were ice in my blood, electric shocks in my nerves. They were pulling me inside out; they were smothering me. 

	I saw the steps, ran for them, and scrambled upwards on all fours. Their silent voices clawed at me and tore away my strength.

	Wait for us, Sarge, don’t leave us....Christ...help us...HELP US... 

	 

	 

	3: Ashes

	Angie’s address was a non-descript apartment block in a non-descript street. Non-descript, except for one thing: the place was a burned-out hulk, squeezed between two others that looked to be occupied, even though their facades were scorched from the smoke and heat of their neighbour’s demise.

	One thing wrong though, one thing that stopped me turning tail and giving up on this lead. 

	There was a light in one of the windows, up on the third floor, flickering, weak, yellow. 

	Angie’s mom and pop’s address was on the third floor.  

	I didn’t need to ring the bell this time. The black hell that was once the foyer stank of ashes and rain. Debris crunched under my feet as I picked my way to the stairs. 

	Out of breath and shivering like a scared puppy, I made it to the third floor landing. There was a short passageway. The flickering yellow light spilled weakly from the apartment I wanted. The fire- blistered door was open a crack. I pushed at it and, as I stepped through, heard someone breathing, hard and fast.

	She was in the smaller of the two bedrooms, huddled against the wall. A candle flickered on the floor beside her. Then the dark was ripped apart by a noisy, yellow-white flash. I threw myself down, rolled, gathered myself into a crouch and threw myself at the woman. 

	Angie Bannerman, nee Willcott, held the gun in two hands, shaking and screaming. I grabbed her arm and swung the weapon away to her right. The gun clattered on the floor. I held her until she went limp in my arms. 

	“Who are you?” she whispered. There was little warmth in her voice.

	“Someone who’s on your side.” Was I? It felt like the right thing to say. “Tom Hanson, I’m a Private Detective and I’m trying to find Richard Bannerman.”  

	“It wasn’t him, anymore,” she was urgent now. “He’d never been cruel before, not like that.”

	“Did he slap you around, Angie?”

	“He didn’t want to. He had to make me go away. I see that now. He was scared. People were watching us.”

	“Who was watching you?”

	She didn’t answer. She had gone rigid, and was looking over my shoulder. The fear in the ravaged lines of her face made my skin crawl. She gasped a single word.

	“Mom…”

	I spun around, and there they were.

	A man and a woman, featureless, shadow-formed, both of them whispering. I couldn’t make out any words and realised quickly that the voices were in my head, scratching around, not meant for me, meant for Angie. The smoke smell grew stronger, made it hard to breathe.

	“Go away,” Angie whispered. “Leave me alone.”

	I scrambled for the gun then up onto my feet. 

	And more of them boiled into the room through the dead mouth that was once the doorway.  I knew the others, Christ, I knew them well. They moved closer, spreading out to surround me, to press in with their cold, dead-hate.

	Angie surged to her feet, the candle in her hand, and thrust it towards the ghosts. They swirled back on themselves, like blown smoke, then reformed and rushed at her. She cried out, more in grief than fear, and held the candle as a vampire fighter in a movie would brandish a crucifix at Dracula. For a moment we were engulfed, and autumn night turned to June daylight and the air was filled with the hot tearing of machine-gun bullets and the whine of mortar shells, then the darkness was blasted outwards, over me, through me, cold darkness that sliced me open like a stiletto.

	And was gone.

	I grabbed her and hurled us towards the door then out onto the landing and downstairs where there were more ghosts. I forced myself through them, each touch, a memory, a darkness revealed. 

	***

	“Let me out!” Suddenly frantic, she slammed at the car door as I drove. 

	“Angie,” I yelled. “For Chrissakes.”

	I headed downtown, towards light and people. But even here, among the bars, diners and all-night drugstores, there were still plenty of gaps and dark spaces.

	“Are you one of them?” she screamed at me. I smelled booze then, mixed with cigarettes and stale perfume.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about-”

	“Let me go, Jesus, please let me go.”

	She collapsed into helpless, exhausted sobbing. 

	“Who do you think I am, Angie?”

	“A watcher, a follower.”

	“One of those ghosts?”

	“No, not them. We were being watched and Ricky was going mad and he started an argument, over nothing, shouting and throwing things around. Then he slapped me…” The sobbing took over. That’s when I slowed the car and steered in close to the sidewalk. Lowlife swirled around us in the gaudy neon pandemonium. Not a good place to stop, but now I had the gun.

	“Had he hit you before?” I was gentle again. 

	She shook her head. “Of course not. He loved me.”

	“Who were these watchers?”

	“How should I know?”

	I lit up.

	“Can I have a cigarette?”

	She took one from the pack. I held my lighter to its tip, the brief flare illuminated her face and showed me desolation.

	“Are the ghosts part of it?” 

	“Not then.” She shuddered, sighed. “Not until I tried to find him. When I called…I heard whispering on the phone. Then they came. I ran away, home, I didn’t know where else to go, I was too mixed up – how do I know trust you? Let me out of this car.”

	I reached inside my jacket pocket and drew out the gun. Angie gasped, scrabbled for the door handle, until she saw I was holding it out to her, grip first.  

	“It’s still loaded,” I said.  

	After an eternity, she reached across and took it from me.

	I said; “You say you called someone. Was it Rick?” 

	“I thought I knew where he had gone. But when I tried to drive there the ghosts were in the car. Mommy, Daddy… only it isn’t them, it can’t be.”

	“Why not?”  

	“Are you really trying to help me?”

	“I have a client who wants me to find your husband.”

	“A client?”

	“The cops. They know about the watchers. They think they’re agents, Soviets.” Mostly a lie, but I needed her on my side.

	“Why would the Soviets want to hurt Rick?”

	“I don’t know. He was a war hero. We were in the same outfit.” I was his sergeant. I let him down and he died. “Look, you can get out of this car any time you like. I’ll even take you to a hotel somewhere.”

	A pause. A moment. Then:

	“My parents died in that fire. Five years ago, before I met Rick. I was a hellcat. We had a fight, I made my mom cry, and broke pop’s heart. I stormed out. When I came home, drunk, it was too late…I saw the fire from two blocks away…”

	 I waited a decent time, before asking; “You know where Rick might be?”

	“No. I don’t trust you.” Angie grabbed at the door handle again.

	“Go ahead.” I shrugged. “You’re not my prisoner.”

	I heard the door click, but she didn’t move.

	 

	 

	4: North

	There was a bungalow, a few miles upstate, on a deserted beach where Rick and Angie stayed when they wanted to get away from the city. It seemed like a good place to start.

	So, we headed north, and we were followed. The cops, watchers, ghosts, hell if I knew. They seemed one dark mass of harm, boiling into our wake and reaching towards us. The engine droned and the wipers fought their losing battle against the rain. Occasionally another light would burst out of the murk, drench us in white then fade away. 

	“We have to stop,” Angie said. “I’m hungry, and I need the bathroom.”

	Stop? We can’t stop, they’ll catch us…

	But the idea of company, hot food and coffee was a good one. And rest. Christ, I needed a rest. My eyes were burning.

	We found a diner. Lonely, not quite deserted. It was warm and comfortable. I wanted to stay here forever. We sat by the window. I faced the door. We ordered coffee and two steak sandwiches. Angie disappeared into the restroom.

	A car pulled up outside. I peered out but it was too dark for detail. The lights stayed on and the car didn't move. Why didn’t they go, or come inside? Why the hell were they just sitting out there?

	Unless they were waiting.

	For us.

	But who really meant us harm? The cops were the watchers, I was sure of that. And they needed us to lead them to Rick. The ghosts? They didn’t drive cars. Did they? 

	The car lights went out. A moment later a couple entered the diner. The pair of them were rain-wet and laughing, like kids. They were good-looking but middle-aged, which should have rung alarm bells. Middle-aged couples didn’t laugh together like that.

	They sat at the counter. 

	The sandwich arrived. I ate it like a starving man.

	Angie was back. She picked at her food. 

	“Aren’t you hungry?” I said. “You need to get your strength up.”

	“You sound like my Pop.” She smiled for the first time since I met her. 

	She gave up on the sandwich and curled both hands around her coffee cup.

	Rain pattered at the window. 

	The middle-aged couple laughed.

	“Rick…What kind of a guy was he?” I asked.

	“You said you knew him.”

	“In the army, the war. That leaves a mark on you. Changes a guy.”

	“He was kind, quiet, romantic. I felt protected when I was with him. Is that the guy you remember?”

	“Pretty much, except for the romantic part.” And it was. Even on that beach, when his sergeant was belly-down in the sand, blubbering like a baby and the US army was being cut to ribbons before they could get more than a few yards from the tide line. He was the kind who just got on with his duty, and died for it. 

	Only he didn’t. 

	“He was a good guy,” I said.

	“Was?”

	“Is.”   

	“Were you a cop?”

	“Before the war. Couldn’t do it no more once I came home.” And the department doesn’t employ anyone who’s spent time in the crazy house.

	The couple were making me antsy. They had brought something in here with them, something I couldn’t put my finger on, but it was cold and it was wrong.

	A second car pulled up outside. The place sure was busy for the time of night, and the locality. 

	I tore at the last of the sandwich.

	***

	The further we drove, the worse it got.

	The radio whispered big band music and Angie went to sleep, head on my shoulder. I put my arm around her. She was a client, she was a witness, she wasn’t mine, but at that moment, driving towards God knew what, I was glad of the warmth of her. 

	Sometime, in the dark hours before dawn, I glimpsed the ocean. It glowed a little, no moon, cloud-hidden sky, but I could see it and I could smell it.

	Angie must have sensed it as well because she stirred, then started awake and slithered away from me as if I was a snake. She didn’t say anything though. Just yawned and asked where we were.

	“I was hoping you could tell me,” I said.

	“Stop the car. I need some air.”

	I did as I was told. We were on a cliff road. She got out and I followed and we stood by the railing, looking over the dark mass of the Atlantic. It was damned cold. I took off my coat and put it around Angie. She glanced at me and I think that was a thanks.

	There was something good though, out here, between us. A bond, only a few hours old, yet it felt deep. We were silent as we stood there. Smoking, staring out at the sea but aware of each other. When I said we should get back into the car she looked at me for longer than was decent.

	About fifteen minutes later she told me to stop again.   

	The dawn was turgid grey. The rain was back. 

	Down to our right, down on the beach, there was a bungalow.

	 

	 

	5: Ghosts

	Sand, soft under my feet. Hard to run on sand, hard to fight, but when you fall you can claw at it and burrow and hide…

	They came out of the shadow of the leeward side of the bungalow. The ghosts. I saw Angie’s parents again, I saw my buddies, half crouched, clutching their rifles to themselves. 

	I burst out of the landing craft and the others are behind me because they trust me; Bannerman, Morrow, Peabody... I run and the world is ripped to shreds around me. I see shattered flesh and guts and blood… My legs give way. Down, I have to get down. I have to get out of this. I claw and scrabble and swallow sand and sob like a child.  

	 And now they were inside me and they were so damned cold and I was on my knees again and I wanted to lie down and feel the sand and bury myself like a worm, bury myself real deep, and keep going and going.

	Ahead, the sea pounded on the beach and threw up spray and blood, and tipped corpse after bullet-torn corpse onto the sand. 

	I saw Angie’s hand, grabbed at it and held it tight and let her haul me on. I sobbed and shouted and my legs were so weak I could barely stand. Angie had the love of the man in that bungalow to keep her on her feet. Me. I had nothing but memories, the bottle and failure. So I had to keep going because this was the only way through. 

	Then I slammed into the rough wall of the bungalow and they were gone. 

	Angie leaned against the sun-bleached timbers beside me. No heat this morning, just the grey clouds and a savage wind blowing off the land towards the boiling, angry waves.

	“You okay?” Angie said, so softly I wanted to take her in my arms and crush her till her bones snapped.  

	“Yeah,” I croaked at her instead. “How about you?”

	She nodded. “We got through, Tom. We made it through our ghosts.”

	Now we had to go in. Face the guy. Find out what the hell was going on.

	“Stay behind me,” I ordered. 

	I moved around the side of the bungalow to the steps. Then, before I could make my move, Angie shoved past me and ran up to the front door. 

	I followed as fast as I could.

	***

	He was sitting in a rocking chair, at the far end of a small room cluttered with ocean-related chachkas; ships in bottles, shells, and nets strung across the ceiling. It was him; Bannerman. A big, tall man in a suit that looked as if it had seen some hard labour, shirt open at the throat, feet bare.

	I stared at him, unable to make sense of the sight of him, sitting there, living and breathing, the man I had seen torn open by machine gun bullets.

	He spoke at last “I wish I could say I’m pleased to see you Hanson.”

	“I wish I could say that too.” I sighed, suddenly weary. “I’m sorry. I ... I let you down.”

	“No,” he answered. “You didn’t let me down. You let Private Bannerman down. He’s dead. Too late to be sorry about that.”

	“Dead can mean a lot of things,” I said, suddenly waxing philosophical. 

	“This kind of dead,” Rick said and unbuttoned his shirt. The bullet scars were livid. No one could have walked away from that, yet here he was hale, though not so hearty. 

	Angie must have seen those scars many times before. I guess they didn’t mean much to her. A lot of men had come home with the marks of war tattooed on their bodies. 

	And on their minds.

	“What do mean, dead?” Angie said. “I don’t understand.”

	Rick finally offered her his hand and she went to him and he held her tight. When she drew back he said. “You have to go, get out of here as fast as you can.”

	“I’m not leaving you.”

	He sighed, infinitely weary. “I knew you’d say that and I knew you’d come looking. And I knew the mind-ghosts wouldn’t stop you.”

	So, he had sent them to keep us away. What the hell was he?

	“I guess Angie hired you to find me,” he said.

	“The cops hired me. They want to know how you can be dead on a battlefield, then married and then missing.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Angie had rounded on me. “You’re crazy. Rick, I’m so sorry…”

	“It’s not your fault hon.” Rick stood up and took a step towards me. “You were a coward back then and now you’re a dumbass. They weren’t cops.”

	“They looked and smelled like cops, and I should know.”

	“Just like I look and smell like Rick Bannerman.” He made an odd movement and suddenly he was clawing at his chest, like he was having a heart attack. Angie cried out and grabbed at his arm but he shrugged her off. The skin came away like a torn shirt. Underneath were…

	...tendrils that waved like plants in the sea, black, hair-like, thousands of them. As I watched, they grew longer, as if exploring the new world they had been released into.  

	“I’m dying, that’s why I’m here. These things are eating me from the inside. No, it’s okay, it’s meant to be like that. If we don’t open the gate in time we destroy ourselves. And time is running low.”

	“Ourselves?”

	“I’m not the only one, Hanson, Didn’t the cops tell you? We use the dead as vehicles, like godamned hermit crabs. We’re here to open the gate, so the real visitors can come through to rape your planet.”

	“You bastard,” I said. “You defiled his body…”

	“I’m not a bastard. I’m a virus, I don’t have feelings.” Rick’s shoulders slumped and he shook his head. “Except I do. Maybe Bannerman was still alive when I infected him. You humans are damned hard to kill. Maybe a little part of him is still in here. And loving you, Angie… It was only meant to be camouflage, but…” He straightened. “I don’t want your planet laid waste the way the others have been. It takes all six of us together to open the gate. That’s why I ran, playing for time. But you’ve brought the others here, Hanson. You’ve slaughtered your own world.”

	What I could say? 

	 “Just let me die.” Rick sat down again.

	“No,” Angie knelt beside him, grabbed his hand and wept softly. “You can’t die.”

	Rick stroked her hair. “It has to be this way, hon. There’s no pain. It’s okay.” 

	Moments later the window behind me exploded inwards and all was shattered glass and whirling white fire.

	 

	 

	6: Six

	I was down, groping for Angie. The fire boiled above me. I pissed my pants the way I’d pissed my pants on Omaha Beach while my platoon was slaughtered around me. 

	A hand clasped mine and suddenly me and Angie were scrambling for the door. It was only as we tumbled out onto the sand that I realised she was yelling: Rick was still inside.

	I tried to drag her away. Tried to make her see that we had to get out of there, and that Rick wanted to die. That he had to die.

	The car was where we had left it, up on the cliff road. There were two other cars now, unmarked, but cop cars, no doubt of it. 

	I twisted around and saw them, spread out, walking through the morning murk towards the bungalow. I recognised the three ‘cops’, plus the happy couple from the diner. 

	“Keep out of this Hanson!” Morrison shouted. “Your job’s done, get the woman away.”

	Angie slapped at my face, clawed, swore and called out to Rick. I clung on, trying to drag her away. 

	The enemy moved closer, dark figures under the restless grey sky. They seemed larger than they should be, taller. Wrong. 

	Angie wrenched herself free of me and darted back towards the bungalow. 

	A fireball slammed into the sand and blew us off our feet. I heard Angie’s cry of shock, then a locomotive was thundering through my head. I writhed in the sand, face down, sobbing out my terror as the world was ripped apart around me.

	Then Angie screamed again and I looked up to see her in the arms of Desoto. No, not arms. They looked like ... tentacles. Gleaming, slippery and tight about her waist and neck. I saw her face, and even from this distance I could see her raw terror. Desoto’s suit was in tatters, too small to contain what was inside.  

	“We’ll hurt her Bannerman,” Morrison shouted. “A great deal and for a long time. Can you hear me?”

	The locomotive still roared, making it hard for me to remember why I was here. My attention switched to the diner guy. He was carrying something that looked like a poker. The end glowed red. The fireball launcher.

	“Bannerman!”

	“Let her go, I’m here!” A figure appeared in the shattered doorway of the bungalow; naked, bleeding tendrils from wounds all over his body. 

	“No, Rick!” Angie shouted back.  

	A hand, a pad of glistening membrane, muffled her shouts.

	Rick shuffled forward, the diner woman and Sergeant White went to help him. The poker guy had his back to me. I wanted that damned train to stop so I could think. 

	Rick stumbled to a halt. White and the woman stood on either side of him. Angie was still Desoto’s prisoner. Morrison nodded to him and Desoto flung her aside like a discarded soda bottle. 

	The dull, early morning light grew strange. I looked up. 

	There was a rent in the cloud - red, like a wound.

	I had to do something. 

	The poker. The godamned poker…

	I ran.

	More red light, bars of it, connecting Morrison and Rick and the rest of them. They let out a cry and each one was wrenched backwards, bodies arched at an impossible angle. 

	I ran.

	The red light blasted upwards and something unfurled itself from the hole in the sky. Something titanic, city-sized and many-limbed. I glimpsed more of them behind it. 

	I ran– 

	-and slammed into the poker guy and we tumbled violently onto the sand. The weapon flew from his hand. I drove my fist at his face, feeling skin tear and bone crack.

	There were shouts. Tentacles wrapped themselves around my arms and legs, tightened around my neck. The light was back, the colour of blood. The circle had repaired itself, the gate was opening. I could no longer breathe. I’d slaughtered the world-

	A single detonation.

	Rick fell, head a bloody ruin.

	Angie, on her feet, pistol in both hands.

	Then there were five.

	Not enough. 

	A sound like the booming of a giant bell thundered through the air. I looked up, vast tentacles slithered back, clouds rushed to cover the wound. Red faded to grey.

	I scrambled over to Angie who slumped into my arms. The ’cops’ made no move to stop us. Morrison dropped to his knees, flesh splitting, fibrous tendrils breaking free. Desoto was next. 

	We left them there. The rising tide would clear away the mess. It always did.

	 


We Three Remain

	by Stewart Hotston

	 

	He was once nine. Not the most numerous of his kind, but among the oldest and respected because of it. He lost one of his lives in a car crash, the two-door convertible side swiped by an eighteen wheeler on a major junction in Seattle. The truck never stopped. His own recall of the event was fractured, partial, like a jigsaw thrown into the air. There was nothing he could follow up on, no way to trace the man who'd killed one of his parts. Solly, the part of him who'd been crushed into jelly against the unforgiving soft furnishings of her car, barely had time to understand what was happening before the life left her body, evaporating like so much dew on a hot morning. 

	He'd lost parts of himself before; of course he had. None of his kind were unfamiliar with loss. As children, freshly budded from their parents, they would be encouraged to grow into two or three hosts of their own before their parents would put one to sleep. They were sheltered, cared for, while they dealt with pain and grief of the loss of themselves. It was the second of their three rites of passage into adulthood. The rite of loss, as it was called, demanded that they use no drugs to suppress the memories, that they not communicate their loss to the friends of their hosts, but most importantly, that they quickly bud within another host. It was, by most, considered their duty to only grow, never to diminish. 

	Children were, he reflected in the aftermath of the second death, rare enough. So infrequently did any of them have the urge to split themselves, to allow one of their parts to take on an independent life of its own, that new children were greeted with a mix of awe and confusion. When he first arrived on Earth, he had watched the apes get tangled up in their genders. The most technologically advanced societies were still confused enough about their instantiation that they insisted on defining themselves by their physical attributes, their sexual preferences. The less advanced ones…Well some of them made him shudder with relief that his own kind weren't so preoccupied with the need to reproduce that they’d commit genocide as a by-product. He had been to gendered planets before Earth, but not for millennia. It took him a year to relearn how to distinguish between them within language. He'd arrived knowing he needed to remember it was important, but being able to instinctively remember which was he, which was she and that it was better not to ask if hes liked hes, shes or other took time. Their biological imperative was keyed off a shorter lifespan than his, so he concluded it was reasonable for them to have a short term outlook, but he did not allow his hosts to indulge those instincts. 

	He did allow his hosts a broad range of their own motivations, only acting to keep them from self-harm, excess or standing out of the crowd. The cranial capacities of humans might be limited to three dimensions, but they were excellent pattern spotters and he had no interest in being noticed. 

	The third death made him worry, coming as it did just a week after the second, only ten days from the first. He felt that losing one part of himself was bad luck and two was devastating but still within the uncaring realms of possibility. Three was a cause for serious concern. 

	Exacerbating his fear and pain was the fact that, yet again, he had not observed the person responsible. This time his host, the third of his four female hosts, died suddenly with only a glimmer of what was happening. She turned her head at a crack of splintering wood in time to see someone standing next to a toppling tree trunk. It was absurd in its improbability. A fraction of a second later, the tree smashed through her skull, her brain matter splattering all around as his connection to her ended.

	Nine was now six. His six were stuttering, like computers whose hard drives had been partially wiped. Four of them were in public and he rushed them to private places where he could collect himself safe from prying eyes. 

	It was then that he knew someone had come for him. His fourth part, one he had acquired substantial affection for over the thirty years he'd been using the human as a host, delaying his ageing and suppressing hereditary diseases, opened the door to the flat where he slept, only to die in a gas explosion triggered by a lone spark from his switching on the lights. 

	He’d seen movies that were less elaborate in killing their characters.

	He had no main body; all his kind lived distributed existences across all their hosts, relishing the experiences of each equally. If he'd fallen into the habit of referring to himself as gendered, he allowed it only because five of his nine were male, so were in the majority. So he called himself Veel, a word in one of humanity’s languages which meant ‘many’; a moniker that was nothing more than a bit of fun.

	Veel distilled himself into one body, the last of his four female parts, to think. The four who had died, who had been murdered, lived in four different countries on two continents. 

	The attacks were coordinated; that much is obvious. He had been targeted. Veel tried contacting any of the other three of his kind he knew lived on the planet, but none were answering. Their silence wouldn't normally be a cause for concern; they were a private people given to socialisation only rarely, yet in light of the assault on his persons an additional layer of fear caused each of his parts to shiver.

	Who could do this? To think clearly he took almost complete possession of the conscious activity of each of his parts. His four remaining parts were each at home, one in Washington D.C., another in Manchester in the United Kingdom. The third was in Rajkot, Gujurat and his last, the one remaining female, was in Ito, in the Izu peninsula of Japan. He felt that if he could answer the question,he would know whether to bring himself together in one place, prepare to defend his parts in isolation or to spread himself to the four corners of the planet. The first thing he did was run a series of analyses of his electronic footprints, looking for signs of observation, trying to figure out if humanity had discovered his presence. The initial pass found nothing untoward so he turned his attention to mankind's orbital presence, checking for signals or anomalies that might show another species was present within the solar system.

	His was a low-tech existence, relatively speaking. He had no access to faster-than-light travel, meta materials or matter transportation. What he did have was a self that was distributed across time and space. For sure, even if low tech for a space faring civilisation such as his, what tech he did have was far in advance of the inhabitants of the planet he was living on. Yet it was peculiarly suited to his way of life, of drifting through the cosmos almost randomly looking for places to live and grow in peace. 

	He had encountered a handful of other species in his time; life was far rarer than one might expect, given the plethora of stars in the galaxy. Most species never discovered combustion, if they even managed to invent writing and master the smelting of iron. Humanity were in the upper third, an interesting species, but not necessarily quite capable enough of progressing much further. 

	If it wasn't humans, it was another species, visitors like himself. He questioned then why they would execute such a precise attack upon his persons when, as far as he was aware, they shared no emnities. It seemed likely then that they were eradicating any species they regarded as a threat to whatever it was they wished to undertake. 

	This knowledge narrowed the likely perpetrators to just two races; the Elun or the Masst. Both were aggressive, expansionary races with access to advanced space travel technologies. On balance, he hoped it was the Elun, as they tended to treat races like humanity as colonies, taking over administration of a planet rather than replacing its natives. Indeed, a number of his own kind were members of their wider empire. 

	The Masst, though, were of the latter persuasion: a race looking for resources, everything else being superfluous to their requirements. 

	He continued to think through the implications of it being either race, but turned the majority of his attention to the subject his semi-intelligent search program had found. His searches of human chatter, activity and development across their communication networks pinged an anomaly.

	 His files were filled with rumours of a secret selection program run by an anonymous group over the last three years. The group had no name but used the icon of an insect that gestated over a seventeen-year cycle. They ran extremely complex puzzles every other year or so, with the first few who successfully made it through the several rounds of ingenious teasers being offered an, as yet, undisclosed prize. The identities of the winners, the prize or even the reasons for the competition remained unknown, even plausible speculation being thin on the ground. 

	Veel was a master of group interactions, so expected there to be very little coherence around groups such as these, but the lack of any concrete facts -either leaked by the winners or revealed through the bragging of one of the group-, flagged it worthy of further exploration. It was within the Elun’s modus operandi to select the very brightest for adoption into their culture, and the secrecy around the outcome of this contest fit that pattern perfectly.

	Knowing which race it was did not help him decide on his own strategy, however. If it was the Elun, he needed to be together to confront whichever agent he could find and sue for peace before they eradicated him; if it were the others he needed to run and hide, splitting himself down as quickly as possible while he looked for a way off the planet. 

	He spent the next twelve hours with all four of his necks itching as the seconds ticked by, feeling his own life expectancy shortening. Yet he couldn't risk acting before he knew which of them it was. 

	He ran a new search via all four of his parts, the better to hide from these invaders the fact that someone had identified them and, hopefully, to obscure his own locations. He was acting through the shock of losing more than half of himself. He knew that sooner, rather than later, his psyche would emerge from the other side of the numbing disbelief of what had been done to him, at which point he'd start to fragment. There were rituals to observe, hosts to lay to rest. His people honoured those who carried them, who gave their own bodies that he might be more than the speck of bare chemical reaction he had to become when he chose to travel among the stars. Tradition demanded he spend several weeks remembering all they had contributed to who he was, what they had been to those who had given them birth and what they might have been if they had not surrendered to his embrace. 

	With what they considered a deeply sympathetic approach to living with others, his kind had been outraged to discover a race that classified them as parasites, as nothing more than a pest which depended on its host and brought nothing in return. 

	They understood that when they took hosts, those who were taken no longer lived fully independent lives, becoming a platform for his needs and desires, a kind of distributed network of his consciousness. It had been the fashion, once, to subsist as a trinity, denying the glories of being a hundred or a thousand strong. The perilousness of being so few, of being so limited, was a kind of authenticity its adherents claimed was impossible for the many to achieve.  

	He was shaken out of his reverie when one of his males, Patrick, heard the doorbell ring. Immediately suspicious, he decided right then to move himself to a safe house, prepared shortly after his arrival for such an eventuality. He expected to lose Patrick, but hoped that in this loss he could discover more about his aggressor.

	Patrick cut a short, blunt impression, and, as Veel had discovered, was not attractive. With his flat nose and pockmarked skin, he was considered one of nature’s afterthoughts. He had been Veel's sixth host, offering himself before Veel could even ask. 

	They had met by accident while bird-watching on the southern coast of Florida. Not being familiar with the paraphernalia surrounding bird-watching, Veel had gone without binoculars. Patrick, seeing his poverty of equipment, offered him a spare pair. Veel found the man had a quick, self-deprecating wit coupled with fathomless compassion that, tragically, had never found a cause. He felt for the man, that he was unattractive despite his obvious qualities, but was surprised into silence when Patrick asked Veel if he had any use for someone like him. 

	Veel carefully explained to Patrick exactly what it meant to be a host. Patrick did not take long to make up his mind, a wistful expression on his face when Veel discussed the way he was constituted, as a community united in one mind, like a bee returning to its hive. 

	Patrick's house remained much as it had been when they'd first met: a generous wood-framed space with more bedrooms than any one man could ever need, most of them visited once a year as he did the rounds checking for problems in the windows or roof. Patrick, when alone, had occupied three rooms in his home; the kitchen, the bedroom and his den, a small snug where he had put a gigantic television which was linked to the internet. 

	The house felt less safe now than when they’d first met. Through his small, long-sighted eyes, he saw a large woman standing on the other side of the door. She smiled as he opened the door.

	'Can I help you?' he asked.

	'Hello Patrick.' Her sounded pleased with herself. 

	The Elun have arrived on Earth, thought Veel. A flood of relief crashed through him with the knowledge that his kind had regularly negotiated non-aggression pacts with the Elun buoyed him up. Except they've been killing my hosts.

	'You have me at a disadvantage.' Patrick kept the door half-shut, ready to bolt if he needed to.

	'We do, don't we?' She raised a small, flat metallic object. 'Let me inside.'

	'So you can kill me without attracting attention?'

	She laughed derisively, ‘From whom? These apes? They'll hardly notice if I incinerate you on the porch.'

	Patrick stepped away from the door and moved back into the living room.

	She carefully closed the door behind her before following him in. 

	'There's no need for this.' He held his hands up, gesturing that she shouldn't take offence, perhaps at his very presence. 'Our people have always reached agreements in the past.'

	'Different time, different agents.' She shook her head as if sad about something. He couldn't decide if it was that others had accommodated his kind or that she was prevented from doing so. She obviously meant to kill Patrick. 

	'Why this change?'

	She narrowed her eyes, weighing him. Her face relaxed as she reached a conclusion, 'There's been no change. Each of our agents are authorised to prepare a planet for our arrival in whatever way we deem appropriate. Others may consider your presence here benign.' She pursed her lips, clearly unable to agree with her peers. 'I, however, do not. You are a creature that can exist in many places, can absorb the consciousness of its hosts. This does not fit with the Elun's wish to colonise this planet.'

	'I see.' He didn't dare ask if she'd already visited the others on the planet. His other parts were already moving, it would at least give him time to plan. 'Yet you're not changing what will happen here? You'll install a colonial government, create a localised administrative class? These people will become part of galactic society?'

	'I don't see how it matters to you, but very well. No, I think this planet, and the others of this solar system, are ripe for strip mining. You know we have expansion plans for this arm of the galaxy; a system like this, with its main sequence star, is perfect as a base for preparing a colony fleet. At best, the inhabitants will be reduced to being technology-free. It's likely some of them will be used as household assistants.' She shrugged, not entirely convincing him that she regretted the decision she was making.

	'Slaves? I didn't think you were that kind of people.'

	'Needs must. We are very far from home and resources are scarce.'

	She's enjoying this. 'So it's just you? You're the one making these decisions without the awareness of your superiors?'

	She tutted and he knew he was out of time. 'I have no superiors, little parasite. Just senior officers. They believe the reports I write. In due course a force will arrive to carry out my recommendations for the local population.' She wrinkled her nose, using the metal bar in her hand to indicate he should move to the middle of the living room, away from the furniture. 'The problem for you people is that you think everyone else is as unified as you. Why should the Elun not be a competing mess of corporate and social interests like any proper race?'

	'You're being quite expansive.' Why is she telling me all this?

	'Oh, I'm barely telling you one percent of what's really going on.' She smiled, this time a genuine grin, like that of a tiger with a deer under already bloody paws. Patrick shivered, that much of his own brain responding to the fear she was provoking in both of them. 'Now, where are the rest of you?'

	Veel launched himself at her, in an attempt to touch her, to have an opportunity to overwhelm her consciousness. She moved quickly, stepping to the side of him so he passed her by, overbalancing and landing in a heap against the wall of the room. Looking at her, fear grasping hold of him, Veel had long enough to know what was going to happen, but not enough time to act. She pressed her fingers onto the metal block; Veel’s pattern within Patrick froze. 

	'You don't get away, and you don't get to have me. Did you think I'd not be ready for you to try to capture me? This is why you're a threat.' She laughed, a sound like the breaking of glass. 'Where are the rest of them? Patrick, is it?' Veel squirmed within Patrick, but couldn't break free; the device holding him in place. The other parts of Veel were unaffected, which was, he thought, irrelevant, because she'd use his presence in Patrick to find them as well. 

	Patrick's own consciousness started to surface, a confused, fuzzy mess of pathological activity. The woman waited until his eyes could focus on hers before speaking again, 'I've freed you. In return I'd like you to tell me everything you know about the creature who enslaved you.'

	Veel could sense Patrick trying to shake his head, his brain wasn't ready to transmit the right signals, so instead he lolled, chin on neck, ear to shoulder. Patrick recognised Veel within himself. I know you're there, he thought clearly enough for Veel to understand it. I am on your side.

	She will kill you either way. I am so sorry.

	It's ok, replied Patrick. Then, faintly: We had fun didn't we?

	Veel wanted to weep.

	'Hey, focus, little ape.' She snapped her fingers, bringing Patrick's attention up to meet her gaze. 'Talk to me.'

	Patrick tried to speak, but oozed saliva instead. She snorted with disgust and sat back to wait for him to regain some control of his body. Patrick delayed the appearance of his recovery as long as he dared. Just as she was becoming impatient with him, he jumped up from the couch, stumbling only a little as his body continued to disobey him. 

	She shied away involuntarily, clasping at the metal block in her hand, obviously expecting it to work on him. Patrick did not attack her as Veel expected but ran out of the room.

	'You can't get away!' she shouted after him. Veel could hear her footsteps behind Patrick. His friend entered the kitchen, heading for the knife draw. He was rummaging around as she entered the room. Realising how close she was, he grabbed the longest knife he could find before spinning around to brandish it in her direction.

	Veel tried to tell Patrick that the woman in front of him was nothing more than a projection covering the real creature underneath, a hulking brute of a special agent from the Elun empire, whose gender was as irrelevant as her strength, speed and intelligence were superior to Patrick's.

	You misunderstand me, thought Patrick.

	She opened her mouth to say something, but instead stood there in stunned silence, watching with wide open eyes as Patrick stuck the point of the knife against one eyeball and pushed with all his strength into that soft jelly.

	Veel reeled with the shock as his connection to Patrick was literally severed.

	***

	His parts took two days to collect themselves in central Manchester, in the United Kingdom. During that time, Veel decided he was going to fight her. After all, she's alone out here while I have the advantage of choosing the battlefield, time and method of our engagement.

	His host in Manchester was Sas, whose ancestors had, just two generations ago, travelled half way across the world from a warm and fertile land to make a new life in what was, by any definition, a wet, cold grubby landscape full of people whose heads were bowed against the studiedly uncertain weather. 

	Sas booked three rooms in a hotel above Manchester Piccadilly station then waited for his other parts, Qing Li and Mercy Adebayor, to arrive. Veel provided for Sas' physical needs through work as a freelance translator; they brought the technical manual he was working on to pass the time.   

	When they arrived he checked out Manchester city centre, using all three of his remaining parts to explore the urban landscape. 

	The station itself represented his best opportunity, a huge warehouse somehow erected out of the ruins of a much older stone building. A large concourse laid with modern materials echoed regardless of the number of people crowding it while high ceilings and stark lighting lent it a tenuous concert hall feeling. The station was so well lit it was impossible to tell the time of day, unless one ventured onto the platforms where, inexplicably, not a single brick or pillar had been physically touched for a hundred years. 

	Coffee shops dominated the edge of the internal square, dotted here and there with temptations for the hurried traveller such as news agents and greetings-card sellers. Veel spent several hours wandering the station in each of his parts, one always using station CCTV to keep an eye on the perimeter in case he'd underestimated the Elun agent's ability to find him. He felt he was well hidden for the time being, and that sense of space permitted him time to plan. 

	When he was done, having run over his plan several times, stopping once or twice to consider what he'd do if he survived, he let slip in the right places online where he might be found. He worked hard to ensure he didn't make it too easy to find.

	It took a day for her to arrive, stalking into the station from the city side rather than arriving by train. He'd spent that day awakening technology he had reconstituted over the decades but had hoped to never need to use. The most useful piece scanned her from head to foot, giving him a read-out of her ordinance.

	She was well prepared, carrying enough firepower to level half the city. He doubted she'd be so off track as to deploy even a fraction of it, yet her commitment, her caution, gave him pause. He couldn’t help wondering if she could have any idea of what he had prepared for her. He forced himself to stop worrying. If she did know then he'd only end up as she'd planned anyway. If she didn't know, well the odds were still in her favour, not his.

	He allowed her to see Qing Li, idling near the centre of the station. Before she could approach, Qing drifted towards one of the coffee shops, where she sat down at an empty table. Sas remained on the far side of the concourse, only stepping away from the wall where he'd been half hidden when the Elun made for Qing. 

	'Where are the other two?' asked the Elun, not waiting for an answer before seating herself opposite Qing. Qing shrugged. 

	'I will level this entire station if I have to. They can't be far away. Humanity is so dense they'll blame one of their own.'

	'You're going to enslave this entire people anyway. What does that matter to me?' The Elun pursed her lips but didn't speak; instead craning her neck to make sure she wasn't being crept up upon. Humans milled around, a waiter of African descent came and went, cleaning the table next to them with a tired, oblivious efficiency.   

	'When I'm done with you, I'll let your people know of your failure,' said Qing.

	'Oh,' said the Elun. 'Is that the best you've got? You'll tell on me? I'm not acting on my own, I'm just providing those I work for the reasons they need to come here and do what they want to do, regardless. All they need from me is a set of boxes checked.' The Elun laughed, a heartless roar that came up from her belly before crashing around the coffee shop, raising people's heads as they wondered what it was she found so amusing.

	Her admission almost derailed Veel. If dealing with her wouldn't stop the arrival of the Elun, he was lost as to what to do. Just survive was his conclusion.

	Sas came to the table. As he sat, the Elun said, 'Where's your last part?'

	A stranger interrupted their conversation to ask if she could take the last empty chair. Veel stared at this frail, elderly lady, someone he'd never seen before. She carried a plastic bag from which she unpacked sandwiches without looking at any of the people with whom she was sharing a table. A coffee was brought to the table by the waiter. Sas looked at the waiter but said nothing.

	'Good,' said the Elun. 'You'll come quietly then?'

	'Hardly,' said Sas and Qing together. 

	'That's fine. I'll just kill you here then.'

	The waiter's hand came to rest on the Elun's shoulder. She turned to protest, her face a mask of disgusted indignation. Her mouth opened but no words came out, her eyes widened with sudden terror. 

	Veel smiled to himself as he smothered her personality through Mercy's touch. The old woman had made his strategy possible, had turned probable defeat into surprising victory. He stopped himself from eating the Elun completely, even if she was an enemy; his people tried not to kill others. Besides, he needed her memories and knowledge of the Elun force on its way to earth. Digging through her mind, he was pleased to see that he had a few years before they'd arrive.

	It gave him time. He gloried in having a fourth part once more, knew at the same time that the Elun would not accept him taking one of theirs even if they weren't on their way to earth to ruin it completely. 

	He set Qing to finding the others of his kind on Earth. If they were still alive, they could help make the task he was setting himself that much easier. Sas and the Elun, whose name among those who were familiar with her was Katr, he set to befriending key scientists, businessmen and politicians. He was going to grow large, provide humanity with technologies they could use to defend themselves with and, hopefully, save the planet. 

	He felt good about it, a blossoming heat within that grew warmer when he thought about stopping these apes from becoming slaves. He didn't know how many parts he'd need to influence enough of humanity in time, to provide them enough tech and awareness of their enemies’ likely tactics, but he was determined to try. 

	If the Elun were like humanity in their fractured, competitive state, he would bring a unity of purpose that might, if they were lucky, save them.

	To the Elun, whose consciousness he suppressed only enough to have control while allowing her to experience what he was planning, he said, 'They will be ready for you.'

	 

	 

	 


Welcome to Cosmic Journey

	by Michael Chandos

	 

	The uniformed security guards hustled us into the auditorium: seventy-five men and women, all thirty-something, fit and university educated. No one was wearing glasses or using a wheelchair, and every race was represented. We had passed the initial personnel screenings and were about to hear the first details of this mysterious "black" project.

	The auditorium reminded me of the Wizard's Hall in Oz, with dramatic lighting and floor to ceiling curtains. The guards closed the heavy, sound proof entry doors with a solid schump, and we took our seats.

	"That sounded final," I said to the lady next to me. 

	"I wonder what all the theatrics are about. I already have a security clearance, but I still had to fill in forms about health, family, my habits - even my dirty habits." She leaned into to me to whisper. "I'm in a really sensitive Navy project, but it's not anything this pretentious."

	"We're all here for the intrigue and promise of cosmic technology, I guess." She didn't catch my pun. The banner over the stage said "Cosmic Journey".

	The lights dimmed and conversations evaporated as a tall man walked to the podium. A strong spotlight speared him as a huge stadium television screen to our right magnified him to Ozian proportions.  

	"Good morning. I am Doctor Stapp, the Director of Project Cosmic Journey." The Director had a stern, no nonsense face punctuated with soulless x-ray eyes. His magnified image on the TV screen seemed to search each of us like a lie detector, and he got our attention immediately. He spoke without notes.

	"I welcome you to what may be the most important moment of your professional lives: admission to the Special Access Project known as Cosmic Journey. Four hundred of you were invited from the initial six thousand candidates because of your unique academic qualifications and your professional reputations. Further screening has narrowed that group to seventy-five. Most of you have worked high security projects for the US Government before, so you are familiar with how these projects work. Let me tell you that security is even more important with Cosmic Journey, but, I assure you, the professional rewards will be more exciting than anything you have done before."

	No one spoke or even shuffled their feet. You don't interrupt when The Man speaks.

	"Because security is such an important aspect of life under Cosmic Journey, we want to give you an opportunity to reconsider your application before you are exposed to Project details. 

	"Cosmic Journey is a high security, covert project, probably the highest priority project in the history of the United States.  Our personnel and physical security requirements are correspondingly extreme. It is the personnel security system that I wish to summarize for you today." 

	We each were given a booklet of security rules and processes. The Project details in the booklet revealed almost nothing.

	"The President and the American People demand the very best from us, and the rules are tough. If you are as well-grounded as we think you are, the provisions I am about to explain to you will never be used against you. Plainly put, you have nothing to fear if you follow the rules. 

	"If accepted into the Project, you will be part of a very select team with an exceptional opportunity to get your hands on a level of technology few people on this Earth can even imagine. The security system to protect this truly cosmic project is beyond what was used for the Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb during World War Two. We are serious about security. 

	"Let me be specific: once cleared for the Project, if, at any time, you find that you can no longer work and live within our security standards, you must inform the proper security authority so that we can remove you from further exposure to Cosmic Journey technology to minimize risk to the Project. Should you request transfer or voluntarily elect security removal from the Project, you will be reassigned, after debriefing, to another project at a lower security level, without prejudice to either you or your career. I promise you that. In all cases, you will have a permanent security requirement to maintain silence about your activities here.”

	The Director glared into the hidden camera. "However, should you decide to violate our security protocols, for example, by talking to the press, by publishing 'sensational' Project details in supermarket tabloids, or by exposing the Project to uncleared people because of your careless gossip, I must tell you that we will take immediate steps to limit the damage to the Project, and you will pay the price.

	"We are authorized by Presidential Executive Order to take whatever actions are necessary to ensure Project security, including force, absent deadly force, unless an extreme security situation exists.  Within the US, the security resources available for these actions include the FBI and clandestine agents. External to the country, the security resources include the CIA, FBI, foreign security services and clandestine agents.

	"You can be taken into custody and imprisoned. You can be reassigned to a remote location until you are no longer considered a threat, i.e., your information is stale. This could take a decade, or longer.  

	"There are several alternatives to apprehension and imprisonment for personnel who violate their solemn oath and become a security threat. Disinformation can be employed to discredit the problem person and their 'sensational' information.  Grave damage to career and family can result. Active measures can and will be taken to recover stolen Government material, information and property, including both overt legal processes and covert methods." He smiled.

	I sucked in a short breath and leaned into my neighbor. "Wow, this is like the rules in a spy versus spy role playing game," I said to the lady. She was getting restless. Perhaps she didn't see the humor.

	The Director looked around the room, trying to finish with a warmth that wasn't there. "Look over your security handbook. I assure you, these provisions will never be invoked if you follow our straight forward security rules. If you have questions, ask any of the assistants in the auditorium aisles. 

	His smile disappeared. "You are exceptional people being offered a remarkable scientific and technical opportunity of the highest priority to the United States. If you are ready to join the Project, enter one of the doors to your right. If you decide to sever any further relationship with the Project, please leave quietly by the doors to the left for debriefing and transportation home."

	"To those of you who select the Project: welcome! To those of you who elect to leave now, thank you for your time. Good morning to you all." He walked off the stage and the lights came up.

	What can this Project be? I was fascinated, but do I want to change my life to this? I think that was what all of us were muttering. No one moved.

	"I can't live and work under that system," she said. She stood up, grabbed her things and hurried down the auditorium steps to the doors on the left. Her hard heels echoed across the auditorium. The move motivated many others to do the same. 

	I was stunned. I was beginning to warm up to the idea of joining, not leaving. My future prospects were nil. I was an MIT graduate stuck in a Community College as a science instructor earning $300 a week with few opportunities for advancement. Here was a heavy-duty scientific project that promised amazing things. 

	I took a deep breath. In for a penny, in for a pound. I walked down the steps and through the door on the right.

	***

	I found two men in starched medical whites with no insignia sitting at a table in an undecorated room, one at a computer, the other working with files in a box. The room was cool and evenly illuminated.

	"Thank you, Mister Scott. Nice to have you decide to join us. We hoped you would," said the balding guy on the right. How did he know my name? He handed me a fat folder of papers. "Please take this to one of the cubicles to review what you told us before, and please fill out the new forms as well. Take your time."

	The cubicle was featureless, just three white walls, a desk more like a shelf and a folding chair. I couldn't see anyone else in the room, but I did hear the main door open several times, so I guess I wasn't the only one to volunteer. 

	You would think the 27-page questionnaire I filled out earlier had already asked everything the Project could possibly want to know. I was wrong. They wanted intimate family medical history, previous girlfriends and sex partners, and my personal mental history. More than I could remember on the spot.

	I didn't see anything I wanted to change in the security survey. The new forms were mostly medically related. No, I've never had any diseases or even been in a hospital, wasn't taking drugs, had no current complaints. One form bothered me; it was an authorization form to take biological samples. Well, even my doctor wanted a urine sample. I signed the forms and gave them to the balding guy.

	"Please give me your briefcase, phone and anything in your pockets," he said. "All your luggage will go with you, don't worry." I hadn't even checked out of the hotel yet. "Please take this folder and go through the next door. Good luck, Mister Scott."

	The next area was obviously a medical area. Again, everything was white and an antiseptic smell filled the air. And it was cool. They probably expected me to take my clothes off for the examination; why did it have to be so cool? I handed my folder to another guy in starched whites.

	"Hello, Mister Scott." This guy also knew my name without looking at the folder. "We will run you through an extensive panel of physical, psychological and biological tests. It will take the rest of the day. You'll get lunch after we complete the full series. Please go into the examination room and remove your clothes."

	Medical personnel gave me the usual backless gown, and they began measuring, sampling, probing, draining and photographing my every square inch. Then lunch was served: low residue liquids, a creamy solid, like yogurt, and a salty glass of something pretending to be lemonade. After lunch, I went down the hall to a room filled with various medical machines. The technicians did CAT scans and x-rays, and an electrocardiogram. They tested my hearing, eyesight, Intelligence Quotient and lung capacity, took a gallon of blood, and they had me run on a treadmill for 15 minutes, open-backed gown flapping away. I lifted weights and did coordination tests. A shrink asked me about my mother. All that completed, I was escorted through a door to a new room with a single folding chair. 

	"We need urine and stool samples," said a disembodied voice. I couldn't see a speaker anywhere.

	"Urine is a natural, but I can't promise any turds," I said.

	"Try hard, Mister Scott. And we need a sperm sample. Use the sterile containers behind the small lab door to your right."

	"What? Just like that?”

	"You're young; use your imagination. Place the samples in the pass-through when completed and put on the provided clothing. Press the button when you've dressed."

	Shelley Callahan. 

	That's who I thought about, in case you're interested.

	I pressed the button and was escorted to the next stage. I was given a plastic-wrapped sandwich and a cold drink. The next room had a dozen cots; two were occupied.

	"I suggest you eat and then nap while your data is analyzed, Mister Scott," said the starched-whites orderly. 

	Maybe there was something in the food; maybe I was exhausted. I ate and fell asleep in ten minutes.

	***

	I think I slept six hours. No clocks anywhere to be sure. While I had slept, ten of the beds had been occupied, all men. I didn't know why a small time science instructor was still here, but I was enjoying the ride. The security didn't bother me a bit.

	New clothes were laid out for us when we got up, clean socks and underwear, and a zippered jumpsuit made of a slick material, all white, of course. We dressed at the same time like kids after gym class. High-top slippers for shoes. This time my name was written in English over the pocket, but underneath was some writing I didn't recognize. It wasn't Russian or Chinese. It almost looked like hieroglyphics of some kind. Maybe it was a machine-readable summary of my medical statistics. The name tag had a colored border. Mine was red, but all the others' tags had blue borders.

	Breakfast was another banquet of liquids and yogurt. I would have killed for a cup of coffee.

	Each of us was given a small rectangular bag to carry an extra set of underwear and socks, plus the security booklet and a pen.

	The single door opened and a middle-aged oriental woman walked in. "Good morning, everyone." She was wearing the same white jumpsuit as we were. "In a moment you will board a transport to the main Cosmic Journey base. You will complete final testing and selection there. Before we leave, I need to remind you of your security obligations, and have you review the Special Access Agreement. Please read it, sign at the bottom and pass it forward."

	The Agreement was the usual uninformative officialese. We signed and then were escorted through the door and down a long tubular corridor. It ended inside what must have been our transport to the base. The "room" was rectangular with rounded edges, about ten meters long by three. We strapped into elliptically-shaped shell seats, two to a row, five rows. There was nothing else to see. There were no windows and no visible equipment, just a smooth, dull, light blue skin. I assume we faced forward. I could see the seams to a door in the front bulkhead. For the first time since we had walked through that right auditorium door, we weren't escorted. The hatch sealed and we were alone.

	We must have been in some kind of bus or subway car, but there was no engine noise or wheel vibration. I felt a little acceleration. I didn't know the Government had such vehicles. I estimated the trip at under thirty minutes.

	***

	I guess this was the main base, but it had the same featureless walls, no art or decoration, no windows, no carpet, all in shades of white. I was getting tired of the décor. The only colors were in our name tag borders and on our skin. The transport door had closed with a solid, locking noise. I guess our ability to quit was gone. We sat on benches and fidgeted. Then the doctors came in.

	The five doctors were each at least six and a half feet tall with a slender build. They wore white surgical gowns, turbans wrapped around their elongated oval heads and pale blue surgical gloves. Each had a darkened plastic face mask so their features were indistinct. Everything about the doctors seemed stretched. All the parts were in the right place, just longer. Especially the hands. The hands had a long thumb, but only three fingers with four digits per finger. I saw no one of normal human proportions. We definitely were not in Kansas anymore.

	The doctors split us into five groups of two and escorted us into separate labs.  I've never seen medical machines like this. One was a large ball, with a simple stool-seat in the center. Rods with red jewels on the ends pointed at the stool from the surrounding spherical framework. The consoles had large color displays currently showing dense graphs and tables. I didn't see any connecting wires. A brightly lit table in the far end of the room had a complicated array of pointed tubes and small circular devices hanging overhead. A bank of monitors the size of blackboards stood behind the table.

	The other volunteer was led to the stool in the center of the sphere as the ruby rod ends began to glow. The guy looked apprehensive, but not uncomfortable. Two of the robed doctors studied the displays. I went to the table.

	The doctors laid me out on the table like a cadaver on a slab. No cushions and it was cold. I wasn't strapped down, but I was kept from moving by something unseen. A force field? Was this some of the cosmic technology we were told about? I was pinned down like a biology specimen. I felt vulnerable and helpless. A decade of security quarantine on a desert isle was becoming an acceptable alternative. 

	I looked around, but I couldn't see much because the room was dark and the table was brilliantly lit from overhead. A doctor leaned into the light and examined me, hovering over my head especially. I could see his dark eyes and a small slit of a mouth through the face shield, not recognizably human. I still had my jumpsuit on, so I guess this wasn't going to be a dissection. He backed into the shadows and at least six mechanical arms appeared out of the darkness from overhead. Each articulated arm had a cluster of instruments on the end. They moved up and down my body without touching me, scanning, I assumed. 

	My heart started pounding and I heard a ringing in my ears. I wanted off the table, now! A doctor leaned in and placed a metal ring like a halo on my head and then faded back into the darkness. I felt a calmness spread over my body, melting away my apprehension.

	Four doctors conferred in front of the large monitors. Two of the doctors were more than a foot taller than the other two. Their shoulders were very square and broad. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but everyone seemed pleased by what they saw, their heads bobbing up and down.

	The instrumented arms drew back into the darkness and a doctor retrieved the halo. The doctors began removing their surgical gear. I noticed the tall doctor had pale skin and really bright blue eyes. Two doctors leaned over me and pressed a tube against my arm and the room faded. 

	***

	I woke up in a narrow room with a glowing ceiling. The long cot I laid on was the only object in the room. I was naked under a sheet made of the slick jumpsuit material. My arm was sore where the doctor had pressed the tube. Was that an injection? Maybe they took more blood, too. Small points where the halo had rested on my head were sensitive to the touch. And my crotch was sore. What business did they have down there?

	"Mister Scott? Are you awake?"

	I looked around to see where the sound was coming from. 

	"Yes, I am. Can I get some water?" I said.

	"Nice to have you decide to join us. We hoped you would. Please put on your clothes. Water will be available at lunch." 

	Fresh clothes had been placed on the end of the cot. I put on my jumpsuit ensemble and sat on the cot and waited. Lunch, he had said. Not breakfast or dinner, lunch. I had no idea what time it was or even if the time of day mattered any more. Maybe they refer to every meal as lunch. The door slid open.

	My alien escort was at least seven feet tall, with straight shoulder length white hair, paper-white skin and large, round eyes. Against the white decor, the blue of his eyes was shockingly vivid. His mouth was a two cm slit with almost no lips and I didn't see any ears. His forehead was at least ten cm tall and his nose a narrow ridge with one opening. His jaw was vertical and square. Was he one of the tall doctors from before? He motioned for me to follow him. I noticed his four-digit fingers had no nails.

	The lunch room looked like a conference room done in white melamine. Seven unpadded white bucket chairs were arranged on one side of a long oval table. The plastic chairs were high off the ground and narrow for the average human. Two red chairs were arranged on the other side. Six volunteers, three men and three women, were ushered in after me; we all sat at the seven-chair side. Just seven of us made the grade out of the original six thousand? The jumpsuit material was slick against the plastic chairs. One of the woman's feet didn't reach the floor.

	Our alien escorts lined up, each standing against the wall behind us. They didn't look like clones, but more like brothers with a strong family resemblance. They looked very fit.

	The door opened again and two doctors walked in and sat at the red chairs. One was a human female, but not the oriental woman we'd met before. 

	An alien came in with a cart and the escorts helped to serve lunch. The menu wasn't salty liquids and yogurt again, thankfully. It looked like prepared food; I just couldn't recognize it. Fruit and veggies and, thank God, a glass of water. The water was tasteless, like it was manufactured or distilled. 

	"Hello, all," said the human doctor. "We apologize for the testing and probing. Cosmic Journey has critical requirements and you seven have met them all, from your personal histories to your perfect genes. Our allies will soon transport you to another base where you will begin your mission. I wish you luck." To the point and as uninformative as ever.

	"I have a question. Why are we here and what are we supposed to do?" I said.

	"You are part of the vanguard to open new worlds for all mankind. You are in a very enviable position," said the human doctor. "You will be evaluating new technology for all of Earth to use."

	"Why is my name tag blue while his is red?" said one of the other men pointing at me. "And what does the writing underneath mean?"

	She looked at the alien next to her in the other red seat. "Those are alien words, difficult to translate. One means, roughly, specimen; the other means candidate." She got up and walked out the door. It closed behind her.

	The meal finished, our escorts came forward. A much wider door opened at the far end of the room. Another smooth white tunnel to another interior. I had no reference to know what kind of vehicle it was. This one was more...well, it was different. No shell chairs this time, but horizontal couches with short monopod stools next to each one and the slightly worn, utility feel of a vehicle in constant use. We again were held to the cushion by an invisible force. Our escorts sat next to each of us. This time the front door was open, leading to what I couldn't tell. A heavier set alien stood in the doorway. Was he a mature alien, the boss or supervisor?

	"Where are we going?" I asked my escort. 

	"To the base, of course." I heard him, but his lips never moved. He looked at me benevolently and patted my shoulder. The other escorts did the same to their humans.

	"I'm just a Community College instructor. What can I add to a technical project of this magnitude?"

	He looked towards the alien standing in the front door.

	"You are not here for your technical skills," said the older alien. "You are here for your genes."

	"What?" I tried to get up, but the force field held me firmly on the couch.

	"You are trade goods. The Earth gets advanced technology; we get you. Please try to rest. It will be a long trip."

	 

	 


The Zoo of Dark Creatures

	by Leslie J. Anderson

	 

	Human beings don’t produce any light at all. Not a spark. Most children haven’t seen a completely dark creature like a human, and they like giving each other the squiggles at the zoo, talking about how a human could just walk right up to you in the dark and you’d never see them, unless you happened to be looking around in infrared. Nothing else they saw in the zoo, or on the planet for that matter, gave off so much heat. They were like tiny suns, wobbling around in there. When you communicate with light, when most of the living creatures on your planet illumed at least a little, a creature with no phosphorescence to speak of is a little creepy, to say the least. 

	When I was small I used to press my face up to the glass and watch them move around like great globs of red heat in their little habitat. There were only two then, Mengo and Jojo, whose ship landed around the northern town of Khaele about thirty years ago. There was a great debate about what to do with them or why they’d been sent into space at all. Most scientists agreed they were experimental animals; test subjects used to determine if the dominant species of their planet could survive in space.

	Many scientists suggested that we simply let them be, free in the wild, but most thought that was too cruel. The decision was finally made that we would keep them until their owners were technologically advanced or secure enough to travel here themselves. Then we could return the two humans, whole and healthy, as a sign of goodwill. Of course Mengo and Jojo are long dead, but there were three crashes since then. Those humans went to the two capital zoos and a private zoo, respectively. We got to keep one of their ships though. The tour guides loved to tell people that we could sometimes get the instruments to light up.

	We didn’t hold out much hope for getting our very own human, which is why I was so excited when that finally happened.

	I was in my lab when the Assistant Director, Kel, came in, flashing at me before he was even in the door. He was a very bright creature and tended towards the red end of the spectrum. He was excited and upset and worried all at the same time. I wanted to pulse at him to calm down, but he’s my boss so I just undulated politely. It took me a moment to figure out what he was saying. 

	There was another crash and they wanted an expert to join them in case there were survivors. The governor pushed for a local, not wanting a big-city academic parading all over his scenic little borough, no sir. So, that left me, Alegh, Head Curator and Research Lead at Buchbrick Zoo and Beastiary. It was an enormous opportunity, for both me and the zoo. I was ready to leave before he finished blinking at me.

	The ship was almost completely shredded. 

	It had landed amongst the Claw Stones, a plain covered in jagged outcroppings of red rock. Some liked to hike there, but that seemed like too much effort to me. The nose was more or less intact, but the body of the craft looked like it had collapsed inward, then shattered around that central point. It lay in small, white pieces across the rocky floor of the valley. It was hard to believe there could be any survivors, so instead of looking at the mess of whatever was left, I wandered around and chatted with the clean-up crew, nervous about my responsibilities should they find a human alive.

	“It’s fascinating, isn’t it?” I prompted. “They keep sending the probes out here. Who knows why, exactly. Maybe they hope one will return. They must be astonishingly intelligent – genius beyond our understanding.”

	They flashed green at me, polite but uninterested. They weren’t scientists. They were a biohazard crew. This was probably just one of six jobs they had today and these kinds of crashes occurred often enough that they were becoming uninteresting.  Just as I was losing my own enthusiasm, someone at the edge of my vision flashed my name excitedly.

	“We’ve found something!” She said, hard to understand in her prismatic excitement.

	I felt an immediate, almost overwhelming panic. I instantly wanted to be anywhere but there; I suddenly felt completely inadequate to the task. There had to be someone more experienced, more intelligent, more capable of saving a dying human. But here I was. I was stuck. I would simply have to do the best I could.

	“Good. Good! Let’s see it.”

	It was hard to tell how many humans were on the ship because of the level of destruction, but one survived. 

	The remains of the dead humans were difficult to look at. 

	The cleaning crew had cleared a section of the debris revealing a pod of some sort, which seemed relatively undamaged. Perhaps one of the humans had been secluded? Perhaps it had been selected for special protection? I had no way of knowing. As I approached I was struck again how strange it was to see a body, solid and living, but light-less, a female – the lone survivor. Not even a spark jumped from her skin. I tried to sense her heat, by focusing an organ behind my eyes (rather like sniffing your nose), but it was almost gone. I stuttered a little, flashing a few colors I didn’t mean to.

	“Um…I can’t tell what’s wrong with her here. We need to move her – but gently! Humans have…they’re very fragile. They have internal skeletons that can be damaged or broken.” 

	The crew flickered, confused by the sudden excitement, but impressed with my knowledge. Very few of us ever worked with humans. We moved her slowly, and she stirred a couple of times. One of the crew members asked if we should sedate her, but I refused. There was no telling how much the human female could take in her fragile state, and if I lost her it would be all over the news.

	“Besides,” I said, “with the exception of the incident in Bleck, there has never been an attack by a human. She’s barely alive. We’ll be fine.”

	She woke once, when we set her on the table back at the lab, and looked at us with wide eyes; we knew, at least, that humans were visual, despite their complete lack of light production. She tried to move, opening and closing her mouth frantically, then fell back to the table and closed her eyes again. She had massive internal bleeding and two broken bones. Vets came from the Khaele and together we completed three surgeries. They had more experience than I did, and didn’t panic at the red liquid dripping all over the floor or the twitching of her eyelids when she woke.

	On the other hand, I panicked at every little thing she did – moving too much, moving too little, fast heart rate, slower heart rate. I wasn’t convinced she was healed until we finally moved her to the enclosure and observed her, a short time later, walking on her own. When she was able to feed herself she stared at the green pellets we had supplied for almost an hour, poking at them nervously, and I was convinced she wouldn’t eat at all. But finally she did, and I felt some tentative relief. Most scientists believed that humans were warm blooded and required some kind of covering, and the covering we provided, a square-shaped gray thing that allowed unhindered movement of her limbs, seemed to suit my human just fine. 

	The zoo held a contest to name the new human, and on the day her enclosure opened to the public it was revealed that we would call her Summer.

	Summer was an ideal specimen. 

	She was very laid back, even when visiting children tapped on the glass. Although they weren’t known for their violence, some humans had a period of time just after introduction to the public that included some acting out; perhaps they testing their boundaries. Summer just watched, curled under her tree. 

	Sometimes she took a walk around the enclosure, still limping a little, but alert and curious. A few of the visiting scientists urged Kel to include her in a breeding program immediately. Humans hadn’t been successfully bred in captivity, though there had been attempts. 

	I wasn’t sure about the entire idea, though. I was already having trouble sleeping at night, worrying about her. Sometimes I would wake in the middle of the night and wander around my home, trying to convince myself that she was fine. Then I would drive to the zoo and let myself into the back to watch her sleep. But Kel was convinced we needed more of them. I suppose he could see the money in it.

	“Well, I’ll have to look into artificial insemination.” I said. It seemed like a dangerous risk to take with such an important specimen, but Kel was adamant.

	We were standing in my personal lab. The window, fitted with one-way glass, looked into Summer’s circular enclosure, A vast network of tunnels and labs connected to the zoo, allowing us to complete our research without having to interact with the guests or disturb the specimens. 

	“That or we could get a male,” Kel blinked.

	Kel talked about his obsession with breeding as if I should be thrilled, but the concept terrified me. Still, I had faked my way through it so far, and it looked like I could still pull it off. I contacted the Delling zoo -which everyone knew was slowly failing, but no one really spoke of- and arranged to visit. 

	“We don’t really have the funding anymore to keep him.” The researcher explained. “The breeding program was really a last-ditch attempt of making a little money. You know how these things are. We didn’t want the male and female to cohabitate. We weren’t sure what they would do to each other, being from two separate crashes.”

	“And what happened, after the artificial insemination?” I asked.

	“She died.” He said, with a shrug. “She seemed alright for a few weeks, and then she became extremely distressed, just about the time we started recording her body’s physical changes. She just hid in the corner, there under the rock shelter, rocking back and forth. Then one morning we found her by the tree. She’d climbed and jumped.”

	“Oh my,” was all I could think to say.

	“Yes. Never a problem we’ve had with another specimen. There might be a physiological cue we missed. If I had to do it again, I would bring the male and female together naturally, to see what happened – let them live in the same enclosure.”

	We wandered through the zoo, past many empty exhibits. They were slowly emptying it, selling off their creatures, all native to this planet except the humans. It was a dream of ours to travel to other worlds, but we weren’t the geniuses from the human planet. Life support was tricky and communication across a vast distance was impossible. The human ships were confusing, and no one could do more than make them blink and light up in a meaningless babble of colors. 

	It would take time to make the journey to their planet. Some worried that we should accelerate the program, in case the creatures finally came and destroyed us, as any sentient species significantly more advanced than us obviously would.

	When we finally arrived at the human enclosure I could see the male; he was lying next to his pond. He wasn’t moving and it was strange to see him so still. That was usually a bad sign, at least from what I’d read. Summer had her moments of rest, but even then she picked at the floor or glanced around. She was very rarely lifeless.

	“How much do you want for him?” I asked.

	He didn’t bother to hide his sparkle of joy. “Well, I hadn’t really thought about it, but I’m sure we could discuss his price.”

	“The ship, too,” I added.

	I arranged to have him delivered in a week. Kel didn’t tell me how much we’d paid for him and was glossing it over with the public. It must have been a huge amount, considering his secrecy. We would have to report it eventually, but I suppose he was hoping we would have some exciting discovery to distract everyone.

	 I named him Silver on the way home and flickered happily at Summer when I got back to the lab. She looked at me intently, and opened her mouth a few times, but she couldn’t have been hungry; I’d already fed her. 

	Over the next week, I prepared the enclosure for Silver, filling the tiny space with every sensor I could think of, to examine different wavelengths, detect vibrations, and measure heat. The ships were built for groups of humans, you see, and so I hypothesized that they were social. If they were, they must have some way to communicate, and I wanted to find out how.

	I had no idea how to introduce them, though. I decided to simply let it happen, and intervene if needed. I fed them in their own enclosures and then opened the door between them. Silver didn’t move. He glanced out the door at the larger area and then laid back down. I glanced nervously at Kel, who flickered orangely. 

	He wanted this to be dramatic. 

	The board of directors was there with us, looking out my lab’s one-way window, and they also seemed confused and disappointed. I was beginning to panic when Summer wandered out of her cave. I couldn’t tell what summoned her, but she often seemed to respond to stimuli I couldn’t detect. Something bothered me about that, but I couldn’t understand it. 

	She wandered around until she saw the open door, then stopped, her small body tense and unsure. She moved her mouth again and something jumped on one of the sensors. I glanced at it and couldn’t see what it was. Whatever it had recorded was gone already. Then it appeared again, just a little jump. I tried to keep my light low, but I could feel my excitement building. In the enclosure, Silver was moving. He lifted his head and looked around. Then he rolled to his side and almost leapt to his feet. He was awkward, as if he’d forgotten just how to move that quickly. He stumbled into the larger enclosure and I felt my anxiety spike. Maybe she had angered him. I didn’t want to tranq them so soon.

	When he saw her, they both froze and stood facing each other, tense and horribly still. I glanced at the sensors again, but nothing was happening. The board was excited. Kel was glowing with nervous anticipation. 

	Slowly, Silver raised his hands and took a small step forward. Summer did the same thing. Then she took two steps excitedly forward and opened her mouth rapidly, leaning toward him. The sensors jumped again. I extracted myself from the excited group and leaned toward the readouts. Vibrations. It was detecting vibrations. 

	I looked up again. They were closer now, within reach of reach other. Then, slowly, Summer sat and Silver followed. They opened their mouths swiftly, their hands moving rapidly, pointing at each other and all around them. Lines flew across one of the graphs. The humans were vibrating at each other. They were communicating.

	“I don’t see what you’re so excited about,” a board member said, teasingly. “They’re not doing anything yet.”

	“Nonsense,” Kel said defensively. “This is fantastic progress. We should be proud. Alegh has done a wonderful job.”

	But I hadn’t. 

	Nothing happened for a month, or rather a lot of things happened. The two humans continued to communicate and bond, and every moment was fascinating, but the board wanted very specific results, and those weren’t happening.

	I suggested they needed time away from the public and shut down the observation area. That didn’t help either, though they became increasingly close, even sleeping together, curled up in their cave. But that was all. The computer started cataloguing patterns in their vibrations. Curious, I gave them some supplies, mostly poles and fabric, and watched them construct things from them. I moved their food and gave them a puzzle to solve to reach it. They had no trouble solving the puzzle. I felt a terrible realization coming to life in my mind. They could solve problems. 

	I gave them a small computer, the type we would give to toddlers to learn mathematical reasoning. They lay on their stomachs together under the big tree and poked at it for days. They hardly slept. They started solving the little problems, rapidly making their way through the program. When I fed them, they took the food back to the computer, completely engrossed. They snacked, lying on their stomachs, solving the puzzles with a speed that terrified me with its implications. Perhaps they were not experimental animals, sent to test the livability of space. Perhaps they were the intelligent species themselves.

	I started to categorize the patterns in their vibrations. I grasped a common one, a high frequency followed immediately by low. They often used it when they first saw each other, and I guessed it was some kind of greeting. When no one could see or hear me, I practiced it. Our hearing is nowhere near our strongest sense, in fact many of us cannot hear at all unless the source of the noise is directly beside us. I could tell my attempts were creating a noise but had no idea if I was correct. Still, I felt proud of what I achieved.

	Finally, I told Kel what I learned. 

	He was incredulous, to say the least. In fact, he got rather angry with me, flashing red to ask what I meant to do – destroy all his good work? I told him no, but if I was right, there were larger, moral questions to answer here.

	“The morally correct thing to do is to send them home. But they won’t forgive us for what we’ve done, and they may come back. We may have been safe so far only because the humans on their home planet don’t know what we’ve done.” I said.

	Kel looked at me, concerned, but not in the way I hoped. He looked at me like I might be sick, or insane. He didn’t seem to understand.

	“I know you have reservations,” I said, “but come to the enclosure tomorrow morning. I’ll show you what I mean.”

	And he agreed. Why wouldn’t he? I checked on Silver and Summer before I went home and felt a strange sort of affection wash over me. They were working away on the computer, curled up together. Summer turned to him suddenly and he rubbed her head and pushed her away playfully. They looked happy. I was glad that I had given them something interesting to occupy their time. 

	I didn’t want to imagine them being locked up in a cage. 

	The thought made me sick to my stomach. We had treated them badly. 

	I couldn’t sleep that night. I paced around my empty home. I never wondered why it was empty before. It seemed like a simple choice. Either I chose to mate or I didn’t. Now, though, I wondered about the relationships between Summer and Silver or Kel and myself. I had created a bond between two beings who may never have met under different circumstances. I had changed the future of thinking, feeling creatures, and I had no right to do so.

	I wondered what would happen next and thought, ridiculously, that I might be able to move them to my home and see what a different environment might do for them. Finally, when the sun rose, I realized I might as well go in early and see what they’d done overnight.

	When I walked into Kel’s office, there were already three vet techs there, wearing the scratch-proof silver suits they use to handle animals. Kel looked shocked to see me, then rapidly blinked red. The techs turned to me and pulsed a light pink. I realized immediately what was happening.

	“Kel, no.” I said.

	“I had to do it. I contacted the board last night. They agreed: you’re too close to it.”

	“Kel, what have you done?”

	He burned scarlet and said, “Nothing, yet! But this breeding program has to – where are you going?”

	I’d already turned away from him and hurried down the hall. I knew I was too late. 

	Once the board made a decision, there was very little I could do to change their minds. My thoughts were in turmoil and I wanted to see Summer and Silver – just for a few moments. I could hear Kel and the vet techs hurriedly following me, and knew that they would try to stop me; they were unsure of what I was going to do next. 

	I crashed through the lab door and flung myself toward the windows. I looked out into the big enclosure; I looked for the happy faces of my two humans, picking away at their computer.

	The enclose was trashed. 

	The small computer had been deconstructed, its insides strewn across the ground. The food- and water-dispensers had likewise been dismantled. Even part of the ceiling was hanging loose above the tree. 

	Had the techs removed the humans already? Where did they take them? Perhaps Summer and Silver had put up a fight. They were smart enough to realize what was happening and they wouldn’t want to be separated. My lab was the only one set up to care for them. Every other lab was too small, and didn’t have the right equipment. But the door was open to the utilities corridor, painted like a tree beside their cave.

	The ceiling panels, revealing a ragged rectangle of blue sky, had been pulled loose and the wiring inside pulled down, connected with the computer. They’d figured out a way to connect the little computer I gave them to the lab’s system and just opened the door. They’d figured out our computer system.

	Kel was suddenly by my side, breathing heavily. I felt vindicated. He hadn’t listened and now he would see that he had made a mistake. No sooner did the emotion surface than it soured. Superiority was what led us here – what had caused this situation. The techs came in next, stumbling against each other and then huddling around Kel, flashing a confusing array of colors. 

	Kel watched me leave the room. He seemed so lost I almost felt sorry for him. 

	I found them in the parking lot, trying to take apart a transport. They didn’t hear me coming. We can be quiet when we need to be. 

	Silver raised a bar above his head, probably something he pulled from the ceiling. I flinched away and gestured the way he had to Summer; gently, a sign that I hoped meant I don’t want to harm you. He paused and I knew I had a moment, just a moment, to make a connection. It was almost impossible that I could convey everything I needed with the tiny amount I had learned. 

	I tried to make the vibrations they did, or at least the one they used as a greeting – the quick, high vibration followed by the low one. He paused. I tried again. 

	I didn’t know what word it was, but I knew that he understood that I was trying to communicate. I gestured to my transport and then opened the door. They looked at each other and then at me, and I wondered if I was doing the right thing. There might be some kind of revenge for all this, from their planet. 

	I let them crawl into the back seat of my small, luxury transport and drove them to the back lot, where the ship was sitting. There was no security. I opened the door of my transport and they ran right up to the ship. Summer glanced back before she went inside. I like to think it was for me, a small thank you, but maybe not. Maybe she was only afraid I would follow.

	They didn’t take off right away. In fact, it took two days. I took a vacation while animal control was called and they searched the woods, the nearby canyon, and the other enclosures. It wouldn’t occur to them to search the ship. They never believed the humans could fly it, and I didn’t say anything. Eventually they gave up, and when the ship rose into the sky, it was blamed on electrical issues, though there was some speculation on the news that the far-away geniuses had called their ship back. 

	I hope that they made it home.

	I’ve recorded my experience in this database as accurately as I can, so that it might benefit future generations. I’m afraid that a reckoning is coming for us, from the great lights in the sky. I’m waiting for it. Or perhaps we will be forgiven for keeping their friends in cages, experimenting on them. 

	I find that hard to believe. We deserve their retribution. 

	I’d come to understand them, but no one believed me. No one would listen to my warnings. Until the humans come for their friends, we’ll keep them in cages, while they try to communicate with a world that can’t hear them.

	 


Here

	by Tim James

	 

	My dad said a lot of things. Quite a lot of those turned out to be true, no matter how wild they might have sounded. Don’t get me wrong, he never raved or came across as being crazy or anything like that. He just told it how he saw it, no matter how it sounded.

	He once said it was easy to say there was no such thing as aliens, but it did not mean there weren’t any. It was just that we had not seen them. It was one of his biggest things that, aliens. He would tell me about his childhood, how things were so different, how it was he would look up into a clear night sky and see all the stars. “It was beautiful!” he would say. “Still is if you see ‘em on a clear night.”

	I suppose he was right; I’ve done it myself and I’d like to think that there are not many who haven’t. You know, just looked up, seen that vista, pitch black with all those silver pinpricks sparkling away. I guess to me, to many of us, it’s just something pretty; to my dad, though, it was so much more. 

	He would tell me, back when I was a kid, that they were more than just lights; the stars were suns, about which worlds orbited, and that some of those lights were actually planets. I never knew how he could tell the difference, you know? But he could. I don’t know why he’d done it, but over the years he’d memorised so much about our heavens. He could tell you the names of the constellations, even many of the individual stars. With a single jab of one of his well-worn, stubby fingers he would be able to point out a single light and tell you it was a star, not a planet, and then name it.

	I don’t think I could - even with a map.

	He could tell the most wonderful of stories too. About all the stars and planets. Not just locally but from all over the world. How the constellations were different in other countries, how they were called different names in different times. How the stories applied to them were not always the same. He seemed to know them all. 

	For all I know he might have made some of them up, but it didn’t matter. They sounded good and it was something he shared with me. Even when I wasn’t with him he would sit there looking at the sky above, mesmerised. Never used a telescope or even binoculars; he just loved looking at the night sky and did so until the day he died.

	I can remember one winter I sat out there with him. Mum wasn`t there, I don`t recall why, so it was just me and him. It was probably way past my bedtime, but that’s what made it all the more special. Me and my dad, a blanket around my shoulders, a cup of hot chocolate in my hands. The night was cold enough that we could see our exhalations and that made it mystical. He told me some of the old tales. I`d heard a few before, but others were new to me. Afterwards he dropped the myths and legends, the facts and figures, put an arm around my shoulders and pointed up, up into the night. 

	"Y’know," he told me, "things can be deceptive. You look up there into space and it looks so... so simple I guess. There`s the blackness that is space and the starts that are light and that is that. But it ain`t like that y`know. I think we see it like that `cause it`s easier. If we take the time to think, t`see it as it really is, then the pure enormity of it all might just start t`blow our minds.

	"Each of those stars look the same, yeah? But they`re not, y`know. Some of them are as big as our sun, others so much bigger, perhaps big enough to fit fifty suns in. Some burn hotter, some burn colder, different colours an` different names.

	"Look at `em up there, lookin` so close together, yet they ain`t, not really. They could be so far away from each other that it`d take years, nah, hundreds of years t`travel between `em, an` that’s at the speed of light.

	“But that’s just the ones you can see. For each of them there’s ten at least that you can’t. Can you imagine that? All these stars, so many, hundreds, thousands, millions of ‘em, scattered across space as far an’ further than we can see.

	“An’ that’s just in our galaxy. As many stars as we can see, then there’s galaxies t’match ‘em, fillin’ up the universe in all directions, all made up of stars, just like the Milky Way.

	“Each of them endless stars could have planets around ‘em, maybe one or two, perhaps twenty or thirty or more. There could even be huge gas giants out there like Saturn or Jupiter, bigger even, with moons like planets.

	“Who knows what’s out there eh?” 

	He could and would speak for hours on the subject and there was something in the way he told it that would bewitch me. I mean, it wasn’t the actual words, and not really the way he spoke either. To be honest, he wasn’t the most eloquent of orators. But it was as though some of his enthusiasm crept into the words he said, and although he never raised his voice, somehow I was caught up in his verbal spell.

	Just listening was enough to drag me away from the mundane world and suddenly I was out there in the great wide universe; the sun a brilliant globe of fire around which the planets orbited; stupendous balls of reflected light. Earth might have been the jewel in the solar systems crown, a beautiful, perfect living planet; it did not stop the magnificence of the others challenging it. From Mars’ red-orange shade to the beauty of the Morning Star; to that true giant of worlds with an unending storm it’s red eye, to the hypnotic rings of ice and rock that encircled Saturn; and then there was the often overlooked glory - the cerulean blue of distant Neptune.

	Beyond our system, though, there was so much more that his words brought to life. From the stars of Proxima, to those so far away that Man had yet to name them. All gathered together in a stellar splendour, twisting, turning, around a bright core: so many stars around which the spiral arms rotated, the arms like trails of celestial light … a galaxy, our galaxy, just one of many that made up a small portion of the ever-growing and more confoundingly brilliant universe.

	All these whimsical meandering thoughts, that pseudo philosophising, that was my dad and I loved him for it. Of course there was a lot more to it. He would not go on about the same old things, not like some, one-trick pony. Like most people he had many interests, but I guess the stars were one of those he was most passionate about.

	He would talk about the past, too. Not history, but about him growing up and the way the world was then. It was one of those other things he was passionate about, although to be fair the two things did intersect; at least, he made them.

	“I was born in 1969,” he would begin, “in July, no less, an’ that was when a man walked on the moon for the first time. If ever there was a month an’ year t’be born in, then that was it. Was a good time t’be born. The age of free love was comin’ to an end, and a brave new world was beginning. But not t’me - it never really felt like that.

	“T’me, in retrospect, it looked like something died in the seventies. The world changed, accelerated toward a grave it did not know was waiting. For years now people have been talkin’ ‘bout environmental collapse, y’know? All the damage we were doin’, with our industries, the mining, the hunting and polluting. No one ever really listens, though. I guess there are loads of reasons for it, but it’s all crap from where I stand. I think it’s all to do with money, or mebbe power. As a whole, though, we ignore the warnings, happy with our luxuries, and as the whole world slowly goes t’pot we blame it on other things and just keep on going.”

	It was a view he expounded on in different ways at different times, but it was a view that got bleaker as he got older, and why not? It certainly seemed as though things worsened as time passed. Talk of the greenhouse effect, over-hunting, pollution, extinction and over-population were subjects that never went away, just got bigger. An elephant in the room that should have been hard to ignore, and yet somehow everyone did.

	It was something I often thought odd. My father could look up into the night sky and see such wonder, yet when he was grounded and looking at the human race his world view became quite dark.

	Fortunately, I found the perfect distraction. 

	It was something that always worked so well; try and steer the conversation toward aliens.

	It was a subject that could not fail to make him smile. My father, as you might have gathered, was not a well-educated man, but he was someone who, when he really wanted to know about something, would read about it and in that way, rather than through traditional education, he would learn. And he was a thinker. He never said it, but I am sure he would sit and think about all kinds of things. Coming to his own conclusions. I do not know how many of them he shared, especially in any great detail.

	Aliens though… Well he would always be happy to talk about them.

	“I don’t think there have ever been any aliens come to Earth,” he said once. “But that don’t mean that there aren’t any. Did you know that there are considered to be some three hundred billion - let me say that again, it’s such a huge number - three hundred billion stars in our galaxy. We don’t get to see that from the ground. With t’naked eye they reckon, on a good night, y’can see about a thousand. Lookin’ up there it looks like a lot eh?

	“But it ain’t. It’s not even a million, not even close, and then you think of a billion and that ain’t close t’the full amount of stars either.

	“Three hundred billion. It buggers the mind. I think it’s one of those figures that is just hard too comprehend, to come to terms with. But it is what it is. And if you want to generalise a bit - well let’s say that each of those stars has eight planets like our sun. Suddenly you`ve got umm, about two and a half trillion planets, an` that don`t take into account any planet-sized moons and the like that are out there orbitin` gas giants, or planetoids like Pluto.

	"Just tryin` t`get your head around a number like that is next t`impossible isn`t it eh?

	"When y`consider that many planets, then thinkin` that there ain`t no more lifeforms out there, well it seems damned impossible t`me.

	"I know that some of the scientists will have proper equations and things like that; hell they`d claim that my math is over simplified an` damned naive. I know that and it`s not the point. What I`m sayin` is that there are a damned lot of stars out there and that means a lot of planets, to my mind.

	"So if there ain`t life on some of `em, it`s a sad old thing.

	"Now add t`that the galaxies and super-galaxies. Well they think that there is something like one hundred billion galaxies and times that by your two and a half billion planets, then tell me there ain`t no more life out there. Seems highly improbable, don`t it? They might not be able to travel from star to star, but then why should they? We can`t."

	It still makes me smile now, even in the darkest of times; closing my eyes, I can hear my father talking away with all that enthusiasm and it makes things a little easier to bear. A little lighter.

	***

	Things changed, of course; they always do. 

	In the mid 2010’s it was announced that Earth, was heading toward environmental collapse. I’m sure there were plenty of people out there, many of them industrialists, who would have claimed that it was all speculation and fear-mongering from environmentalists. 

	“It’s all there,” my father told me when I and my young family joined him for lunch one Sunday. “They been saying it’s goin’ t’happen for years and then denyin’ it for years. Still are. Yet here we are with floodin’ unlike anything I ever heard of, an’ that’s down t’the rains an’ winds. It ain’t just us though. America gets the worse snow it’s ever had, incredible heatwaves in Australia. Milder weather. Wetter weather. All change.

	“Course, I think this was something that was always goin’ t’happen. Inevitable, you might say. The world’s always been changing and this planet of ours is not really in its natural state. All this talk of polar ice caps meltin’ may well be happening, but t’me it seems as though things are going back to the way they should be. Did y’know that back in the time of the dinosaurs Antarctica used t’be a tropical jungle? Less ice, I guess. More water. Hotter. More humid.

	“That all changed when a lump o’ rock smashed into the planet, wiped out the dinos and changed the environment in an instant. Since then it’s slowly, very slowly been going back to how it was.

	“From humanity’s point of view, the impact wasn’t a bad thing, ‘cause it triggered a set of circumstances that allowed us to evolve. But the rub is that we’ve screwed it all up. We’ve knocked the scales out of balance and things are going the way they would have without us, only but our meddlin’ made it go a lot faster. And the scary thing is, it might be faster than we can evolve to cope with.” He shrugged and smiled, “But I don’t want t’talk as if it’s the end of the world. I’m pretty sure that humanity as a whole is determined and clever enough to adapt to survive, but I figure it’s goin’ t’be a hard path to get there.” He leaned back in his chair; it almost looked as though he were offering up a prayer. “We screwed things up when we stopped goin’ into space. We should have been on Mars by now.

	“Heh, too many eggs in one basket. I just hope we don’t break too many payin’ for it.”

	The reports estimated environmental disaster by the year 2020. They were wrong. Technically, the world tipped into collapse in 2025. Of course, for people things seemed to carry on in the manner they always had, there seemed to be no truly visible change, but change the world did.

	The details were well known, but just to emphasise the point: Natural disruptions increased; bad weather, flooding, drought, forest fires, sudden drops in temperature; the weather played havoc with certain crops and plants. It created, at best, shortages in certain food types, wheat being one of the most obvious, and at worst, whole areas became uninhabitable in both the third and modern world. More species became extinct or teetered on the edge. And still the icecaps melted: sea levels rose.

	The thing was, official environmental collapse was when a series of conditions were met (in theory), and that meant the label came into effect. The world did not stop spinning or come to a sudden end. Life carried on.

	My father would have said it was a continuation of the rot that had set in a long time before, and the rot that would get worse. The world would not end in a day, it would be a long, drawn out process, encompassing centuries. But that was the tipping point, where the precarious balance between man and nature inevitably passed the point of no return.

	And not in a good way.

	My father was little more than fifty-five, still young in many ways, but young means nothing when illnesses are brought into the equation of life. No-one noticed - well, I suppose some people did- but various sicknesses began to become more prevalent. There were more cancers, more variants of old illnesses and a fair share of new ones.

	Dad did things the old fashioned way; kept his mouth shut when he started to feel sick and brushed it off as a simple upset stomach, or a virus. Turned out it was stomach cancer. By the time the pain got so great he could not ignore it, it was too late. There was nothing that could be done.

	Just wait.

	Then die.

	He decided he wanted to pass-away at home. and although we knew it would be a strain on Mum, who would want to deny a loved one? The local hospice provided nursing and spiritual and emotional support.

	It was so strange, seeing his bedroom slowly fill up with specialist equipment, but the biggest thing -in some ways, the hardest thing- was the small red box, only a little bigger than a box of matches. Sealed, only to be opened by a Terminal Care Nurse; two tablets that, when ingested, would bring his life to a gentle, peaceful end. 

	To be used when the pain became too much. 

	Virtually bed ridden, though he bore it well to start with, his deep thoughts became darker. One of the last times I saw him, he was sitting up in bed, the curtains open. His face was thinner than ever, but he smiled and after a few brief words I sat next to him and held his hand. Together we stared out through the window. For once it was clear, something that was becoming rarer, but that night the velvet of the sky was pierced by the brilliance of the stars.

	It seemed to me, for a brief moment, that nothing mattered. I was a young boy once more sitting next to my dad on a clear night. Neither his sickness nor the world’s decline meant anything.

	"D`you remember all their names?" he asked suddenly, and I told him I could not. He managed a smile. "Cancer. Damned thing eatin` my guts away. Makes y`think, though.

	"Said it before, we should have been out there by now."

	I squeezed his hand and said something about meeting all those aliens that had to be out there. He shrugged, "Let me tell you what I think.

	" ‘Alien’ does not really mean what y`think, y`know that?

	"In this day an` age ‘alien’ has become synonymous with bug-eyed monsters from outer space. I say alien, and that is what most people think of.

	“But it is a word that had been applied to creatures from outer space and has stuck. Originally I think it meant `other` but it means so much more. Different. Hostile. Incompatible. Conflicting. Heh, you can tell I have been thinking too much, eh? Trouble is, that here, there is not much else t`do. 

	"Thing is though, think of the squirrel. Red ones, they were natural t`the British Isles and then grey ones got here later. They were alien. Did not fit in the same way; were bigger, stronger and they virtually wiped out the reds. Y`see, something might be brought in t`do something specific, like stoats t`control a rabbit population. But old stoat, he has no indigenous predators, and suddenly he`s a bigger problem than the rabbits.

	“I figure it’s the same as this cancer. It`s wrong, different and bugger me, is it aggressive. Those damned cells are alien to my body and there is nothing that can fight ‘em off. Perhaps slow `em, but it`s all just a holding action. Slowly, surely just doin` what they do, they`re eatin` me away `til boom I`m gone.

	"Are those cells doin` anything wrong?

	"Who knows. They`re just being what they are. Destructive things in an environment in which they thrive. The biggest irony being once I`m gone then so are they. There`s no point in them except to destroy. There you go.

	"Which brings me back to those aliens." He pointed out the window, coughed and winced. “Aliens. Something that is out of place in this environment, come from a different place. Something that works against the world it is in. Destroying it just by being there. Like a cancer."

	He looked out the window, breath hissing in and out of his lungs and I guess, this once, he was not looking at the stars but that which lay beneath them.

	The planet we had all but destroyed.

	"You ask me where the aliens are?"

	He tapped his chest.

	"We`re already here."
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