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PART ONE











NEW YEAR





Chapter 1

New Year’s Eve

Nathan had never wanted children of his own. Plenty of reasons. Babies screamed as soon as they were born – wasn’t that warning enough of what was to come? And when they grew into toddlers, and then young kids, they were far worse: tantrums, more screaming, whining. How many business trips, restaurant dinners, theatre visits, you name it, were ruined by one small, precocious loud brat and its doting, utterly useless parents? No discipline any more.
Nathan had sure been disciplined.
It wasn’t just the infants themselves; it was the way most women, and quite a few men on the planet, went gaga every time they saw one. And if you didn’t want kids, the rest of society treated you like some kind of sad misfit. But then most people hadn’t seen what he’d seen, how kids could be used in war.
He sat up. Was that a noise? He grabbed his AK-47, crept to the door, eased it open. Pale light from his room – an abandoned Principal’s office – seeped out. They were all there, in the assembly hall, sound asleep, two hundred kids. One or two jerked. Nightmares. Who could blame them? Sally, closest to his door, had kicked off her covers. He went over to her makeshift cot and pulled the coarse blanket over her shoulder, careful not to wake her. He returned to his room, leaving the door slightly ajar.
He laid the rifle next to his chair. Two mags. Sixty rounds. Not nearly enough if the Infected found them. Sleep invited, but no way. He tried to relax, though not too much. He couldn’t move the kids till dawn; it was too risky before then. The others…
What had he been thinking before? Right, reasons why he’d never wanted kids. After the terrible twos they first learned how to manipulate, then divide and conquer their parents. Their cute phase. In a pig’s eye. And sibling camaraderie – wasn’t the story of Cain and Abel clear enough? Then there was school. He’d been bullied, but he’d seen a lot worse. Once they reached nine or ten, they weren’t so bad. His sister’s kids, Archie and Josh, had been nine and eleven. It would have been Archie’s tenth birthday a week Tuesday. He’d bought him a present, spent half his monthly benefits on it. Both kids gone now. He shuddered. Good. Negative emotions would keep him sharp. Keep him awake. Because if he fell asleep…
Sally. It had all started with her. He’d prepared her as best he could. Ten years old, fast asleep. Underneath her pillow, a pistol. He’d shown her how to use it, made her point it at him for practice, made her pull the trigger with the chamber empty. Her eyes had welled up. Too bad. Muscle memory, the only thing that worked when you were scared shitless. He should know, he’d learned the hard way out in Helmand…
Focus.
Raphaela had told him to use his anger, channel it. Fight or flight, some such bullshit psy-crap. Flex your amygdala, she’d said, then laughed in a way that completely disarmed him. Whatever. It was working. And anger, well, he had plenty; he’d been storing it all his life. So, back to kids. His allergy to children meant he’d stayed alone. All the women he dated ultimately craved the patter of tiny feet. He sure as hell didn’t, and was very clear on that. After sex, anyway. A couple of them had pointed out that for a man with an almost obsessive interest in the procreative act, it was ironic he never wanted to see its fruits. Most said he needed help. True. But need and want aren’t the same thing. He thought of the kids in the next room. Irony didn’t begin to cover the fact that he was the one protecting them.
He reached over to the table, poured two thumbs of Bourbon, downed it in three gulps. An uncalculated risk. It might reduce the duration of the amphetamines, but hell, he needed something. He stood up, peered through the window down into the forecourt, checked it was empty: no parents snooping around. The radio set was charging, its yellow light pulsing slowly in the pre-dawn gloom. He’d wake the kids at six, and then they’d all have to move. They’d have to be quiet. For once, he was sure they would be, because they knew; they’d seen what had happened. Just this once, when it mattered most, they’d behave like the little adults he needed them to be.
Or else they’d all die.
He sat back down, opened the flask of coffee and poured some into the whisky glass. Two more hours. He needed to go back over it all, get it straight in his head – it had happened so fast, barely three days ago. He needed to go back to the beginning. New Year’s Eve. The party.
He disliked New Year’s Eve almost as much as he disliked… he caught himself. He glanced back to the door. He was putting his life on the line for these kids.
Something had changed. Everything had changed in a matter of days.
He took another sip. Back to the night of the party, where he’d first bumped into Sally, and had met Lara…
◆◆◆
 
‘Nathan, you should go, you know you should.’
His little sis lectured him on the phone. Not so little, now, with her own two kids. She was the only one who could get to him.
‘Give me one good reason, Mags.’
She laughed, a high-pitched rattle that would have rankled had it belonged to anyone else. But this was Mags, his sister. Together they’d survived the first Great War, the one against their parents.
‘I’ll give you three, Nate. One, you’re getting grumpy. Two, you need friends – the scant few you have will all be there. Who’s going to look after you in your old age?’
‘Maybe Archie and Josh.’
Her voice changed, plaintive. ‘They adore you, you know. God knows why. It’s Archie’s birthday soon. Did you–’
‘Third reason?’
A pause, a sigh. ‘Lara will be there.’
‘Who the hell is Lara?’
‘She’s your type.’

‘Since when have you tried to fix me up with someone? And since when do you know my type?’
‘Attractive, blonde, skinny, a little slutty, and… well, I kind of talked to her about you. She’s already keen. You should be able to slide straight into second base.’ Mags laughed again.
Nathan didn’t. It had been a while. And then some. He glanced over to the wardrobe. Maybe the dark blue shirt.
◆◆◆
 
As he walked the bustling streets of Morningside Heights, full of smartly dressed arm-in-arm couples and clutches of Columbia students already tanked up for the night’s festivities, a light drizzle filtered down through barren red maples. No snow yet. He stopped at a cash machine outside his favourite bagel shop. Two kids – a young girl and a smaller boy – sidled up to him to watch the operation.
‘It’s rude to stare,’ he said, without looking at them.
‘Free country,’ the girl shot back, the boy mute by her side, eyes glued to the screen.
He entered the code, then the amount. ‘Aren’t your parents worried about you? It’s getting late.’ He heard the stuttered whirr of bills being counted by the machine.
‘They’re out partying somewhere,’ the girl said dismissively, as if she were the parent.
He took his card from the machine, put the cash in his wallet, and turned to them. She was maybe ten years old, shoulder-length, unwashed hair, her face full of resentment she didn’t know where to place. The boy’s razor-cut blond hair didn’t suit his meek disposition. It was just after 9pm. The streets were safe for now, but soon they’d turn rowdy.
‘Where do you live?’
‘Where you live,’ she answered.
He did a double-take. Maybe he had seen them, the kids from one of the second-floor apartments. He’d heard a woman downstairs shout a girl’s name often enough.
‘Sally?’
She eyed him cautiously, then nodded.
‘I’m Timmy,’ the boy piped up, then stared back down, skinny fingers wrestling each other.
‘I’m Nathan,’ he replied, gaining a smile from the youngest. Two kids with crap parents. For the thousandth time he wondered why you didn’t need some kind of basic parenting skills certificate to have kids. Why did so many people have children they ultimately didn’t want? Human nature, some innate drive, or just social pressure?
He glanced at his watch. He’d be late. Someone else would snatch up Lara for sure.
Sally stared into the middle distance, waiting for him to abandon them.
‘Come on then, let’s get you back home,’ he said.
‘4-9-7-6,’ Sally said.
His pin code.
‘Smartass,’ he said.
Her face lit up. He took their hands.
◆◆◆
 
He picked Lara out of the crowd straightaway, her eyes already on him. Instant chemistry. Mags drifted back into the crowded dance floor, her introductory role fulfilled. They danced slow, no matter what music played. Little talk, none of it small, their pheromones doing the heavy lifting. The large silver disco ball kaleidoscoped light around the ballroom, full of people getting steadily drunker as they counted down the minutes to midnight. Stars of blue, white and red danced across Lara’s face.
‘Do you mind?’ he asked. He touched her cheek with the back of his forefinger, and traced the path of one of those stars.
‘Mags wasn’t kidding,’ Lara said. Then she pulled back a moment. ‘Hey, you’re not a male escort are you, Nathan? Did Mags pay you to give me a good time?’ She smiled, blinked slowly while he caressed her cheek. ‘You’re very direct, you know. Are you like this with all the girls?’
He withdrew his hand. ‘Actually, it’s been a while.’
She folded her arms, the smile tightening. ‘Define a while.’
‘A year.’
She raised an eyebrow. ‘The kiss at midnight should be interesting.’
He smiled back. Mags had nailed his type, alright. ‘If I kiss you, it won’t stop there.’
‘Promises, promises.’ She unfolded her arms. ‘Maybe we should kiss somewhere else then? You live close by, don’t you?’
Mags, seriously, where did you find her? But it had been a long time. ‘I might disappoint you. After a year, it might be quick.’
‘Quick can be good.’
He studied her. Tousled, strawberry-blonde hair, petite figure, black cocktail dress clinging to her in all the right places. He could fall hard for this one. Knowing he might just blow it, still he had to ask.
‘Do you want kids?’
She laughed, pleasing on the ears, a sweet chime amongst the din around them. ‘Is that an existential question, Nathan, or are you determining contraceptive ground rules?’
He shrugged. He needed to know.
‘Never.’ The gleam in her eyes dimmed. ‘Can’t.’ She recovered herself. ‘Now, can we go? I don’t usually have to beg.’
As they split at twenty-to-midnight, Mags caught his eye and mouthed Told you, then Happy New Year. He could see she meant it.
Maybe for once it would be.
◆◆◆
 
His apartment was a train wreck. Lara didn’t care.
‘I see you have the same cleaning lady I use,’ she said, laughing again, and then they heard the cheers go up outside. Midnight. He kissed her. It didn’t stop there.
Not by a long way.
◆◆◆
 
Morning. Famished. Fresh bagels? Lara grunted groggy agreement.
‘I’ll go get some,’ he said, grabbed his winter coat and headed out. He stopped at a Starbucks to pick up a double espresso macchiato. The barista was sweeping up, looked like hell, yawning as he boiled the milk and then scooped milky froth onto the double espresso. Back outside, the streets were quiet, deserted. Fair enough, New Year’s Day, everyone up late last night.
He walked, his steps lighter than usual. He saw no one. No movement in the chill air, as if the city was holding its breath. Something was missing. He stopped and listened, and then got it. No birds. Back there, that would have alerted him. Maybe a Taliban ambush. He’d have flicked the safety off his – stop it! It’s over, at least for you. You’re back. Two years now. You’re safe. The birds are somewhere else. It’s winter.
His favourite bagel shop was open, had been all night by the looks of it, one couple at the back, whispering drunken promises, foreheads touching. He bought supplies and headed back. He took a sip, felt better, the bitter coffee warming his throat. He checked his watch. Ten. Still eerily quiet. No people. No birds, dogs, cats…
A scream pierced the sky, a child’s, so loud he dropped his cup, his right hand ready to reach for a weapon that wasn’t there. A survival reflex from another city, another part of the world. He tried to relax, but the scream had been real. Not like the whining wail he loathed, not even the shocked cry of a kid who’d just hurt himself. This scream had mortal fear in it. After three tours in Afghanistan, he knew the difference. He tried to see which apartment block it had come from. But it was deadly quiet again. Still no one around.
As he turned the corner near his block, he froze. A young kid, maybe five, was running, no jacket or even jumper, just a Tee-shirt, his face white marble, eyes agape, arms pumping hard. The kid could run. A balding man emerged from a doorway, shouting after him. ‘Johnny, you come back here!’ The wiry, bespectacled man in an unbuttoned woollen jacket and wide-open shirt, who Nathan vaguely recognised as someone who lived in the neighbourhood, had something in his hand which he quickly pocketed. As he did so, the sun caught it, a flash of silver.
Could it have been…? No, surely not. But for a split second it had looked like…
The man sauntered past Nathan. ‘Happy New Year,’ he said, then shrugged. ‘Kids.’
Nathan nodded, slowly. A few yards later, the man started jogging, but as he turned the corner, he launched into a sprint.
Nathan stood awhile, trying to process. Back in Helmand he’d developed an instinct for when something wasn’t right. His platoon came to rely on it. ‘Is it safe to go in there?’ they’d ask. Mostly he’d been right. Mostly.
He did a three-sixty. Where the hell was everyone? He entered his apartment block, decided to take the stairs rather than the elevator, up to the fifth floor. He met Sally outside his door, not recognising her at first. Unbrushed hair, still in her pyjamas. She clutched a small backpack, and a furry affair that was maybe a beaten-up teddy bear. Her face was stone, the defiance from last night long gone. Had she been crying? Why was she here, and not on the second floor with Timmy and her parents? She wouldn’t meet his eyes, pulled the bear closer.
As he unlocked his door, Sally’s mother shouted for her from downstairs. Sally dashed through Nathan’s door and darted inside.
‘Mr Sanders, is that you? Have you seen our little Sally?’ Mrs Moore had a broad Texan accent, easy on the ears.
Sally, back against the wall, looked at him and shook her head once. Her lips trembled. She had the same terrified look as that other kid outside.
Nathan shouted down the stairwell. ‘I think I saw her outside, ma’am, near the bagel shop.’ He came inside, closed the door, slid the latch.
Lara emerged semi-naked from the bedroom. ‘Took your time. Did you have to bake the bagels yourself?’ She stopped dead when she saw Sally. ‘Oh… hello.’ Lara approached, then took a step backwards. Nathan hadn’t noticed the smell until just now. He put the bagels on the dresser. Sally had peed herself.
‘Bathroom, Sally,’ he said, pointing. ‘Through there. Lara … sorry, she’s ten, I think, I shouldn’t really...’
Lara glared at him. ‘She’s not yours, right? Married, I can handle, but–’
‘No. She lives downstairs. I’ve never even talked to her until yesterday.’
Lara folded her arms. ‘So, go call her parents.’
They both heard the shower being turned on.
‘Look, this is all a bit weird,’ he began.
‘You think?’
‘Something’s not right out there. I can feel it.’
‘So call the police.’
‘And say what?’
‘You’ll figure it out.’ Lara went back into the bedroom. ‘Where the hell are my shoes?’
Nathan had that gnawing in his gut, like he’d eaten something rotten. The same feeling that had saved his platoon more than once. ‘Lara, listen, don’t go out there.’
She wagged a high heel in front of him. ‘Give me one good reason?’
Nathan couldn’t think of one. Then again, he could. ‘Because I can’t be alone in the apartment with a naked ten-year-old.’
Lara threw the shoe at him.
He caught it.
‘Asshole!’ Lara stomped to the bathroom, knocked on the door. ‘Sally, are you okay in there? Can I come in a minute?’ After a moment the door unlocked and Lara slipped inside.
Nathan went to the window. Sally’s father was outside at the bottom of the steps talking to three other men. One of them was holding a piece of white cord. He coiled it in his hands. Mrs Moore was nowhere to be seen, but others – all men – were congregating in threes or fours at the foot of various buildings.
Lara came up behind him, hooked her arms around his chest. ‘Sorry.’
Nathan put his hands over hers. ‘It’s okay.’ But as he continued to stare outside, clearly something wasn’t.
She turned him around. ‘That little girl is scared out of her wits. She can barely speak. What’s going on?’
He drew her to the window, and they both peered down to street-level.
‘Damned if I know.’
◆◆◆
 
Nathan had been surveying the street for an hour and it struck him. No kids anywhere. Three rubbish trucks arrived. Three? On a national holiday? Of course, to clear away the trash after the previous night’s festivities. Black bags were emptied into the trucks. Something odd about them. He couldn’t put his finger on it. At least it wasn’t silent any more, but it was all subdued, people talking quietly, earnestly. None of the normal hearty New Year’s greetings. And no dogs to be seen or heard. Didn’t make sense. This neighbourhood was full of dogs.
At least Sally had calmed down a little. Lara was doing a pretty good impersonation of someone who genuinely liked kids, or at least knew how to relate to them. He asked her about it when Sally lay on the sofa to take a nap, in fresh clothes that must have been in her backpack.
‘My parents were… unkind,’ she said.
In Nathan’s experience, people who’d had awful parents rarely had the ability to emote about it. Himself, for example.
Lara nodded to the window. ‘Is it safe to go out there?’ She was smiling, but it gave him a chill, because that’s exactly what the platoon sergeant, Trescoe, used to ask him. One day his gut hadn’t done its job, and the sarge and six others bought it. Nathan couldn’t function after that. The shrink had ended up discharging him – survivor’s guilt – but it cut deeper. To top it all, it had been a kid, a nine-year-old Afghan boy in a small village, waving a battered iPhone as if to take a photo. That alone should have alerted them; where the hell would he get an iPhone? It was the trigger, of course. The last he’d seen of the boy was the vest packed with explosives as he raised his arms in triumph. Nathan had had a split-second chance to shoot him.
He hadn’t.
Couldn’t kill a kid.
His throat was suddenly dry. He swallowed.
‘It’s not safe,’ he replied.
She mock-frowned. ‘You’re not one of those paranoid guys, are you? Back from the war, can’t forget, all that stuff? Mags was a bit hazy on your career…’ Her frown and its underlying smile vanished. ‘Shit, you are, aren’t you? I mean, you’ve been over there.’
He nodded.
She grew serious and cautious at the same time, as if she’d just stepped on a land mine and was trying to figure out how to ease her way off without losing a leg.
‘Listen, Nathan, this is crazy. I’m going to prove it’s okay. I’m going outside. I have mace in my bag and I can always call the police if anyone gives me any trouble. We can’t stay cooped up here. Call me later.’
‘Lara… it really is weird out there. No kids. No women, for that matter.’
She gave him a look, and he knew that anything else he said was going to sound nuts. Maybe it was all in his head. He’d only recently come off the pills, earlier than the doc had advised.
‘Tell you what,’ she said, upbeat. ‘I’ll come back in an hour with some lunch, if I can find anything open. We can take Sally downstairs, then you and I can finish what we started.’
The idea of more sex lightened his mood a notch. She was right. Must be. This was New York, for God’s sake, not Kandahar. He was overreacting.
A harsh knock on the door. They both froze, stared at each other. Nathan stood behind the door. ‘Who is it?’
‘Police. Open up.’
Nathan walked back to the window. Sure enough, a blue-and-white NYPD SUV was parked a little way up the street. Must have just arrived. He went back to the door.
Lara glanced from the window to the door, then spoke quietly. ‘There’s no way police would come looking for a kid after only an hour.’ She held up her forefinger and dashed to the spare bedroom.
Nathan stalled. ‘What’s this about?’
‘Please open up, sir.’
Nathan thought about trying to hide Sally, but it seemed ridiculous. ‘Just a minute, let me put some clothes on, I’ve been sleeping in.’ As soon as he said it, he regretted it. Mrs Moore already knew he’d been out earlier. He waited another thirty seconds then opened the door.
Two officers, an older male sergeant and a mid-twenties female officer stood in the corridor. Normal Manhattan cops. Mr Moore was right behind them.
‘Have you seen this little girl?’ The sergeant held up a photo of Sally. Nathan felt himself about to redden. He’d never been good at lying.
Lara saved him. ‘She was here earlier. Said she’d wet the bed, was afraid she’d get a scolding. We sent her back downstairs an hour ago.’
‘And you are…?’ the policewoman asked.
‘Lara Engels. We, uh, Nathan and I met last night at the Ball over on Ninth and Forester.’ She hooked her arm in his and leaned on him. ‘He’s my New Year’s resolution.’
Nathan was impressed. Then he recalled the average life expectancy of New Year’s resolutions.
‘Mind if we take a look around?’ the policeman asked. Nathan noticed that the cop had his right hand on the top of a holstered taser, his shoulder tensed as if ready to draw it. A taser? For a ten-year-old girl?
Lara tugged Nathan out of the policeman’s way, and he followed her lead. ‘Of course, it’s a bit untidy, you know.’ As Mr Moore went to follow the two officers, Lara moved into his pathway, blocking him.
‘Sorry about this,’ she said. ‘We really thought she was going straight home to you. You must be worried sick.’
Nathan didn’t understand what she was doing until he noticed Moore’s reaction. His face spoke of many things. Concern for his daughter wasn’t one of them. For just a second, his upper lip curled, and he looked like he wanted to spit. Nathan knew that look well enough. Not anger, not frustration. Something deeper, more sinister. More primal.
Disgust.
Lara maintained physical contact with Nathan, still blocking the entrance, while the officers did a thorough search, opening every cupboard and window. As they stood outside the bathroom, he glanced backwards and saw the female cop draw her weapon while the male cop almost punched the door open. They both entered. Nathan held his breath, but they came out empty-handed, weapons holstered, and sauntered over to the doorway.
‘Well, thank you for your time, Mr Sanders. We’ll continue our search.’
Nathan closed the door. They waited until the footfalls receded down the stairs.
‘Where is she?’
‘Gone,’ Lara said. ‘She took the fire escape, said she knew how to get into the underground garage from there, and knew which car was yours.’
‘But how…’ He glanced at the small table, where his car keys had been.
He surveyed Lara. ‘So, you’re starting to–’
‘Something’s not right. We need time to think, work out what’s going on. Not here, though. We need to take Sally somewhere safe, but where?’
He thought about all the friends he could call. Which took all of twenty seconds.
‘Mags,’ he said. ‘She’ll know what to do.’




Chapter 2

Mags

Sally was well hidden in the Mustang, underneath a blanket behind the driver’s seat. Lara rolled her eyes when she saw the red sports car. ‘Glad we can travel incognito,’ she said.
‘At least it’s fast.’
They got in. She popped open the glove compartment, pulled out its main item.
‘Loaded?
‘Sure.’
‘You’re not an NRA nut, are you?’
‘You only feel safe to ask that because you have a gun in your hand.’
She made a face and shoved the pistol back in the compartment and closed it. ‘Your point?’
He smiled at her. ‘I think I just made it. And no, I’m not with the National Rifle Association.’
He turned the ignition key, listened for a few seconds to the deep purr, then rolled the car up the ramp into the daylight. He pulled away fast enough to outpace three men who saw them emerge and began striding towards the car, though not so fast as to look suspicious. Once he’d shifted up through the gears, he spoke to their stowaway.
‘Sally, you can come out now.’
‘No. They mustn’t see me.’
At least she was speaking. ‘Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?’
There was a pause. ‘Timmy’s dead.’
Nathan hit the brakes. The Mustang skidded to a halt.
Sally shrieked. ‘Don’t stop! They’ll find me!’
‘Drive, Nathan,’ Lara said.
He stared at her, but Lara wasn’t looking at him. He followed her gaze to a cluster of men on the street corner looking his way. He smiled at the men and took off again.
‘Who’s Timmy?’ Lara asked.
‘Younger brother,’ Nathan answered. Sally was sobbing.
They passed a garbage truck. They seemed to be everywhere.
‘Holy fuck!’ Lara said.
‘What?’ He turned around to try to see what she’d just seen, but the truck was already behind them.
‘Just drive,’ she said, her breathing suddenly fast and scratchy. She fumbled with the latch on the glove compartment, got it open again, pulled out the Glock, and let it rest in her lap. ‘Don’t stop, Nathan. Stay down, Sally. You can come out when we’re out of the city.’ Lara gripped Nathan’s hand so hard it made him wince. He glanced at her. Her face had gone the same marble white as the running kid he’d seen earlier.
His army training kicked in. Hostile situation – protect civilians – reassure them – take control. His voice went into flat-mode. ‘Tell me, Lara, exactly what you just saw. Describe it to me.’
Lara shrank backwards into the leather seat. ‘Bodies,’ she said. ‘Lots of them.’ She glanced over her shoulder to where Sally was hidden, then back to Nathan, and whispered. ‘Small ones.’
Nathan drove on, tried to process again. He focused on what he knew, what he’d seen, and what Lara had just described. He’d seen a father chasing his son, with what he was fairly convinced now had been a kitchen knife. Sally was scared shitless. Her parents, and others seemed to be in on whatever was going down, even the cops. Lara had seen bodies… He wanted to spin the car around, go up to some of the adults they’d just left behind and ask them what the hell was going on. There must be a reason, a rational explanation.
But he needed to stare things in the face. That was how you survived. See the world as it is. Not as you think it is. Not as you want it to be, or think it should be. Not even as it was yesterday. See it exactly as it is, right now.
Parents in the neighbourhood were killing their kids.
Lara’s hand grew clammy. She stayed silent.
They were effectively behind enemy lines, surrounded by hostiles. This had to be local. Nerve gas? A virus? Whatever was going on, normal rules no longer applied. Act like the locals. Get Sally to a safe haven, Lara too, though he didn’t know if she was in any danger. Mags’ place in Virginia. Their best bet. He thought about calling the Doc. But he was local. Might be infected. He’d call him later, then some of his buddies in the Military. First get the two civilians out of harm’s way. It was a twenty-minute drive to the highway. Shouldn’t be much traffic on New Year’s Day.
He kept to the speed limits, his foot ready to floor the pedal if required. His window stayed open. He listened as much as watched. He flinched at hearing a siren, but it was going the other way. Streets still eerily quiet. Even the clusters of men had disappeared. Then he saw people queuing to get into a church. It was clearly packed. No kids. He turned on the radio, but only got static and an uneven, beeping noise, like Morse, but faster. Each stop light seemed to take forever, even though there was zero traffic. He only breathed easier when he sped down the ramp to the freeway.
It was open. It was clear.
He talked Lara and Sally through his idea of what had happened, reassuring them. Sally stopped sobbing, Lara’s grip on his hand loosened. Lara and Sally started talking to each other once the evergreens emerged.
But for Nathan it was as if Afghanistan had come to find him. The Crucible, that’s what Trescoe used to call it. Two years since he’d left it all behind. Felt like yesterday. He checked the mirror, Manhattan’s skyscrapers receding far behind them. The promise of Virginia loomed, the miles to the exit to Mags’ place slowly counting down like last night’s New Year clock. But his gut wouldn’t let up. He kept expecting roadblocks, helicopters, mad axe-wielding men charging out in front of them like in some zombie B-movie.
Nothing happened.
Three hours later he took the exit. It was going to be okay. It was safe after all. Lara watched the trees, half-asleep, her blinks slowing. Sally was quiet, no doubt asleep under the blanket.
As he wound the car up the leafy track to Mags’ ranch, he eased the Glock from Lara’s fingers, pocketed it inside his jacket. The car crunched up the gravel driveway. He drew to a stop, switched off the engine. No sound outside except the cool winter breeze in the barren sycamores.
‘We’re here,’ he announced.
Lara stirred. She looked for the Glock, guessed Nathan had it. ‘Give it to me,’ she said.
‘We’re not here to shoot my sister,’ he countered. He reminded himself he knew almost nothing about Lara.
‘Now you’re making my point for me. Either give me the gun or the car keys.’
Sally reared up from the back, her face puffy, that sleepy kid smell he knew from the few times he’d baby-sat Archie and Josh.
‘Stay out of sight, Sally,’ Lara said.
She ducked back down.
Out of the corner of his eye, Nathan saw a net curtain pull back, someone peer out from the house. Mags. She came out the wooden front door. She looked rested despite last night’s festivities. She’d said she was going to head home straight after midnight, and had clearly done so. The one reliable constant in his life, his little sister. It was going to be okay.
Nathan’s gut told him so.
‘Neither,’ he said to Lara. He opened his door and got out.
‘Fuck you, Nathan!’ Lara muttered.
He ignored her and started walking towards Mags. ‘Hello, Sis.’ He held out his arms and his sister, shorter but wider than him, beamed, and they both entered their habitual mock bear hug contest, her dark frizzy hair tickling his cheek. Nathan closed his eyes and squeezed the only person in the world he truly trusted. He was home.
Lara walked up behind them.
‘Hello Mags,’ Lara said. ‘Us two thought we’d come and thank you for some great sex.’ She smiled at Nathan, though it didn’t quite look genuine. ‘Well, above average.’
Nathan returned the smile, recognising what she was doing. Hiding Sally. Lara walked towards Mags, hooked her arm, and they ambled towards the house. ‘And you know how hungry it makes me.’
‘Glad you didn’t drop by any earlier,’ Mags said. ‘I didn’t get back till three-thirty this morning.’
Just before he entered by the front porch, he cast a look back to the car. His door wasn’t closed properly. Sally had moved into the bushes. Smart kid. And in that moment he suddenly wondered where Mags’ hubby Phil and the kids were. Normally, Archie and Josh rushed out to greet him. Right now, he needed to see them. But it was quiet. The two little tearaways, whose photo had been the only one in his wallet out in Afghanistan, were nowhere to be seen.
◆◆◆
 
The house was the same as it had always been, as it would always be. Their parents’ home. Aside from some new jazzy wallpaper, and lime green re-upholstered sofa and chairs, it was still the same. A time bubble, remaining stationary while everything outside slid past. Usually he hated it, and asked – begged – Mags to change it, to at least tear down a wall, make their former torture chambers look and feel different, to break with the past. She’d brush it off, say this was how she broke the spell, how she finally won against their parents. Parents, never Mom and Dad. No wonder he’d gone off to fight a foreign war.
Yet now he relished it. It grounded him. The time bubble was some kind of protection, clinging to reality when everything outside had gone haywire. The breeze rustled the tall cedar tree out back that had born silent witness to their ultra-strict upbringing. Familiar smells wafted in from the kitchen: first, ranch-style eggs with fried bacon, then pancakes with maple syrup. They’d never been allowed pancakes as children, though their parents had enjoyed them often enough. Maybe Mags was right, and smarter than he was. Fight back in ways that don’t hurt you.
Lara devoured four pancakes. Impressive. Nathan knew Sally must be hungry and would smell them from wherever she was hiding. He put two to one side and glanced at Lara when Mags wasn’t looking. Lara shook her head.
Mags chided him. ‘You gonna eat those or worship them, Nathan?’
‘Yes, Nathan,’ Lara joined in, ‘you didn’t seem to be into delayed gratification last night.’
He sighed and tucked in. ‘Why do you girls always gang up on us men?’
‘To keep you in your place, little brother.’
He smiled. He was older by two years, but she always called him that. He finished up, leaned back into the deep sofa, nursing a large mug of coffee. Josh’s mug. Darth Vader and Yoda battling with light-sabres. For the first time he considered Yoda’s size. It looked like a child fighting a parent. To the death. He downed the rest of the coffee, bitter dregs catching on the back of his tongue. Mags took the mug and the plates into the kitchen and began loading the dishwasher.
He checked his phone again. No signal. ‘Hey, Mags, mind if we watch the news?’ He looked around for the remote.
‘Little brother, you always said you hated the news, horse-shit I believe you called it, lies and denial about what was really happening in the world, if I recall.’
True. He glanced at Lara. She didn’t look happy. She tapped her watch with her forefinger, returning his gaze, a question on her face, maybe two. How long are we going to stay here? How long before you find out what she knows?
But he didn’t want to puncture the bubble. ‘How’d you two meet?’ he asked Mags.
‘Small talk? Really? That’s a new one for you, Little Bro’ she replied. A pause. The tone of her voice shifted, more judgmental, almost like their mother… ‘Thought you might be at a meeting by now, Nathaniel.’
His blood chilled. Nathaniel. Just like… He and Lara exchanged glances. Meeting? He recalled the churches they’d passed, men queuing to get in. The bubble walls thinned.
‘Where’s Josh?’ he called out to her, hearing the undertone of stress in his own voice. Meal-times had always been the worst. If he’d said the wrong thing, his dad would stand up, slowly, unfasten his belt to give Nathan a thrashing before bedtime, while his young sister Mags sat silently with tears in her eyes… Nathan had never once cried out, not when his sis had been there.
But his mind returned to Josh. Surely…
The dishwasher closed with a soft click. ‘He’s out back somewheres, with Archie and Phil.’
Lara caught his gaze. He felt compelled to play this out.
‘They’re pretty quiet, Mags.’
Another pause. ‘Probably in the tree-house playing video games, headphones on, you know, disconnected from the real world, like most kids these days.’ She came back into the lounge, Nathan’s bubble punctured as soon as he saw her. It was as if she had two faces, one a loose mask over the other. On the surface she looked chummy, happy-go-lucky, but underneath she was drawn, wild. A carving knife hung from her right hand.
Nathan swallowed. The Glock was in his jacket hanging by the porch door. He kept his eyes on Mags.
‘All those years,’ she said. ‘All those years, Nathan, turns out you had it right, and the rest of us had it all so wrong.’ Mags glanced at Lara, then Nathan. ‘I don’t know how you both stood it.’
Mags’ two faces morphed back into one, the colder one breaching the surface. Nathan had seen that look before, a suicide bomber they’d cornered just in time in a village in Helmand Province, locked into his own tortured logic. No reasoning with him. No way back. He just wanted to die and go to the afterlife, the promised land. The sarge obliged him, via a bullet in the bomber’s re-coded brain.
But this was Mags, his only sister.
‘That’s all changed now,’ Mags said. ‘A fresh start.’ Her face brightened, that same faraway look in her eyes as if she were glimpsing a better world. ‘A new beginning.’ She stood between Nathan and Lara, while both of them sat in soft, deep chairs, hard to get out of in a hurry.
‘It will all be fine when the children come.’
Nathan had no idea what she meant, but the way Mags looked at him, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to ask.
Lara piped up. ‘When will they arrive, Mags?’
Mags turned to Lara, her beatific glow gone. Her eyes narrowed. The hand with the knife waved casually at Nathan.
‘Stay there, Nathaniel. No need to run around after all that eating.’ The knife twisted back towards Lara. ‘Don’t you know, girl?’
Nathan felt helpless, stuck in that damned sofa. If he tried to clamber out, Mags could slash him. Lara kept her composure.
‘Like you said, Mags, we knew better all along. I’m just checking that you know.’
Mags’ lips twisted, as if she’d just tasted something rotten. ‘Nice try.’
Nathan had to act. Mags wouldn’t cut him. He was her brother. That would come through. He had to risk it. He launched himself forward as best he could, then dived as a flash of silver whipped past his left eye. He ended up on the floor. Mags screamed like a banshee and raised the knife high, her eyes ablaze. She threw herself towards him.
His instincts and training kicked in as she fell on him. His right knee rose up into her chest as his left hand chopped into her forearm first to block the knife, then to seize her wrist. God, she was heavy! It felt like a tree had fallen on him, was going to crush him. The knee should have at least winded her, but she fought like a maniac. Her breath was hot on his face, a gob of spittle building on her lips, her eyes wide with animalistic, fanatical fury. Whatever she saw, it wasn’t him, not her brother. He’d seen the look before. She just wanted to kill, an unhinged gleam in her eyes, her mouth stretched, teeth bared in a ghoulish smile.
His right hand primed to slam into her carotid, but he couldn’t do it.
She used all her weight as she squirmed and shoved. She thumped his face with her free hand, scratched across his eyes so he couldn’t see clearly, all the time screaming and grunting. She kneed him in the balls, and he almost lost his grip on her wrist, felt it slip. Fuck! She was winning this. His little sister was going to kill him. Because he couldn’t–
An ear-splitting crack, louder than thunder.
His little sis stilled.
Lara had found the Glock.
Hot rain spattered down on Nathan’s cheeks. He kept his eyes closed. Mags collapsed on him. Dead weight. The knife clinked to the floor. He let go of her wrist, caught her head and lowered it next to his, like they were embracing. He held her there, wrapped her in his arms, fingers clasped behind her back. One last bear hug.
Nathan began to sob, just like Sally, earlier.
After a long while, he glanced at Lara, sitting on the linoleum floor with her back against the wall, knees up hard against her chest, the Glock discarded, staring at her trembling hands as if they weren’t hers.
◆◆◆
 
‘Please don’t go up there,’ Sally said, her body stiff, her hands small fists by her side.
Nathan stared up the sturdy oak tree to his hiding place of old, his and Mags’ one refuge from the folks. It looked peaceful. He spotted bird movement in the topmost branches, high above the wooden tree house. Crows. The rope ladder beckoned. How long since he’d last climbed it? The space between the rungs was smaller than he remembered. Gripping the ladder with both hands, he tested it for his weight, then remembered Phil was up there, so it would support him. He began to climb.
Even before he arrived he heard the tell-tale buzzing of insects. He paused at the top of the ladder, staring through the arched, wooden doorway into the only gift that remained from grandparents he’d never known but had loved on account of this tree house. His heart plummeted as his eyes adjusted to the cosy darkness inside.
Phil had tried to protect the boys. That much was clear from the gashes to his forearms and shoulders, and the stab wound in his chest. Mags had slit the two boys’ throats. It suddenly occurred to him he’d not asked Sally how Timmy had been killed. The three of them looked peaceful, Phil in the middle, the boys on each side in his arms. He brushed back a lock of hair covering Josh’s closed eyes, then knelt forward and kissed each boy on the forehead, and sat down a moment. He tried to dredge up happy memories, first with the kids, then with Mags when they’d played up here. Nothing came forth.
There were blankets, flashlights, books, all in disarray. Phil and the boys had a yearly ritual of staying up till dawn to see the New Year in. Phil would say that otherwise all your New Year’s resolutions departed with your dreams upon waking. Mags would have none of it, saying it was a dumb idea to start the New Year bleary-eyed and sleep-deprived. Phil hadn’t been too successful in life, unemployed on and off, scraping through the tough years like so many. But he’d been a good father, one Nathan would have traded for his own in a heartbeat.
Nathan climbed back down.
‘We should bury them,’ Sally said.
Lara eyed the stony ground. ‘What do you think, Nathan?’ Her voice was shaky.
He’d barely spoken to her. Didn’t know what to say. He’d known her less than twenty-four hours and in that time they’d become lovers, and she’d saved his life by killing his sister. He needed to call someone, get the military involved. He looked up at the sky. No planes, no choppers, yet this house was underneath the flight path to Baltimore International. His ‘local epidemic’ theory wasn’t looking so good.
He couldn’t climb back up there. He looked to Lara, then Sally, both standing apart. Like him, they were barely holding it together. He strode towards the garage.
‘Where are you going?’ Lara asked.
‘To get some kerosene.’
◆◆◆
 
Working with Lara, he checked the TV channels while she searched Mags’ laptop. Even Sally tried, after she found a tablet. Nothing. No internet. The TV was bare, except one channel that had irregular red flashes that gave him a headache. The cell-phone network was down. The landline was dead. It was as if they’d been invaded by hostiles, enemy forces, without a single bullet being fired. The whole state had shut down. He suddenly wondered if it could be some kind of cyberattack. That would explain the shutdown. Not the behaviour.
‘Eat something, Sally,’ he said.
‘Not hungry,’ she replied.
‘Do as you’re told,’ he snapped, then caught himself. Jesus, just like his father. He lowered his voice. ‘Sally, we’re leaving soon, I don’t know when we’ll next be able to eat. Please.’
She glared at him, then ran to the kitchen. Cupboard doors slammed, crispy cereal was dumped into a dish, milk sloshed over it. She made as much noise as possible with her spoon against the bowl, slurping to boot.
Lara appeared. ‘I found this in the garage.’ She handed him a VHF radio, along with the charger. He inspected it, then set it down carefully, knowing it might be the one thing that could help them out of this mess. He watched Lara: her lips pressed together, her movements unsure, lacking the easy don’t-give-a-fuck grace that had so attracted him last night.
‘Listen,’ he began.
‘Don’t you dare forgive me for killing Mags. Don’t thank me either; I was aiming for her chest. I nearly took your head off.’
He held out his hand. She didn’t take it.
‘We should get moving,’ she said.
While Lara got Sally and some provisions into the car, Nathan went back out to the garden and lit the fuse he’d made earlier from torn sheets. Eager flames licked up the rope ladder, then blossomed across the underside of the tree house. He’d used a pulley system to hoist Mags up there as well, while Lara had kept Sally indoors. As the flames lengthened, reaching up into the sky, red hot embers showered around him, and he couldn’t help but think this was the end of the family line. Lara honked the horn. She was right. The fire would attract attention. Nathan turned and walked briskly to the car, not looking back.
◆◆◆
 
He drove into the hills, glancing every now and again in the mirror, the pillar of smoke from the treehouse barely visible in the late afternoon sky. The VHF sat on the dashboard, crackling once in a while, that fast Morse-like rattle. He’d tried to raise someone, but just got static.
He knew they should be talking, all of them. Knew what PTSD was, how it worked, that a few sentences now would save months of therapy later. But his throat was in a vice. Holding everything in. If he spoke, it would all be real, and he couldn’t face it. A lousy defence mechanism, sure. But it was all he had. So he drove, the winding, empty country road hypnotic, visual diazepam.
They all needed it.
After an hour, he found the spot he’d been looking for and pulled over. A viewpoint at the top of a road zig-zagging all the way to the summit of the highest hill around. An overflowing trash can, enough parking space for three cars, a stone-mounted plaque noting a battle site far below against the British. They all got out and approached the edge. You could see for twenty miles. He suppressed a memory of the Hindu Kush mountains, their bleak beauty, the unforgiving terrain.
His parents had brought him and Mags here every Sunday he could remember. After each of his tours he’d come up here to try and anchor himself back into normal life, never truly sure on which side of the looking glass he’d landed. He shaded his eyes. The waxy yellow sun would set in a couple of hours. Pulling out a flask of coffee, he poured a cup for him and Lara. Sally dug out a Coke Zero.
Lara stood next to him. He felt the touch of her body. She cleared her throat. ‘What do you suppose she meant?’
Nathan closed his eyes. Mags was gone, the kids and Phil, too. His head spun for a second, his body tensing. He opened them. Lara moved away a fraction, no longer in contact.
‘What do you mean?’ he said.
‘When the children come.’ She moved in front of him. ‘I don’t get it. They’re killing all the kids. Do they think they’re coming back? Some kind of resurrection?’ She walked away, kicked hard at a stone, launching it off the edge. As a kid, he’d never been allowed to do that.
NFI, he thought, a joke from the insurgency, a polite name for war. No fucking idea. He glanced at Sally. She sat on the edge, her feet dangling over the two-hundred-foot drop, just like he’d done all those years ago, secretly hoping his parents would tell him to come back, that it was dangerous.
They never even got out of the car.
Sally played with the Coke can, shoulders slumped, body listless. Crushed. He put down his coffee, walked right behind her and picked her up, startling her, Lara too. The can pitched over the edge. Sally began fighting him, kicking, thumping his chest with her tiny fists, re-enacting Mags’ attack. ‘Let me go!’ she yelled, as he returned with her to the car. He held her tight, let her pummel him, till she stopped and buried her head in his shoulder, her body wracked by shudders. She draped her small arms around his neck. Lara came over, stared at him awhile. He put Sally back down.
‘What are we going to do, Nathan?’ Lara asked.
NFI.
‘You know,’ she started, then stopped herself, wrapped her arms tightly around herself.
Nathan forgot about himself. Lara had pulled the trigger. ‘What were you going to say?’ he said.
‘It doesn’t ma–’
‘It does,’ he said firmly. Again, almost like his father. His tone softened. ‘It really fucking does, Lara. Trust me.’
She eyed him, then stared out over the landscape. ‘I always told myself, promised myself, I’d never kill anyone. Not even to save myself.’
Before he could think of an answer, because he knew he had to say something, she continued, turning to him, her face desperate.
‘It wasn’t her, was it Nathan? I mean, it wasn’t really Mags, was it?’
His throat was in a vice again, a minefield waiting for any words to trespass, as he recalled Mags’ twisted, maniacal face above him. He shook his head once, and three words made it through, the only truth that mattered.
‘It wasn’t her.’
The three of them stood there, apart. We’re strangers, he suddenly thought. Like back out there, where soldiers are thrown together by a uniform and a common enemy, which was always the same, whatever you chose to call it.
Fear.
The radio sputtered into life. A voice. Foreign. It broke the spell, as Mags would have said.
As he listened, he could almost have laughed. Life had a cruel sense of humour.
‘What the hell language is that?’ Lara asked.
Sally lifted her head, staring at Nathan with red-rimmed eyes, hoping he had all the answers, guessing he didn’t.
This time he did. ‘It’s Afghan,’ he said. He put a hand on Lara’s shoulder and spoke to both of them. ‘They’re calling for people like us, people who are unaffected.’
He picked up the radio, and began talking in pidgin Dari, coming back to English when it got too complex. He had to keep his eyes open, stare out at Virginia. Had to remind himself he wasn’t back there. He had to trust these people, at least for now. It helped that for the first five minutes they clearly didn’t trust him.
When he finished, he turned to see Lara and Sally waiting, holding hands.
‘Let’s go,’ he said, then squatted down to Sally’s level. ‘I’ve found some more kids,’ he said.
Sally’s eyes grew large.
As they drove onward into dusk, he spotted a police barricade far ahead, blue and red lights flashing, and pulled onto a side road. Lara got out the map, found another route. They hugged the small empty roads. Twilight descended. He kept his headlights off.
Lara glanced back to see Sally asleep, then turned back to Nathan. ‘Why do you think we aren’t affected? It can’t be just because we don’t like kids.’
‘Don’t know. Some kind of biological virus, backed up by a cyberattack is my best guess right now. At least we’re not the only ones,’ he said, pointing straight ahead to a compound resembling an old fort. As they pulled up, floodlights blinked on, dazzling him, waking Sally with a shriek. He came to a stop, guessed what was coming. He put a hand over Lara’s as heavy footsteps rushed towards them, people yelling in Pashto and Dari and something else, way too fast for him to decipher. Within seconds he felt the familiar cold metal ring on his neck. The business end of an AK47.
Sally had snuck down behind the seat again. Over their shouting, and in the haze of the floodlights and hand-held flashlight-beams, Nathan spoke calmly to her.
‘Sally, I need you to sit up and show yourself. Trust me, they’re on your side. Do it right now please, or we’re all dead.’
The rifle’s muzzle shoved harder, but when Sally stood up in the back, the voices changed tone. The men withdrew. More shouting. Women dressed in traditional knee-length skirt-and-trousers hustled over quickly from the compound towards the car. When they saw Sally, they broke into a run, arms outstretched, ululating a familiar welcoming cry. Nathan thought back to his tours in Helmand Province – the Crucible – and for the first time since his return, he admitted to himself there were things about it he missed.




Chapter 3

Sanctuary

Nathan and Lara were ushered through a wide metal gate topped with razor-wire. They entered a high-walled compound, a throng of forty or so people milling about between the entrance and low-rise buildings with white-framed windows. The forecourt was littered with purple and red rugs with tassels at the ends. Cushions had been laid out in rings around wood fires, so people could sit outside in the chill evening air in communal fashion.
Nathan felt time slow down. It was as if he were back in Lashkar Gah’s market square. The people – mostly men – bustled around in Pashtun clothing – knee-length tunics, trousers, and flat Peshawari caps. The scents of bitter coffee and spiced foods – baked samosas, garlic aubergines in olive oil, cardamom and cloves in basmati rice – floated in the cool breeze. Silver platters stacked with sweet pastries were offered to everyone as they stood and talked or took their seats. But the mood was subdued, the voices low, the faces sober.
He glanced up at a sky caught between dusk and night, a sliver of moon rising above a turquoise horizon. Iftar, the sunset breaking of the fast during Ramadan. Normally women would be present, the mood more exuberant. They must be somewhere else. With the children. Good. The last thing he needed right now was the sound of children whining, crying, over-running the place. He’d once read a story set in the future where kids were bred in farms and then educated by computers, only released into society when fully mature. Nathan would move there tomorrow. But then he thought of Josh and Archie, and the incident back in Helmand – the other one the female psych had tried to wring out of him for three months. He remembered the hospital, the RPG attack, the kids, the screams… He thought he’d buried it. Who was he kidding? The shrink had been right. Either he let it out, or it would haunt him to his grave.
The muzzle of an AK47 – half the planet’s favourite rifle because of its robustness – nudged him forward. That was when he noticed stacks of the semi-autos propped up here and there. He snapped to alertness and did a quick count – at least forty. The metal gate behind him and Lara clanked shut.
How was this possible? An Afghan paramilitary group on American soil? How could it go undetected? But then America was full of militias scattered here and there, always in the woods or hills somewhere. Men and women, most of whom had day jobs, while their garages were stocked with heavy assault rifles that brought a whole new meaning to the term Home Defence.
A white-bearded man approached, in traditional garb and a karakul, a tri-cornered hat made of sheepskin, signifying him as a tribal leader. His weathered face was a patchwork of lines, as if he’d spent his life in the desert, his dark brown eyes hawk-sharp. He looked as though he could stare straight into the sun. He walked up to Nathan, bowed slightly, and offered his hand.
‘Peace be with you,’ the man said, in an almost perfect American accent.
Nathan was careful not to use a strong grip – a show of strength in a welcoming gesture was disrespectful; they weren’t openly competitive like Americans.
Nathan dredged up the words from his memory. ‘Waalai’kum assalam.’
The lines on the man’s face curved upwards in one fluid motion, transforming a sombre face of wind-scarred granite into that of a friendly uncle. ‘You are most welcome here,’ he said. He released his right hand and placed it over his chest: from the heart.
He offered his hand to Lara, his posture more formal. Lara seemed comfortable with her general surroundings – Nathan recalled her saying she’d travelled a lot – though her guard was up.
The man addressed Nathan. ‘I am Akhbal. Please, eat with us.’ He gestured to a circle of threadbare cushions where several others had already started to feast.
Nathan could tell Lara was about to decline. He took her hand. ‘We’d love to.’
Oil lamps flickered alive, then stabilised, casting a sleepy yellowish glow over everything and everyone. Years of training pricked Nathan’s fatigue, and he observed. The rifles were in good condition, and the men who carried them clearly knew how to handle them, spare magazines of ammo stashed upside down in belts for easy access and insertion. Some of the men spoke in hill-tribe dialects he couldn’t understand, but still vaguely recognised. He spotted an insignia worn by armed men wearing turbans: two curved swords inscribing a circle, inside it a staircase, above the staircase an open book, above the book the sun’s rays. He stopped eating.
Not just Afghan. A Taliban camp. Here in America’s heartland.
There’d been rumours of a planned assault on US soil – not a suicide bomber or an attack on civilians, but an actual armed strike on a US garrison. Apparently, so Fox News pundits spouted, the latest terrorist leaders bristled at the accusations of cowardice levelled at them after each attack, and so planned something more akin to guerrilla warfare, to bring Afghanistan to America, in a ‘Let’s see how you like it’ move. It had even been rumoured they had a few military drones. The pundits reckoned New Year’s Day would be the terrorist’s first choice, in order to inflict a deep, lasting wound on the American psyche. Nathan had dismissed it as simply more-inventive-than-usual scare-mongering used to increase news ratings and burgeon defence budgets.
He caught Akhbal eyeing him sideways, and held his gaze, and there was a moment of recognition, like two enemy soldiers meeting face-to-face on a battlefield. Akhbal’s eyes narrowed and grew hard. He flexed the little finger of his right hand, and one of the turbaned men strode over and stood behind Akhbal, watching Nathan, his hand near his AK’s trigger.
Nathan considered his options. His Glock had been confiscated outside the main gate. He and Lara wouldn’t get ten feet. He could grab the curved knife on the platter and threaten Akhbal’s life, but that would never work with hard-core Taliban. Besides, this child-killing thing was a game-changer. It overtook current concerns, and had probably thwarted their planned attack, especially with all communications and TV channels down. What was the point of an attack if nobody saw or heard about it? Now these people had a new enemy. Given the way the Taliban women had reacted on seeing Sally, they’d also lost children today.
Nathan picked a morsel from his plate, reached over and offered it to Akhbal. ‘The enemy of my enemy…’ he said, in Dari.
A few heads turned. Chatter died down. Lara stopped eating, put down her plate, and glanced between Akhbal and Nathan. Akhbal didn’t bother to look at the morsel. Instead he searched Nathan’s eyes for a moment, then took it.
‘…is my friend,’ Akhbal finished, in English. He ate the piece of meat, and clinked goblets of water with Nathan. The man with the turban wandered back to his friends.
Nathan rewarded Lara’s inquisitive look with a broad smile and continued eating. When this was over, he’d have to get to a military base and let them know. When things returned to normal. If they made it out of there alive. He was too tired to figure it all out. His hunger kicked in and he ate with gusto, to Lara’s bemusement. She piled her own plate with lettuce and a few tiny biscuits, and ate slowly while looking around. She didn’t take second helpings. The Afghan women would scold her. He guessed she was yet another borderline eating-disorder woman. He really knew how to pick them. But then he liked skinny women. In any case, she seemed to enjoy watching him pig out.
Towards the end of the meal, when people began to drift away to puff on hookahs set up on the opposite side of the yard, thick black coffee was served. Nathan and Lara were both negotiating refusal when a clean-cut West Coast voice chimed in.
‘Actually, you need to drink it.’
A rumpled-looking, portly man, bald on top with wispy white hair sticking out at the sides, and bags under his eyes that spoke of years of lost sleep, collapsed opposite them on a large vacant cushion. He was finishing something sticky and sweet. He licked his fingers clean one by one, thumb last, wiped them on his chinos, then leaned across and held out his pudgy hand. Nathan momentarily regretted the absence of the traditional Muslim obsession with cleanliness and quiet manners.
‘Dave Strauss,’ the man half-shouted. His voice was jovial enough, but underlined by a gravitas that said he was rarely ignored.
Nathan took the offered hand. ‘I’m Nathan. This is–’
‘Lara,’ she said, with a raised voice. ‘Why do we need to drink coffee? We’re both exhausted, and–’
Dave lurched forward, his eyes flaring blue, as if back-lit, like the turquoise Nathan had seen half an hour ago in the sun-setting sky. His voice sharpened. ‘You mustn’t fall asleep.’ He leaned back and began inspecting the last plate of honeyed cakes.
‘I fear he is right, Nathan,’ Akhbal said, as if it had been Nathan, not Lara, who had challenged Dave.
Lara ignored Akhbal. ‘If you know what’s going on, Dave Strauss, we’d love to hear it.’ Her voice was steel.
Dave picked up a square cake, almond and pistachio paste dipped in honey. He glanced at Lara. ‘Did you sleep last night?’
‘Not a wink,’ she said, her voice laden with tension. Nathan didn’t blame her. She probably wanted to lash out at someone. She’d had to shoot one of her best friends today for God’s sake.
Dave continued not answering her question as if he was a lawyer baiting a witness. ‘And did you see things today that shocked you?’ He took a bite out of the small cake, then put the rest in his mouth.
Nathan thought of the day’s events. Way beyond shock. But he felt tired. No, weary. A half-hour nap would do wonders.
‘Yes,’ Lara said, with almost a hiss. Nathan noticed she looked rough around the edges and realised he didn’t care. He wondered what she’d look like angry, then figured he was about to find out.
‘Well,’ Dave continued, still chewing, ‘the ones who did unspeakable things, they slept.’ He swallowed, grinned like an overgrown schoolboy who knew he was the smartest in the room, spread his arms wide, then folded them, as if it was obvious.
Lara’s lips whitened. She breathed in, stood up, and hurled the day’s tension out of her mouth. Her long blonde hair shook as she shouted at Dave.
‘Listen, either you know what the fuck is going on, or you don’t. If you do, spell it out, or else shut the hell up!’
Everything went quiet. Nathan knew the required Iftar etiquette. Lara had just stamped on its throat. To make matters worse, Dave wasn’t fazed at all, and appeared to enjoy it. Nathan got to his feet. Maybe they’d outstayed their welcome.
A husky female voice, tinged with an Italian accent, washed through the silence.
‘Don’t let him get to you. He does it with everyone. It’s his modus operandi.’
Nathan turned to see a slender woman saunter towards them, a purple veil over shoulder-length auburn hair. Though probably well into her forties, there was no denying her natural beauty.
Lara was about to speak when the woman placed a henna-tattooed hand on her shoulder. ‘He’s an overbearing, arrogant asshole,’ the woman said, with an engaging smile. ‘But he’s also the most intelligent man I’ve ever met. Which is probably why I married him. And I’m afraid he’s right about sleep, but you can skip the coffee – I have something better.’ Her dark chocolate eyes swung towards Nathan. ‘Let’s go inside, and I’ll explain everything.’ She turned to Akhbal, her voice more formal, as if she was used to giving orders. Military? No, it didn’t quite fit. ‘Afterwards, they will need to see our prisoner, so they understand.’
Akhbal’s face did not so much as twitch. Nathan knew this was a male-dominated society, but the fact that Akhbal said nothing meant he concurred.
As they followed her, Lara pinched Nathan’s arm and whispered. ‘We get answers in ten minutes or we’re out of here.’
‘Agreed,’ he said. With Sally, he thought, then did a double-take. No, Sally can stay here, that way she’ll be off our hands, better off with these people. All the same, he wondered where she was.
The woman slowed down, then hooked arms with Lara, who was stiff at first. She escorted them both down a long corridor with flickering lights – they must be running off a local generator, thought Nathan – into a square, windowless room full of computers, cables, a comms station, a threadbare sofa that looked horribly inviting, and a small, loudly humming fridge.
‘My name is Raphaela,’ the woman said, uncoupling her arm from Lara’s. She bent down to open the fridge, her back towards them. Nathan wondered if she was going to offer him a cold beer – in numerous army bases during his three tours, invariably that’s all the fridges ever contained. Oh, and blood packs. But as she came back up, she spun around and stabbed a syringe into his right biceps, her thumb ramming the plunger down. His right hand shot to her throat at the same time as his left slammed into her arm, sending the emptied syringe skittering across the tiled floor. She didn’t move, her head tilted back, his forefinger and thumb on her carotid arteries, ready to squeeze.
‘Nathan!’ Lara shouted, and he caught himself, eased off his grip, and let her go.
‘It’s okay,’ Raphaela croaked. She massaged her neck. ‘Good reflexes. But I just saved your life. Well, some kids’ lives, anyway.’ She held out her other palm, holding an identical syringe, and turned towards Lara. ‘You’ll need one, too.’
Nathan’s awareness spiked. The crushing fatigue vanished.
Lara eyed the hypodermic. ‘I’d like the sales pitch first.’
Raphaela shook her head. ‘You won’t take it in, you’re exhausted. This first. Trust me.’
Lara closed her eyes heavily, the adrenaline spike from her outburst against Dave having fled her. She looked ready to fall over.
‘Lara, I’m fine,’ Nathan said. ‘It feels like–’
‘Amphetamines,’ Raphaela confirmed. ‘A relatively low dosage, but enough to keep you going till we find a way out of this.’
Lara made a face, then stretched out her arm. ‘Whatever. I guess if it was something bad you’d just inject us in our sleep.’
Raphaela didn’t hesitate, and jabbed it into Lara’s arm. Nathan saw tiny mottled scarring in the crook of Lara’s elbow. He’d not noticed it the night before, but they’d made love in the dark, at her request, which had surprised him at the time, as she’d seemed so confident. Raphaela must have seen it too, as she paused for just a moment, before Lara quickly rolled her sleeve back down.
Dave arrived, nursing a mug of steaming coffee.
‘Now the sofa,’ he said, grinning. ‘You’ve earned it.’ Nathan and Lara didn’t need to be asked twice. Lara sat close to him, leant into his chest. He draped an arm around her, and caught himself, because he never did that. Still, he left his arm where it was.
‘Right,’ Raphaela said, perching on a computer stool. ‘The formal introductions. Dave Strauss is Professor of Astrophysics at Maryland State, and sits on various international and Congressional panels.’
‘Yes, I’m an international expert in sitting,’ he said, then promptly dropped into a tattered leather armchair. ‘And this is my beautiful wife.’ Dave flourished a hand. ‘Head of neuro-psychological research at NASA Langley. She has a couple of other doctorates she prefers not to talk about. Obviously, I didn’t marry her for her looks.’
Nathan glanced at Lara. Last night, during a brief interlude, he’d asked her if one of his chat-up lines about stars had done the trick, and she’d said kind of, as she’d worked for NASA. So, he kind of thought she might say something now, but she stayed poker-faced. Maybe she’d been bragging, or maybe this was a NASA thing. In any case Nathan sat up a little. NASA Langley was closer to home, militarily speaking.
Raphaela took the lead. She seemed used to it. ‘We were both pulling an all-nighter yesterday. Dave because of a new astronomical phenomenon identified just a couple of days ago, me because of an experiment on – of all things – cumulative fatigue in military operatives deployed in long-term combat situations.’
‘Yes, my love, important work.’ Dave weighed in, and Raphaela closed her mouth, sealing it with a wry smile, as if this was a game they played often. ‘Back to what I was looking at.’ His eyes brightened, and he gazed through the steam from his coffee as if he was seeing it again. ‘A rogue asteroid – so we thought at first – coming close to Earth. NASA had already spotted it, and it was going to miss by a huge margin, and there was no time to send anything up to take a look, but then…’ He paused, flourishing a hand theatrically.
‘It changed course,’ Lara said.
Nathan glanced at her again, a little surprised. Maybe not bragging after all.
‘And slowed down,’ Dave added, holding up a hand to forestall any immediate questions. ‘Then it parked in permanent orbit on Earth’s night side.’
‘This was when?’ Nathan asked.
‘New Year’s Eve.’
‘Did you get a photo?’ Lara asked. Nathan detected irony in her voice, but it was lost on Dave.
‘Even better,’ he said. ‘Radio waves. At least something similar to radio waves.’
Lara said no more, and Nathan looked from her to Dave, who rolled his eyes, as if having to explain basic arithmetic to monkeys.
Raphaela cut in. ‘It was transmitting, streaming continuously over the Earth. It has been ever since. Of course, the strongest effect is on the night side.’
‘The red flashes we saw on the TV back at Mags’ place,’ Nathan said to no one in particular. ‘The sounds like Morse on the car radio.’
Dave glugged down more coffee, wiped his chin with his sleeve. ‘We’re not sure about those yet. But the asteroid is transmitting Delta waves. I didn’t recognise them at first. My better half spotted it in an instant.’
‘When you’re asleep,’ Raphaela said, ‘that’s what your brainwaves look like. Except these are more complex, more nuanced.’
‘Nuanced how?’ Lara asked.
Raphaela shrugged. ‘I need more time to study them. But we lost power this morning, got cut off from the Internet and the grid at the same time, 6:00am. Dave’s observatory isn’t far, so I met him there, but after four hours the only people we could contact were this group here.’
Nathan got up, went over to the door, and closed it. He tried to keep his voice calm. ‘Do you have any idea what you’ve stumbled into?’
Dave’s boyish grin morphed into a puzzled frown. Raphaela stared at the floor.
‘What’s he talking about?’ Dave said.
‘Yes, Nathan,’ Lara added, ‘what are you talking about?’
Nathan watched Raphaela, who wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘You know, don’t you?’
She got off her stool and parked herself on the sofa next to Lara. ‘NASA doesn’t generally hire stupid people, Nathan,’ she said. ‘Besides, I did some field study of platoon fatigue over in Afghanistan.’ She turned to Lara, took her hand. ‘They’re Taliban. They were planning an attack, probably on Norfolk Naval Base.’
Lara tried to get up off the sofa, but Raphaela held her there with a palm on her shoulder. ‘Please, hear me out.’
‘What about me?’ Dave said, struggling to his feet. ‘When were you going to tell me we’re in a terrorist enclave? I just thought they were, well, I don’t really know, but…’ His words dribbled away.
Raphaela continued. ‘The thing is, we tried to get back to Langley, but it was already compromised. A colleague of mine had also been working all night, and had escaped, said the morning shift came in and shut everything down, locked up the night staff, and started injecting them with something to make them sleep.’
Dave spoke in a quiet voice, all his bluster stripped away. ‘When were you going to tell me?’
Raphaela continued as if she hadn’t heard. ‘We were heading to the coast, to Norfolk Base, in fact, but the roads were blocked by then. There were bonfires. The smell… At first I didn’t understand.’ She looked towards Dave, tears suddenly in her eyes. He got up, walked over, awkwardly knelt down before her, took her hand, and held it between his palms, and kissed her wrist. She lowered her head until her forehead rested on his.
Nathan wondered about their relationship. Dave seemed on the one hand arrogant and pompous, winding everyone up for the sheer hell of it, and on the other hand a gentle giant with his wife. And Raphaela, a good twenty years younger than Dave, blindingly smart, a highly competent career woman from what he could gather, surely never one to be a trophy bride. She obviously loved him. And it came to him, out of the blue, because he’d seen it before with his favourite aunt and uncle, long gone now. Dave and Raphaela were friends, not lovers. The best of friends. In his book, a better basis for marriage than many.
She wiped away a tear with the back of her free hand and composed herself. ‘We heard the group here on the radio. We came, and I quickly worked out who they were, but they’re on our side, they’ve not gone crazy like the rest. They’re not hunting down children. They’re armed, I know, but I have a feeling we’re going to need weapons.’
‘Why?’ Lara asked. ‘We’re not kids, they’re not after us.’
Nathan pitched in. ‘Mags, Lara. She killed her husband, would have killed us, too.’ As soon as he’d said it, the reality of what had happened punched him in the gut. Mags, Phil, the kids, gone.
Lara closed up. ‘It’s not something I’m going to forget, Nathan.’
Dave spoke softly, as if alone in the room with his wife. ‘Why didn’t you tell me they were Taliban?’
Raphaela tried to laugh. ‘Because I thought you’d have one of your theatrical attacks and get us both killed.’
No one said anything for a while. Then Lara spoke. ‘Wait a minute. I dozed on the way here, at least ten minutes or so. And Sally slept almost an hour.’
Raphaela shook her head. ‘I don’t think the effect is aimed at children, or else it doesn’t work on them. From what we’ve seen and heard, no child has turned on another, for example. If anything, they’re protecting each other. And as far as you’re concerned, Lara, maybe it wasn’t long enough. It might need REM sleep to work, and it usually takes longer to get there, though the more sleep deprived you become, the quicker it starts. Or maybe in the daytime the effect is less. Any or all of the above.’
Lara smiled. ‘We wondered if it was because we dislike kids.’
‘Do you? How refreshing,’ Dave said, giving a knowing look to Raphaela that Nathan couldn’t decipher. He stood up again, grabbed his mug and slurped more coffee.
Raphaela sighed. ‘Right now, Lara, I wouldn’t discount anything. But you know, I have to say it’s a pretty clever attack vector, if that’s what it is. Our brain chemistry is incredibly finely-tuned. You just have to nudge it off course a few per cent, and we’re pretty vulnerable. Suggestible, even.’ She swept back her hair with her hand. Nathan noticed how tired she looked.
‘So, what do we do?’ Lara said. ‘Sit here and wait it out?’
Dave snorted, shook his head. Nathan understood why. Since the shot of speed, he’d thought it through.
‘What?’ Lara said. ‘Surely we just need to stay here until help comes?’
Nathan sensed her rising concern. He’d seen plenty of civilians panic. It always got ugly fast. But Lara was within her rights. Akhbal and his gang were prepped for battle, and probably going to get one. Any other sane person left awake should be running about screaming, given what was happening. He wondered how Raphaela and Dave were holding it together.
Dave drained the last dregs. ‘Better give her more facts, my love.’
Raphaela took Lara’s hand again. ‘The radio waves, or whatever they are, have been very effective, influencing enough people to take control and shut everything down. No TV, phones, radio, or airplanes.’
Lara snapped her hand free. ‘But the armed forces, shift-workers, the President’s secret service… not everyone slept, for God’s sake!’
‘My dear girl,’ Dave said. ‘Everyone sleeps sooner or later.’
‘Last night,’ Raphaela continued, ‘it probably affected 80 per cent of the population, worldwide. By tomorrow morning it will be 95 per cent, the day after that, more than 99 per cent.’
Lara stood up and walked over to Nathan. ‘We have to do something, besides just staying awake.’
Nathan had been thinking the same thing. ‘We need to try and contact army bases, or even better, a naval base,’ he said.
‘Why naval?’ asked Dave.
‘Submarines,’ Raphaela answered. ‘He’s right. They work around the clock. And the radio wave effect might be diminished underwater, even though the signals are long-wave, so less absorption unfortunately.’
‘Have you tried them?’ Nathan asked.
‘Of course we’ve tried,’ Dave said, ‘we just got static.’
‘You need a code,’ Nathan said. ‘They’ll think there’s an enemy incursion, what we call a foothold situation. They don’t know who to trust, so won’t answer anyone without a valid code.’
‘If they’re not affected,’ Dave said.
‘Do you have a code, Nathan?’ Raphaela asked.
Nathan thought hard, trying to remember it. ‘An old one. Might work. Worth a try.’
Dave hauled himself up then plumped himself down at the comms station.Nathan wrote it down on a slip of paper and handed it to Dave. There was a rap on the door. Akhbal entered, two men behind him with their AKs.
‘Time to see the prisoner,’ Akhbal said.
Dave didn’t turn around, just waved his hand at them. ‘Go, Nathan, you need to see what we’re up against. This antique set is going to take me some time to reconfigure anyway.’
Nathan turned to Lara, but she’d already passed into the corridor. He looked towards Raphaela.
‘I’m staying here,’ she said. ‘Once was more than enough.’ She accidentally brushed against his arm as he departed, and he lingered a second, and met her eyes. She stared right back for a split second, then turned away.
He and Lara followed Akhbal down the corridor, the two armed men behind them, and he recalled his own brief capture and interrogation, six years ago. He did his best to walk normally. Without really thinking about it, he sought Lara’s hand.
‘I’m okay,’ she said.
He noticed that for a short girl, she took big strides.
‘I’m not,’ he replied, and resolved that whatever else happened, by the time morning came, he would be in possession of one of those rifles. And at that very moment he knew, without having to think it over, that despite his best efforts, the war situation, what Sarge Trescoe had aptly called the Crucible, had found him.




Chapter 4

Prisoner

Akhbal led Nathan and Lara deeper into the complex, and Nathan wondered what it had once been – warehouse, offices, maybe? But it felt familiar, like places he’d been in before. The corridor he’d just walked down, the low ceiling, sturdy doors on either side to deep rectangular rooms, the whitewashed walls… like barracks. He got it. Ex-military. Cutbacks. The Taliban had bought an old training camp from the US Army. In other circumstances he would have laughed. Military intelligence was still the oxymoron it would always be.
They reached the end of the corridor. An armed guard stood rigid outside a steel door with an eyehole. Akhbal paused in front of the door. ‘This is the enemy,’ he said, then nodded to the guard to unbolt the door.
Nathan tried to step in front of Lara, but she dodged past him and was first into the small, unpainted cell. The stench of sweat and urine struck him like a slap in the face. Lara winced too, her hand already clasped around her nose and mouth. Nathan glanced at the damp floor, then to the middle-aged man bound to what looked like a dentist’s chair by voluminous amounts of silver duct tape, a single strip covering his mouth. His face was bruised, a slit above a reddened, puffy left eye. A ragged line of barely congealed blood trailed down his left cheek, his unruly black hair matted with sweat. Nathan spotted a car battery, two cables, a bloodied leather glove, and a bucket of water near the man’s naked feet. Standard torture gear Nathan knew only too well.
Akhbal stayed by the door with narrowed eyes and a scowl, unwilling to move closer, perhaps afraid of what he’d do to the man.
‘He was a Halal butcher,’ Akhbal said, his voice cold. ‘His job had been to look after a group of our children, while we…’ He closed his eyes a moment, then reopened them. ‘When we returned early, we found him in the midst of twenty children, their throats...’ Akhbal’s lower lip quivered, then firmed.
‘You don’t have to say the words,’ Lara said.
Akhbal looked at her, as if noticing her for the first time.
‘Why did you torture him?’ Nathan asked. It seemed a banal question, but normally they would have simply killed him.
‘We thought he had betrayed us. He had this beatific smile on his face. It was all I could do to stop my men tearing him apart.’ He walked forward and ripped the duct tape from the butcher’s mouth.
The smile was still there. Despite the gore and the bruises, that stupid, saintly smile Nathan had seen before. Rapture. The glorious after-life within reach. As if the butcher had OD’d on endorphins. An army shrink – one of several Nathan had seen – said that bliss easily overrides reason. ‘Love is blind,’ he’d said, as if to ground the comparison to something Nathan could relate to. ‘But bliss goes way beyond that.’ Evidently it also protected this man during torture, keeping him sane, or rather insane.
Despite the circumstances, Nathan wanted to spit the words out to Akhbal – Now you know what it feels like. But he didn’t.
‘Did you get anything out of him?’ he asked.
‘No.’
Akhbal had clearly tried. The butcher’s face was a mess, lips swollen and split in three places, teeth stained red, a couple missing at the front. Nathan expected a stream of profanities in Dari or English, but the man said nothing, just stared at them one by one. His eyes had the same religious fervour Nathan had seen when they’d intercepted a suicide bomber whose vest had failed to detonate. He’d witnessed that particular interrogation. It had gone on far longer than was useful.
‘What did you want us to see, exactly?’ Nathan asked.
‘It was Dr Strauss – Raphaela – who said you must see the prisoner, so that you fully understand what we are up against. We do need him to talk. We need answers.’
‘Looks like you already tried,’ Nathan said.
‘He killed two of my nephews. I… we asked him why, why had he done this? He would not answer. He would not speak to any of us.’
‘I’m not an interrogator,’ Nathan said. Yet he knew what it was like to sit in that chair. He’d been captured, bound and beaten for four days. It had felt like a month. Nathan hadn’t held up very well, the only saving grace being that he didn’t have the intel his interrogators wanted. His rescue by the sarge had been swift and brutally lethal for his interrogators.
‘Very well,’ Akhbal said, and nodded to one of his men, who raised his rifle. ‘Then there is nothing more to be done. You should leave.’
Lara rounded on Akhbal. ‘Why kill him? It’s not his fault. All he did was sleep. It could have been you.’
Akhbal’s voice was solemn. ‘If it was, or if it comes to that, then I truly hope someone kills me. I would rather be dead than become a demon.’
Lara pointed to the butcher. ‘But what if it wears off? What if this is all temporary? What if the asteroid or whatever it is goes away or stops transmitting and he wakes up from his nightmare?’
She was making good points, but Nathan had one of his own he wanted to raise, one he’d harboured a long time. He tried to keep the anger out of his voice.
‘You people brainwash your own, turn them into suicide bombers. So, a simple question, can it be undone?’
Nathan expected a rebuke, a fight, shouting, arm-waving. Instead, Akhbal looked at him with a pained expression. ‘I had a younger brother – dead now – he was also Taliban.’
Nathan listened. So did Lara, though she looked despondent, realising she had no leverage here.
‘He was not your friend,’ Akhbal said. ‘He recruited people from villages, young men and women, training them to become martyrs, or as you call them, suicide bombers.’ Akhbal folded his arms, his hands disappearing inside his sleeves. ‘We argued over this. One was a girl I knew well. Her mother had been killed in an American drone attack on a wedding. Your generals would have dismissed it as collateral damage, as if her mother’s life, or the twenty other innocent lives stolen in that attack to kill one man, didn’t matter.’ His face hardened a moment, then he stared at his own handiwork on the butcher, and continued. ‘The girl was eager. I asked him to release her from this burden.’ He stared at Lara. ‘He explained that he could not, that it was too late. He said she was primed, a grenade with the pin removed. Radicalisation to such an extent is a one-way trip.’ Akhbal stared at the ground. ‘Three days later she blew herself up outside a police recruitment centre.’
‘You don’t know that this is the same!’ Lara said. Her hands shook.
Akhbal flared at her, seized her shoulders. ‘Look at him! Open your eyes! He would kill us all, murder all the children we have here, smiling as he slit their throats, rejoicing in their screams, bathing in their blood.’ He let her go and turned away.
Lara pleaded with him some more, but Nathan knew it was pointless: Akhbal no longer listened. This would only end one way.
‘Nathan,’ Lara shouted. She struck his arm with her fist. ‘Do something!’
Nathan had witnessed summary executions before, on both sides. He didn’t want to see one on home soil.
‘Akhbal, a moment,’ he said, trying to calm things down. ‘Lara, what did Mags say?’ Then he remembered. He turned around and squatted so that his head was level with the butcher’s.
‘The children are coming, aren’t they?’
The butcher frowned, looked puzzled for a few seconds, then his smile grew, and words poured out of him, blood and spittle dribbling down his chin as he spoke. Even though it was in Dari, Nathan caught the refrain: the glorious children will come from the skies. We must purify the land, slay the unbelievers, return to a state of grace before the children arrive… While Akhbal translated for Lara, Nathan wondered whether every person around the globe received the same message, or if instead there was a core that adapted itself to local beliefs and culture, using religion as some kind of template. It made more sense to him that way. He’d have to ask Raphaela later.
After a few minutes, Lara came to Nathan’s side, and interrupted the man, waiting until his eyes focused on her. She was clearly struggling to keep her voice steady.
‘The other children. They’re in the way, aren’t they? We need to kill them all, don’t we?’
He nodded assiduously, and then began talking about how wonderful it was going to be when the true children arrived from heaven.
They tried various ways to coax a date out of him – how many days until the children came, but after the second attempt, the profanities poured out – unbelievers, heathen, etc. He thrashed so hard against his restraints that the guard silenced him with the butt of his rifle. Lara stormed out, and as Nathan was leaving, he saw the guard raise his AK47. Nathan put his hand lightly on the muzzle and pointed to the guard’s curved dagger tucked in his waistband. That way Lara wouldn’t hear it. The guard looked to Akhbal, who nodded. Nathan left the room and went to catch up with Lara, who was walking fast, not in a particularly straight line. When he caught her, she grabbed his arms.
‘I want to check on Sally,’ she said.
He didn’t argue.
◆◆◆
 
It looked like an old gymnasium, with a scuffed wooden floor and faded markings, probably for basketball. On the far side, fixed to the walls, were racks of wooden bars for climbing up to the high ceiling. The room was full of children.
Raphaela had led them there, Dave was back in the comms room, trying to contact any military base who might respond to Nathan’s old emergency code signalling a foothold situation. It would have been easier for Nathan to remain with Dave, in fact it might have made more sense. But Nathan wanted to see the children. And here they were. Two hundred of them, give or take, ranging from toddlers to youngsters of ten or eleven, no one much older, not that he was a good judge of anything to do with kids. They were so quiet, sitting in small circles with one or two women talking to them in hushed tones. Some of the kids huddled close to the women, others comforted each other. A few sat alone, arms locked around knees brought up tight to their chest, rocking gently. Their eyes were alert, despite the growing lateness. Many of them stared in his direction. He searched for Sally, but before he found her, she saw him and sprung up, running towards him and Lara.
Sally collided with Lara’s waist and flung her arms around her. Lara touched Sally’s head, stroked her hair, and glanced at Nathan with a pained expression. Nathan shrugged. Sally broke free, but held on to Lara’s hand and reached for Nathan’s. He didn’t take it. Sally dropped hers and buried her face in Lara’s belly again. Everyone was staring at Nathan, the kids especially, their eyes wary. A few clambered closer to the women looking after them. Nathan felt a strong urge to get the hell out of there.
Raphaela broke the awkward silence. ‘There was a school trip nearby, for orphans. A couple of the teachers stayed up late, for… well, whatever the reason, they didn’t sleep. When other teachers turned on the kids, a male teacher stopped them, but he was shot.’ She lowered her gaze to the floor. ‘He didn’t make it. The surviving female teacher brought them here.’
‘Where is she now?’ Lara asked.
Raphaela folded her arms, holding herself tight. ‘She was very distressed. There was no medic here. I… I gave her something to calm her down, to…’ she swallowed, ‘…to help her sleep.’
Nobody spoke for a while.
Raphaela gathered herself. ‘When she awoke, well, she’d turned. She tried to strangle a toddler. There was a violent struggle with two of the men here…’
‘She saved the children.’ Lara said.
Raphaela nodded. ‘More than you know. It was what happened to her that helped me figure it out.’
Nathan knew that in war – and he’d begun to accept they were in one – people needed heroes. ‘What was her name?’
‘Gwyneth,’ Raphaela said. ‘I don’t know her surname.’
‘It’s enough,’ he said. ‘We’ll remember her.’
Sally stared up at him.
‘What do we do now?’ Lara asked.
Nathan tried to think like his sarge. He recalled what he’d said, how to assess situations when right in the thick of it. IRPAL, he remembered: intel, resources, priorities, action, leadership. Intel was patchy at best, 90 per cent conjecture, but it did add up. The enemy – because clearly it was an enemy, as it intended harm on a global scale – was out of reach. Time wasn’t on humanity’s side, because sooner or later everyone had to sleep. He glanced at Sally, imagined himself rabid, strangling her while she begged for her life, tears in her eyes. He shuddered, tried to focus, stay objective. The enemy. Little chance of negotiation, nor even surrender. He wondered if this enemy had other weapons, or if these radio waves were all it needed. He parked that question for later.
Resources. Akhbal’s men and weapons would keep them alive for a while, but it wasn’t a sustainable solution. Nathan needed to find others, more powerful, more organised. That was the clear priority. As well as more intel, Raphaela needed to give them all a better idea of what was going on, how to counter it, how to fight back. But the other priority was also clear. Save the children, because they were the enemy’s real target. A world without children – especially one where the adults had slaughtered all their kids – was doomed.
Action. Go back and work with Dave to find allies, get Raphaela working on the science, and protect the kids. The last part – leadership – was the bit he didn’t like, because it didn’t come naturally.
He moved closer to Lara, to Sally, and spoke louder so the children would hear. ‘We must protect the kids at all costs, keep them alive.’ He turned to Raphaela. ‘We need to understand more about what’s going on.’
She looked at him in surprise. ‘I know pretty much all I’m going to know, Nathan. This isn’t a lab, I have nothing here.’
‘You need to try. You come up with a plan, you tell me what you need, we see if we can get hold of it.
Raphaela opened her mouth as if to object, but Nathan stared at her intently.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll give it a go. Lara, maybe you can help me?’
‘Thank you,’ Nathan said. ‘I need to go back and see how Dave is doing, and then talk to Akhbal.’
‘About what, Nathan?’ Lara asked.
Nathan looked around the gymnasium, imagined it turning into a killing ground. His sarge had also said leadership was as much about what you didn’t say, as what you did. Nathan decided to give half the information, at least for now.
‘We need an evacuation plan,’ he said. ‘A way to move two hundred kids fast if we have to.’
Lara eyed him, and could clearly tell he was keeping something back, but was smart enough not to ask, at least not here.
‘Let’s go back to the comms room,’ he said. Something made him glance down at his hand. Sally was holding it, gazing up at him. He hadn’t noticed.
‘You’ll get in the way,’ he said to her, more unkindly than he’d intended. She didn’t let go. He could have easily removed her small fingers.
Lara spoke, holding Sally’s other hand. ‘Maybe we’ll need a kid’s perspective when we’re planning the evacuation.’
Now it was his turn to read behind her eyes and guess what she really meant, that if the shit hit the fan and this place was attacked, he, Sally and Lara would bolt for the hills. Yet he already knew he wouldn’t leave the other kids behind. Still, Lara’s argument made sense.
‘Okay,’ he said.
Sally released his hand.
◆◆◆
 
They met Dave halfway back to the comms room.
‘About time,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a colonel who wants to speak with you.’
Nathan broke into a trot, Dave puffing along behind him. Sally overtook him, her little arms pumping, and she flashed him a look that could have been a challenge. Kids, so resilient. In the midst of all this, she wanted to race. He obliged, and ran a little faster, though not enough to overtake her.
But as he arrived, he realised he had no idea how to explain their situation, especially the Taliban element, and he thought again of the part he’d left out earlier, that he might need to betray Akhbal and steal the kids out of there, because the US Army would never work with armed militia who’d been ready to attack them twelve hours earlier. It would end in a firefight, kids defenceless in the crossfire.
Sally was grinning, breathing hard, hands on her hips. The others arrived. Dave couldn’t talk, pointed to a microphone, leant on the table for support, and flicked a switch.
Akhbal and two of his armed men entered the room, standing behind the others. Nathan picked up the microphone, took a breath, and began talking.




Chapter 5

Langley

Everyone in the musty room stared intently at the black metallic speaker unit on the desk.
A voice boomed out. ‘This is Colonel Matheson, Norfolk Naval Base.’
Nathan felt a wave of relief at hearing the colonel’s clean, authoritative voice: the reassurance of a clear chain of command.
‘Nathan Sanders, sir. Ex 25th Airborne, three tours in Helmand Province, last one two years ago.’
‘Your CO?’
Nathan didn’t hesitate – they were checking him out, which was good. ‘Lieutenant Bill Glenson, sir. Platoon leader Sergeant Trescoe.’
There was a pause. Dave came up behind Nathan, put his hand over the microphone. ‘Ask them if they have working computers, Internet.’
Nathan nodded. ‘Colonel, are your computers working?’
‘Affirmative. The enemy is using a rotating EM pulse. We have protected equipment, like any major military installation. Our internal intranet is 80 percent intact. One more question before your sitrep, Sanders.’
Nathan guessed what was coming.
‘Faroujah Hospital. That was you, right?’
Nathan kept his voice steady. He didn’t want anyone around him to start questioning. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Tough break, son. Says here you also turned down two offers of promotion as an officer. That correct?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Okay, now tell me, what’s your situation?’
Nathan went through everything mechanically: fifty adults, two hundred children, GPS coordinates… He watched Akhbal. No reaction. He continued: the vehicles, a reasonable stash of weapons, then he asked if they could be extracted to the base.
‘Negative. Already lost three choppers today. You’re sixty miles due West, and all major roads are controlled by Infected adults, especially around the base. But if we can synchronise, we can lay down fire and create a safe corridor.’
Infected. Like a virus. Maybe that was the best way to think of them. Just in case there was a cure, or at least some form of immunisation.
Safe corridor? Nathan knew there was no such thing. Still, it was the only offer on the table.
Matheson continued. ‘We need secure comms first. VHF is the only viable means at the moment, but we need a scrambled link, or else pretty soon the enemy will know our plans. I’m going to get a squad to you in the next ten hours. How much do you know about what’s happening?’
Nathan told him their best working theory. Matheson confirmed it, asked him how they’d put it together so fast. Nathan mentioned Dave and Raphaela. Then he asked how many sites were still operational.
‘Four,’ Matheson said.
‘You mean in Virginia?’
‘Afraid not, son. Over 90 per cent of US assets have gone dark, another 6 per cent are in firefights as we speak.’
Nathan was glad he was sitting down. Raphaela mumbled something in Italian, a reference to God, he reckoned.
Matheson continued. ‘Nathan, intelligence is key right now. We need to know two things. The first is more on the asteroid. You’re fifty klicks from the closest observatory. Frankly, any intel on the asteroid, if that’s what it is, would be welcome; it should be directly overhead in three hours. Second, we need to know how this damned thing infects people. You’re sixty klicks from Langley, the best facility in the state. Get to it, bring back all the equipment you need.’
Nathan’s grip on the mike tightened. ‘Sir, these people are civilians, and it’s not safe out there.’
‘My science folk here are predicting that the enemy will be quieter during the night, except the ones guarding our base. Theory is, that’s when they get new instructions, like an overnight update. Besides, from what we can tell, before they knocked out our satellites an hour ago, the Infected are all heading to major towns and cities, leaving snipers and a handful of militia covering the highways. Cross country should be safe. We can’t lay down a corridor until tomorrow. We have a few other priorities before then. Do we have a go, Sanders?’
‘Standby, sir.’ Nathan turned to Dave and Raphaela, still to him the odd couple, she the epitome of dark, seductive intelligence, Dave the seemingly hearty buffoon with a mind that could dice you. They glanced at each other, then she looked at him, and he felt naked against her eyes. The amphetamines were affecting him in ways other than keeping him awake. Probably affecting her, too.
‘I’d rather be doing something, Nathan,’ Raphaela said. ‘If we can get inside Langley, I can gather the equipment and bring it back. If there’s any chance we can block the satellite’s transmissions or undo the process, we have to take it, sooner rather than later.’
Her business-like manner refocused him. He turned to Dave.
He cast Nathan an incredulous look. ‘Do you seriously need to ask? I’ve studied the skies since I got my first telescope at four years old. Alien life? For me it’s a dream come true, even if it’s humanity’s undoing.’
Nathan turned to Akhbal. ‘We’ll need armed support.’
Akhbal brooded for a moment, then gave Nathan an unequivocal stare, the type he’d only seen from true military leaders, men who could persuade you to climb out of your trench and run towards enemy fire. ‘You shall have it.’
Nathan clicked the microphone on again. ‘Colonel, it’s a go. We’ll head out within the hour.’
Dave passed Nathan a piece of paper with a single word written on it, and jabbed his forefinger at the mike.
Matheson was still talking. ‘Understood. We’ll contact you on this frequency at 5am tomorrow morning.’
Nathan interjected quickly. ‘Colonel, one last thing. Do you know anything about a–’ he paused over the word Dave had written, unsure what it was – ‘a railgun?’
There was a pause, a muffled sound, maybe a curse. ‘Put Strauss on.’
Nathan and everyone looked to Dave, who picked up the microphone. ‘This is–’
‘I don’t know what you’re thinking, Professor. This is highly classified, as you well know.’
Dave shook his head in disbelief. ‘This particular secret will hardly be useful if everyone gets Infected, will it?
‘Which is why you need to take a look at what we’re up against.’
‘Is it operational? Can you tell me that much at least?’
‘No more discussion until you get back and we have a secure line. Matheson out.’
The channel clicked off. Nathan looked up at Dave. ‘Railgun?’
Dave bit his lip, evidently weighing up what to say. But Lara filled them in.
‘A relic from Reagan’s Star Wars Strategic Defense Initiative programme, an orbital missile platform. At least it was supposed to be a relic. Chatrooms like Motherboard say otherwise, of course.’
Nathan wondered what Lara had done at NASA – and what she did in her spare time.
Dave sighed, then began talking. ‘It was never fully mothballed, mainly because of North Korea’s Intercontinental Ballistic Missile programme, but also because of a meteorite that came close five years ago. The railgun is real. It can point out into space as well as down towards Earth. But I don’t know if it’s operational.’
Nathan leaned back. Chatter continued behind him. A missile platform – possibly armed with nukes – in space. It felt surreal.
Akhbal cleared his throat. ‘Nathan, we must talk.’
Of course. There was little chance that Akhbal and his people would willingly go inside a US military base. Nathan got up and followed him down the corridor into an adjacent room. At least it would distract everyone from the one piece of information he hoped they’d all forgotten about:
Faroujah Hospital.
◆◆◆
 
Akhbal’s two Humvees were military grade. Trescoe, Nathan’s sergeant, used to call them rhinos, with good reason. Nathan and the others were squeezed into the rear compartment of the lead rhino, Nathan and Lara facing Dave and Raphaela in the back, two of Akhbal’s men up front, another four in the one behind. Lara hadn’t particularly wanted to come, but she’d wanted less to stay behind. Sally had protested, but there was no way Nathan would allow her on the mission. He ran a palm over his forehead. He was on a mission with Taliban terrorists. Trescoe would be puking in his grave. He’d always maintained that the enemy of your enemy was still your fucking enemy. But they had a larger foe to worry about. He wondered how Akhbal’s people were dealing with this alien threat, how their religion – or any religion for that matter – could cope with it.
Lara must have been reading his mind. ‘Are you religious, Nathan?’
‘Born and bred Catholic. But not any more, not since my first tour. He glanced at the two men in front, wondering if they could hear, decided it didn’t matter, or rather he didn’t care. ‘Doesn’t take long. You see how religion is used to twist people to do anything. Anyway…’ He thought about Faroujah and stared at the metal floor. ‘Things happen that scar you. You just figure He couldn’t be a benign God and let all that shit happen.’
‘Sounds like you miss Him, Nathan,’ Raphaela said. Her sugary Italian accent was smooth on the ears.
Dave waved a hand in the air. ‘The Crucible theory,’ he said, as usual as if it explained everything.
Nathan did a double-take. Could Trescoe and Dave have the same theory? Surely not!
Lara’s lips tightened. ‘What? And why do you speak in riddles all the time? Is it to make everyone think you’re the smartest in the room?’
Dave regarded her. Nathan thought there’d be a barbed reply, but instead he spoke as if he was actually trying to explain something important, the arrogance leached from his voice.
‘It’s how priests of all religions justify God in the face of atrocities. It’s all just a test. Those of weak faith falter; others come through it stronger, purer.’
‘Nobody comes out purer,’ Nathan said. ‘Many don’t come out at all. And the innocent, they’re just…’ He didn’t feel like saying anything else.
‘Collateral,’ Raphaela said, as if she felt the same way.
Dave shrugged. ‘Like I said, a theory, a justification. The innocent go to heaven. Those left behind have to live with their actions.’
‘And you, Dave,’ Lara said, ‘What do you believe in?’
He laughed, spread his hands as far as he could, touching his wife in the process, who glanced at his hand as if it wasn’t supposed to be there. ‘I’m a scientist, my dear girl. Cause and effect. I don’t go looking for meaning where there isn’t any. You know the joke about the Pope and the atheist?’
Lara leaned her head back. ‘I predict I’m about to.’
Dave leaned forward. ‘Well, the Pope says that the atheist is like a man in a blackened, lightless room stumbling around looking for a cat that isn’t there.’ He paused for effect. ‘Then the atheist replies, ‘Yes, but the difference is, you found it.’
Nobody laughed except Dave. Yet Nathan did feel a little lighter.
The small window separating them from the front of the rhino slid open.
‘Enough!’ One of Akhbal’s men poked his head and arm through the square hole, his eyes blazing, the Glock in his hand vaguely pointing in Lara’s direction. She flinched, and edged away from it. Nathan thought about snatching the gun.
‘Talk of something else!’ the man said. ‘We arrive in five minutes.’ He rammed the window closed.
Raphaela leaned forward and spoke more quietly. ‘What is the plan, Nathan?’
‘You and I go in with two of Akhbal’s men. If we’re not back in thirty minutes, it means we’re compromised and the rest of you head to the observatory.’
The others stared at him. Nathan thought he would have an argument on his hands, but no one spoke, all accepting their grim circumstances. Dave took Raphaela’s hand. She was a little stiff at first, but then let him hold it. Lara leaned on Nathan’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear. At first he thought he must have misheard, then he wondered why it hadn’t occurred to him.
Eventually Dave spoke, deadly earnest for a change. ‘You must protect my wife with your life, Nathan. I might be able to help us understand the threat more, but only she can help those already Infected. She’s one of the best bio-psychologists in the world.’
Nathan stared at Dave, for the first time appreciating what Raphaela might find appealing about him. Dave saw through everything to what really mattered. He was strategic, not just tactical, as he had been about the railgun. Trescoe had once said that real strategists were rare, one in a thousand, and that you should listen to them, whether or not they were in charge. And if they weren’t in charge, you had to find a way to execute their strategy anyway.
Nathan glanced at Raphaela, who was gazing out the window. He didn’t really understand strategy, but he knew it when he heard it. So be it. Protect Raphaela at all costs.
◆◆◆
 
The car park was empty, the security barriers up. They trudged the last thirty yards on gravel and approached the three-storey glass-fronted building that looked more like a swanky hotel than a state-of-the-art laboratory. Nathan shone a flashlight through tinted glass doors into the oversized lobby, lighting up the green counter framed by pine panelling. Two security stations with X-ray machines for checking bags and people stood unmanned. The main doors weren’t locked. Low-level lighting was still on. Once inside, Nathan listened for a full minute.
Nothing.
‘Lead the way, quickly and quietly,’ he said to Raphaela.
Nathan and two of Akhbal’s men followed Raphaela through a maze of corridors. They saw no one, hearing only their own footfalls echoing along bland white-panelled corridors. Until they reached the cafeteria.
Raphaela froze and uttered something between a yelp and a gasp. Nathan saw the carnage, rushed to her side, and swung her around to face him. She collapsed onto him, her head on his shoulder while he stared over hers at the mound of twenty or so adult corpses. Reflexively he put his arms around her. The walls were pockmarked with bullet holes. A firefight. Their last stand. The rational versus the Infected. It was clear who had lost. Raphaela trembled. She’d probably known some of them. He glanced at his watch. Five minutes so far. They still had time.
Akhbal’s two men wandered over to the mound, maybe checking they were all dead, or perhaps it was just morbid fascination. Nathan hoped it was revulsion, something to make them second-guess what they’d been planning earlier.
Nathan recalled what Trescoe had said one day during the clean-up of a suicide bombing. ‘D’you know why their leaders want suicide bombers to blow themselves up?’ He’d been chewing on a three-day-old cigar at the time, and he removed it just long enough to spit on the floor. ‘Because you can only rely on them once. If they lived and saw what they’d done, half of them would never do it again.’
Nathan hadn’t been entirely convinced then. He wasn’t now.
He peeled Raphaela from his shoulder. ‘We have to keep going. Which way?’
Her voice was thready, her breath short. ‘I need a minute, Nathan.’
One of Akhbal’s men, a curved scar on his cheek and blazing eyes, walked up to them. ‘We must keep moving.’
Nathan didn’t oblige. He spoke in Farsi. ‘What’s your name?’
The man did a double-take. ‘Edris.’
‘Listen, Edris. She is our most important asset right now, and she needs a minute, just one.’
Raphaela sniffed. ‘It’s okay, Nathan. I’ll be alright.’ She pointed to a doorway. Nathan walked her towards it, his arm around her, until the swing doors had closed behind them. A minute later they reached the lab. She found a gurney and began loading boxes onto it, some electrical equipment, and other medical gear he had no clue about. He listened again. Nothing. He had to protect Raphaela, but he also needed to do something else. Lara’s suggestion.
‘Where do they keep the drugs?’ he asked.
Raphaela looked at him, nonplussed.
‘To help us stay awake,’ he said.
‘Oh, of course. Go right, then left, then it’s the second door on the right. Look for small bottles labelled WakeMax. And as many syringes as you find. Oh, and see if you can find this. She picked up a pen and wrote a long word on a scrap of paper. It’s a long shot, but you never know.’
He studied the word, but had no idea what it was or what it was for.
The other of Akhbal’s men remained with Raphaela, while Edris followed Nathan. Nathan found the pharmacy store and had to break the glass to get inside the locked cabinets. He took out a canvas bag he’d brought from the camp and swept all the WakeMax bottles and syringes into it, then searched for something else. What Lara had referred to. He found it and slipped the tablets into his inner pocket. He looked through a total of seven cabinets and then found a few thin boxes with labels that matched what Raphaela had written down. There were only three, so he took them all.
‘We must move,’ Edris said.
Nathan glanced at his watch. Eighteen minutes had passed. The radios didn’t work inside the building.
‘Okay, we’re done.’ Nathan shouldered the bag and they headed to the door, just as a loud shot rang out, followed by a woman’s scream.
Edris shifted from one foot to the other, but didn’t venture outside, just stared at the door. He breathed in, about to shout to his comrade, giving away their position. Nathan’s elbow connected with Edris’s cheek, knocking him down to the floor, lightly stunned. Nathan snatched the assault rifle from Edris, and left him with the Glock. A second burst of fire, this time from a MP5 submachine gun as far as Nathan could tell. Classic SWAT Team weapon. Nathan dashed through the door, flicked his AK into auto-fire mode, and as he approached the corner he slid to the ground, like a baseball player reaching base, his finger on the trigger. He saw his targets and let rip.
This was the sound of war Nathan knew: the rapid gunfire, the flashes of gunpowder, the clinks of spent cartridges ejecting, the shouts, grunts and screams as bullets pierced flesh and tore through organs, the ringing in his ears when he released his finger from the trigger, the sound of his adrenaline-fuelled heart thumping in his veins, his jagged, barely controlled breathing, and finally the sound of footsteps running towards the scene to help, always too late.
Four crumpled bodies lay on the floor. Nathan got to a semi-kneeling position, still facing the door to the room where Raphaela and Edris’ companion had been. He held up a fist as Edris bolted around the corner behind him. Wait.
‘Raphaela, it’s Nathan. You can come out now.’
He thought he heard a whimpering noise. He got up and stalked to the doorway, then peered around the frame. She was covered in blood. It wasn’t hers. He breathed a little easier. Edris came around the corner then rushed forwards. She held the other man in her arms, her hand pressing on the side of his neck where a bullet had punctured his carotid. There was no saving him. Edris dropped his Glock and crouched down, tears flowing, words in Dari streaming out of his mouth.
Nathan caught the only word that mattered – brother.
When they filed out of the building at twenty-nine minutes, Dave half-ran to them.
‘We heard gunshots!’ Dave wheezed.
‘It’s okay,’ Nathan said. ‘It’s not her blood.’
Raphaela, who’d said nothing on the way back, whirled round to him. ‘It is not okay, Nathan!’
He locked onto her eyes. ‘You’re right, Raphaela. It’s never okay. It never gets to be okay.’
She broke his gaze and wrung her blood-stained hands, while Dave tried to comfort her.
Nathan made up his mind.
Two of the Taliban men took the corpse Edris and Nathan had been carrying. Nathan said some words in Dari to Edris, who looked at him a moment before he strode to the Hummer where his brother now lay.
Nathan walked over to the other vehicle and Lara finally got out.
‘Bad?’ she asked.
He lowered his head. ‘I got the stuff.’ He slipped her a bottle of pills, which she pocketed. He wondered how fast they would act, if it came to it, and whether there would be any pain before brain death. In all his experience, all that he’d seen, there was always pain.
‘What now?’ she said.
He lifted his head. ‘Don’t hate me for what I do next.’
She pulled back from him, her eyes narrowing.
He turned to the other Hummer, where Dave was climbing into the back of the vehicle with Raphaela, the equipment already loaded.
Nathan shouted. ‘Dave. A word please?’
After a moment, Dave arrived, Edris and another man behind him. Dave was about to speak when the other Hummer’s engine started, revved, and pulled away. Raphaela’s face was at the rear window, her hands against the glass, her mouth shouting something lost in the roar of the engine as the vehicle sped away from them. Everyone looked surprised, except Nathan, who’d given the order. Raphaela needed to get back to base. Protected at all costs.
Dave ran a few steps, waving his arms, shouting. Then he came back, glaring, and took a swing at Nathan, who easily dodged it.
‘We have to go to the observatory,’ Nathan said, as if nothing had just happened.
Dave attempted to collect himself, then gave up. ‘Go fuck yourself, Nathan! We should have stayed together, safety in numbers for Christ’s sake. Give me one good reason–’
‘You asked him to protect her at all costs, Dave,’ Lara said. ‘She’s safer back at the camp.’
Dave glowered. ‘Right, surrounded by Taliban, with two hundred little trouble-magnets. How long before the Infected find the camp, or Nathan’s buddies arrive and a futile mini-war erupts between soldiers who can’t see beyond flags, accents and the ends of their rifles?’ He ran out of steam, then added, ‘Nathan, when this is all over–’
‘I won’t move out of your way next time.’
Dave kicked at the ground, then looked up at the stars. ‘I hope it’s worth it.’ He climbed in.
Lara joined Dave in the car.
‘Edris, you should have gone with your brother.’
Edris pointed with his right fingers, blade-like, to his heart. Nathan understood. He is here. ‘Keep the rifle,’ Edris said.
As they drove on through the night in silence, Nathan tried not to see the faces of the four men whose lives he’d just ended back in Langley, until yesterday no doubt upstanding citizens working for the good of their country. It didn’t help much that they’d been trying to kill him and Raphaela, or that they’d killed Edris’ brother. What irked him most was that he didn’t feel as bad about it as he should have, because he’d killed before, numerous times, on the other side of the planet.
This was why he hated war. It stripped the humanity from you, layer by layer, until whatever you were fighting for, you no longer represented it. He’d argued with Trescoe over it enough times, the platoon sergeant telling Nathan to fight for the women and kids back home, for their future, their way of life, to channel his anger against the enemy who had done this to him, who’d made him into a soldier, a killing machine. Nathan had always countered that the enemy also had women and kids. Trescoe would flare up at that point and yell at him to never, ever empathise with the enemy. Nathan wondered what he would say now.
There had been an unwritten rule back in Helmand, something he’d quickly learned from the others by hearing what they said, and what they didn’t say. Never apologise. He understood why the rule was there, but decided to break it, maybe for Dave’s sake, maybe his own. He tapped Dave’s knee to get his attention.
‘Dave,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry for what I did back there.’
Dave’s upper lip curled. ‘Really? You made us think we’re some kind of team, but you’re just the same as every other military schmuck I ever met. We’re just assets to you, nothing more.’
Lara met Nathan’s eyes for the first time since they’d set off. He guessed her question – was she just another asset? He shook his head once, and she turned away to stare out the window into the darkness.
Nathan followed suit, but he leaned to the side a little so he could gaze upwards. Now, finally, Trescoe’s point was valid. This enemy was truly alien. Nathan didn’t need to empathise, didn’t need to hold back. The enemy was up there, but sooner or later they’d come down and show themselves.
He wondered idly what would happen if he could have gotten Trescoe and Dave into the same room. Both men were opinionated, ultra-convinced of their world view. They’d argue like hell, both score points, but neither would win. They’d probably end up best friends. But Trescoe wasn’t around anymore. And right now, humanity needed to think, above all else. Dave had told him to protect Raphaela at all costs. But Dave was just as valuable an asset, maybe more so.
Shit, he’d just proven Dave’s point.
He stole a glance at Dave, who was looking the other way. Saw him as not just an asset. After all, there had to be a lot more to the guy for Raphaela to have married him. Probably as vulnerable on the inside as he was smart on the outside. Nathan needed to protect Dave, too. He felt his mood lighten. He had a clear mission.
The rhino bumped along the track for another half hour, then, in the distance, on top of the tallest hill around for miles, he spied a building with a dome. The observatory. Time for Dave to strut his stuff. Time to see what the aliens have got.
He could almost feel Trescoe slap him on the back, saying, That’s more like it.




Chapter 6

Observatory

Fatigue dogged Nathan’s footsteps as he climbed the hill to the observatory, its dome outlined by the stars. He paused a moment to survey the surrounding terrain, seeking the warm electric glow of cities, but it was as dark as the Hindu Kush mountains.
Dave cursed, tripping on the steps.
‘Maybe you should hold the handrail,’ Lara offered, directly behind him. Edris and another of Akhbal’s men had stayed in the Hummer, to keep watch.
‘Holding handrails makes us less safe,’ Dave retorted. ‘Turns us into idiots, like most safety measures.’ He dug out a hip flask, popped it open, and inhaled deeply. Nathan caught a whiff of strong coffee on the air, laced with something else.
‘Then again,’ Lara started, but Dave cut her off.
‘Animals do fine,’ he said. ‘We superior beings, on the other hand, mollycoddle ourselves to the point where we’re clueless on how to survive when things like this happen.’ He took three gulps.
Lara gave up. Nathan had some sympathy with Dave’s point of view, having had to survive in the mountains for two weeks after his platoon had been ambushed. He hoped never to have to eat bugs again. A taste never acquired.
Dave stooped down to a wooden box and fiddled with something. Floodlights from the surrounding lawn bathed the building in stark white light. The dome was turquoise, sections marked by meridians curving down from its apex, two of them raised above the rest. Nathan guessed they were the doors to allow the telescope inside to peer skywards. He’d always looked to the stars as a source of comfort. Now those same stars were harbouring aliens who had designs on Earth and humanity.
‘Dave,’ he said. ‘I know it’s pretty, all lit up like that, but maybe it’s not such a good idea.’
‘Needed to take one last look at my baby.’
Nathan was beginning to like Dave. He was someone who said what he felt, with brazen honesty. Like some soldiers Nathan had known. He clearly didn’t give a damn about what others thought, except maybe his wife. He’d often wondered if people like Dave could get away with their behaviour because they’d risen to the top, or if they’d risen to the top because of their behaviour.
Dave shut off the lights, plunging them back into darkness, the after-image of the dome etched on Nathan’s retinas. His eyes readjusted to find Dave unlocking a door. Nathan caught up with Lara, and followed them both inside, rifle at the ready.
Once Dave found the interior lights, it was clear the place hadn’t been touched. Whoever had been here had simply left. Nathan was relieved he wouldn’t have to deal with any corpses, or ‘Infected,’ as the Colonel had labelled them. He leant the AK-47 against a table covered in reams of printout, and pulled out two chairs on squeaky wheels. He and Lara sat down facing the centrepiece, the shaft of a large diameter, slate-grey telescope that stretched diagonally from head height to just shy of the domed roof. It was mounted on massive brass-coloured gears. The tang of hydraulic oil entered his nostrils, reminding him of tooling up before a patrol, greasing his weapon with Hoppes 9.
Dave darted about purposefully, flicked switches on a tall dark cabinet panel with tiny pulsing red diodes, then plumped himself into a well-worn black leather chair. He folded his hands on top of his belly. Grinding noises filled the air. Dave was in his element, a motionless conductor commanding the choreographed machinery around him.
Nathan gazed upwards as a slit opened in the domed roof, revealing stars. The gash widened as the entire dome tracked anti-clockwise, even as the telescopic shaft drifted clockwise and extended, giving Nathan the illusion that he was moving. Dave’s seat reclined and a mechanical arm slid towards him, holding a keyboard split in two, one half for each hand. The lights dimmed, and Nathan half-expected a planetarium show. A thin brass tube extended towards Dave’s head. He peered into the eyepiece.
Nathan held his breath, but as time ticked on, his breath normalised. Anticipation segued into frustrated boredom. Maybe there was no alien spaceship after all. ‘Dave, what can you–’
Dave jabbed a finger twice to the left of him, towards two broad computer monitors. Lara reached them first. It was hard to make out. With a sinking, sickening feeling in his gut, Nathan realised what it was. Not an asteroid, not even close. An alien spaceship. He’d known it was a possibility, in fact the most likely explanation, but actually seeing it… He distanced himself from the brute emotions rising inside him, and focused on what he saw. A series of blocks fixed around one long cylinder which funnelled out at the end – the engines he guessed, though he really had no clue, just banal ideas based on comics he’d read as a kid. Something bulbous at the other end. Reminded him of an insect, a dragonfly maybe, without the wings. No lights. What had he expected? A window with little green men staring back at him?
‘How big–’ he began, then stopped as three white axes superimposed themselves around the shape.
‘Holy shit! Is that scale in miles?’ Lara asked.
Dave’s non-reply confirmed it. Nathan measured the object. Twelve miles long, by two-and-a-bit wide, with shorter and fatter sections here and there. Almost as big as Manhattan. That was an awful lot of living space. Mags’ words echoed back to him. When the children come. How many invaders were aboard? He thought about the railgun. Would a single nuke be enough?
Dave took his eye from the lens. He clambered out of the chair and gesticulated towards the vacated seat. Nathan didn’t move, so Lara climbed into it, pulling the eyepiece closer, though she had to arch her back to level her eye with the lens. Nathan’s gaze lingered on her stretched torso, anchoring him back to solid Earth, away from what was in distant orbit.
Dave spoke while she took a peek at the alien ship. ‘It’s sending out electromagnetic waves, emissions, things we can’t see with the naked eye, but…’ Dave operated another keyboard at a different desk, and an image formed on its wide monitor, first the object in black, and then a slow-motion explosion of garish colours radiating outwards. Dave tapped more keys and the image zoomed out, showing the radiation – or whatever it was – flowing towards Earth, strongest on the dark side. Another monitor showed the ship’s position relative to the Earth and the sun. It remained behind the Earth, always in the darkness. What would the aliens see?
A permanent eclipse.
A sleeping, vulnerable world.
Nathan held onto the table with one hand to steady himself. How many children were already dead? Must be millions, not counting the adults who had died defending them. He wanted to reach upwards and crush the ship in his fist. Instead he peered over Dave’s shoulder. ‘How far away is it? Can the railgun shoot it down?’
Dave’s brow creased as he peered at a smaller monitor to his left with rows of figures slowly climbing from bottom to top, like ultra-dense film credits.
‘Yes,’ Dave murmured. ‘Though a ship that size…’
‘Several nukes?’
‘Mechanical engineering’s not my strong point. Nor materials science.’

Nathan stood up straight. ‘What?’
Dave didn’t answer for a while. The big telescope moved again, its gears grinding and whining. Lara’s eye was clamped to the brass eyepiece. She was operating a small joystick with her right hand. She seemed to know what she was doing, and Nathan reminded himself he knew almost nothing about her role in NASA.
‘How can I simplify this? You see,’ Dave said, still staring at the figures, ‘the ship seems to be made of one incredibly long piece of material. Its tensile strength is unlike any element or alloy on this planet. I can’t say how it would react to a nuke.’
‘Does the ship have any weapons?’ As soon as he’d asked, Nathan knew it was a dumb question.
Dave turned to face him, and said, deadpan, ‘None that I can see.’ Then, ‘Why did you send my wife back?’
Lara disengaged and turned to face him, and Nathan felt his cheeks redden. ‘Division of tasks,’ he said, a little loud. ‘She needs to get started with her equipment, we need to be here. And safety in numbers doesn’t work when you’re in an insurgence situation. Smaller, separate groups is safer.’
‘Is that all?’ Dave seemed to have lost interest in the spaceship.
Nathan guessed Dave often had to fend off other men from his wife; she was so beau– he caught himself. He was making Dave’s point for him. He admitted he was attracted to Raphaela, at some level. Dammit, who wouldn’t be? But this wasn’t the time.
‘What other reason could there be?’ He said no more. Lara returned to her scope, Dave to his screens.
Talking of the mission – and Raphaela – reminded Nathan they were on the clock. ‘What else can we do here, Professor?’
‘What I am doing. Won’t take long. I’m as anxious to see my wife as you are, Nathan.’
Nathan’s eyes flicked to Lara, but there was no reaction. ‘Seriously, what are–’
‘I’m tagging the spaceship. It has a unique spectroscopic signature that the railgun’s missiles – assuming they’re functional and have sufficient range – can home onto. I’m giving them an extra hand, in case the ship has some kind of stealth capability.’
The gears ground into action again, the telescope tracking back towards its original location, as far as Nathan could tell. There was a short but loud click.
‘There,’ Dave said. ‘Gotcha!’
‘Did you see that?’ Lara said.
They both turned to her. ‘See what?’ Dave asked.
‘A flash, from the ship. It’s gone now.’
Nathan gripped Dave’s shoulder. ‘Can it detect us?’
Dave didn’t answer. His brow creased and he began chopping his two forefingers onto the keyboard. A printer burst into action, hammering ink onto old-style hole-punched paper.
Nathan swallowed. Whatever Dave had just used to tag the ship... The ship knew where they were. ‘How long have we got? Did it fire at us? Some kind of ray?’ It sounded stupid, but he didn’t care. Lara was out of the chair, right next to him.
‘No, we’d be dead already,’ Dave said. ‘A missile, most likely. A minute, maybe. I don’t know.’
‘Then let’s go. Lara, run back to the car. We’ll be right behind you.’
She didn’t move. They all stared at the printer. No need to ask. The ship’s material signature. The way Dave had tagged it. The railgun operators would need to know. Dave pulled out a data key from the computer. The printer stopped. He dashed to it, read it once, tore it off, and ran for the door.
Outside, Nathan and Lara were faster. Dave thrust the paper towards Nathan, the key towards Lara.
‘Go! I’ll catch up!’
They ran, ignoring the curving walkway, instead sprinting in the darkness straight down towards the Hummer. Nathan yelled to Edris to start the engine. As the headlamps flashed on, dazzling them all, Lara tripped over a root and fell headlong down the grassy slope. Nathan braked and went back for her, helping her to her feet They set off again. Dave was making slow progress, shuffling along, zig-zagging down the walkway, having to use the handrail. Lara shouted to him, ‘Come on Dave!’ as they reached the Hummer and jumped inside.
‘Get ready to get the hell out of here!’ Nathan said to Edris. They watched Dave’s bulky form, lit by the car’s headlamps, loping down the slope towards them. He had an almost boyish grin, as if he were somehow enjoying this.
Fifty yards.
He was going to make it.
Nathan held the door open.
A bolt of blue lightning shattered the dome. A sound like an axe cleaving a block of wood, only a hundred times louder, pounded Nathan’s ears. The observatory imploded, like a macabre conjurer’s trick, a whole building sucked in on itself.
Dave kept going, his grin replaced by a grimace. Blue light blossomed around the hole where the observatory had been, and then rushed outwards in all directions.
‘Edris! Reverse!’ Nathan shouted. ‘Now!’
‘No!’ Lara screamed. ‘Dave!’
Edris rammed the transmission into reverse. The wheels skidded at first, then found purchase. The Hummer barrelled away from Dave, still thirty yards away, who slowed and stopped. He gave them one last look, then turned to face the blue wave. Nathan muttered a curse. Run you fool! But Dave wasn’t a fool. He knew – as Nathan had already judged – that he couldn’t outrun it. Dave opened his arms wide, as if to embrace it.
The blue wave swept over him.
Edris kept going, the engine shrill in Nathan’s ears. Luckily the road was dead straight. Edris only drew to a stop when the blue light faded, and then vanished. They all waited, listening, the only noise the heavy breathing of everyone in the car. Nathan and Lara opened their doors at the same time, got out, and ran back.
A crater, three hundred yards wide. Smooth and empty, steam rising from its glassy surface like morning mist. No Dave. No anything. Lara passed him the data key without saying a word, and they both walked back to the car.
Dave had shown more courage than most men Nathan had seen on the battlefield. On the way back, he fingered the data key inside his pocket, and tried to think of the right words to say to Raphaela. Any words at all.
He came up with nothing.




Chapter 7

Reinforcements

Raphaela came running into the forecourt as soon as they drove through the compound’s gates. She stood, hands clasped in front of her. As if she knew. Nathan got out of the rhino, watched her eyes search his, then the car. She collapsed onto her knees, her arms folded, as if holding herself, stopping herself from falling apart. Before he could get to her, Edris shouted something Nathan didn’t recognise, and several Afghan women stopped whatever they were doing and swooped around her. Nathan went to approach her, but Lara grabbed his wrist.
‘Anything you say right now will make it worse.’
‘I need to tell her what he did, that he was… a hero.’
‘Later. You need to talk to the colonel.’
He spotted Akhbal. The two of them headed inside, Nathan still clutching the sheaf of paper and the data key that had cost Dave Strauss his life.
As it turned out, the colonel still wouldn’t discuss anything on a non-secure line. Which made sense. Nathan sat with Lara in what used to be the barracks mess, and they drank coffee. There were steaming pots of it dotted around. A short-term, short-lived solution. He wondered how long Raphaela’s amphetamine cocktail would last.
Lara held a mug to her lips and blew steam off the top. ‘Nathan, I think I may have seen something.’ She stared through the coffee fog. ‘Back at the observatory, through the telescope.’
He was about to ask, when they heard shouting, followed by a short burst of gunfire. Snatching up the rifle, Nathan sprinted down the corridor, then braked as he neared the courtyard. More shouting outside: Afghan and American.
He raised his voice as loud and strong as he could. ‘I’m Nathan Sanders. I spoke to Colonel Matheson. I’m coming outside. Don’t fire!’
He leant the rifle against the wall and walked out, hands in the air, and scoped the situation. An American military Hummer. A forty-mil perched on the roof, one soldier behind it. Five others fanned out around the vehicle. Twenty AKs trained on them. A young Afghan man on the ground, bleeding from a gunshot wound in his leg, shaking violently, in the no man’s land between the American troops and Akhbal’s men.
Nathan walked towards him, hands still held high. As he knelt beside the man, he scanned the soldiers and found the one with three stripes on his shoulder, a stocky, moustached man with a pock-marked face framed by a razor-cut, with ridges that looked like they’d been chiselled into his forehead. He had his hands on his hips, legs apart, ignoring the AKs trained on him. Like he was bulletproof.
‘Sergeant,’ Nathan said, ‘tell your men to stand down.’
The reply came back stone cold. ‘That’s not going to happen. These Taliban scum attacked us as soon as the gate closed.’
Nathan undid his belt and fastened it as a make-do tourniquet around the man’s upper thigh. ‘He bleeds out and dies, you’re all dead, and your mission fails.’
Raphaela arrived, carrying a med kit. Nathan waved her back. She ignored him and rushed to the injured man. She seemed to know what she was doing.
The sergeant spat on the ground. ‘World’s gone to hell in a hand-basket, and your hideout is a fucking Taliban enclave? You didn’t think to mention that?’
Nathan stood up while Raphaela ministered to the wounded man. ‘We can tag the spaceship. You do remember the real enemy, don’t you? An American citizen gave his life less than an hour ago getting us the information.’
Raphaela froze for a moment, then continued.
‘What’s it going to be, Sergeant?’ Nathan searched and found Akhbal in the crowd. ‘Akhbal, if they put down their weapons, your men do the same. Not like him.’ He pointed to the man on the ground.
‘Agreed, Nathan.’ He gave the command in Dari.
Nathan turned back to the sergeant. ‘Your call. We can join forces and fight the real enemy, or do their job for them.’
‘You’d better be fucking right about this.’ The sergeant paused a beat. ‘Do it,’ he said. His men lowered their weapons without question. Nathan waited. The Taliban muzzles, one by one, pointed to the ground. Two men rushed forward to take the injured man inside. Raphaela stood, spoke in a whisper approaching a hiss for Nathan’s ears only, ‘We need to talk,’ then followed them.
Nathan approached the moustached sergeant. ‘I believe you have radios we can use without being intercepted?’
‘You’re a corporal. You’ll debrief me, then–’
‘I’m a civilian, honourably discharged.’
‘The hell you are!’ He jabbed Nathan in the chest. ‘Either way, tell me why the hell you didn’t mention...’ he waved his arm once. ‘This?’
‘You wouldn’t have come. Or else you’d have come with an entire platoon, and we’d be knee-deep in corpses and empty cartridges.’
‘Colonel Matheson figured something wasn’t right. Must be why he sent me. I’m the diplomatic one.’ He clicked finger and thumb in the air. ‘Saxby!’ A soldier came running, carrying a radio backpack. The sergeant spoke to Nathan. ‘After you, Corporal.’
Nathan led them inside.
◆◆◆
 
Saxby, a pimply mouse-haired youth, set up in the comms room where Dave had been sitting a few hours earlier. Lara had found Sally. Raphaela arrived, not looking anyone in the eye, her gait stiff.
Within ten minutes, plates of cold meats and oily pastries arrived. Nathan tried one, then realised he was famished. The soldiers didn’t touch the food or drink provided. Sergeant Coles – that was all Nathan got from him – sent one of his men to check on the kids and report back to him, but otherwise stayed quiet. Eventually Saxby sat back, pushed his peaked cap higher onto his brow, and spoke.
‘It’s done. I’ve transmitted the tag info to Base. Clorris is there. He’ll know what to do with it.’
Coles folded his arms. ‘So that’s it? We can nuke the motherfucker?’
Saxby gnawed absently on a fingernail. ‘Dunno, sir. We can fire at it, sure. But not today.’
Coles put his hand on Saxby’s shoulder, and spoke with mock tenderness. ‘And why the fuck would that be, son?’
Saxby squirmed a little and Coles removed the hand. ‘The railgun is geo-stationary, above North America, in order to protect us. The enemy ship is in orbit, staying on the night side. By now it’s passed too far. We have to take the shot tomorrow evening. Hit it with everything we’ve got.’
‘Which is how much?’ Nathan asked.
‘Ten, sir. Ten nukes.’
‘No need to call me “sir”.’
Coles stood up, stretched his legs, and spoke to his men. ‘Might as well get comfy, boys, looks like we’re staying a while, indulging in some of that legendary Afghan hospitality.’
Lara spoke up. ‘Can’t you extract us to Norfolk Base?’
‘Not that quickly, Ma’am. You’re safer here for now.’
Akhbal stared at him, poker-faced. ‘We will make room for you.’
Nathan was about to speak when Raphaela touched his arm, and left. He followed her outside into the corridor. She walked into a small square room with bare walls, a dusty floor, and a single high window that was so dirty all he could make out were the bars behind the glass. The only furniture in the room was a rickety single bed with rumpled blankets. He closed the door behind him.
Her lips were pressed tight. As if she didn’t want to let the words out. ‘Did you…’ Her chest heaved. ‘Did you leave him behind on purpose? I’ve seen the way you look at me.’ Her voice faltered. She was trembling.
‘Christ, Raphaela, no!’ Nathan said, trying to keep the emotion out of his voice. Then he changed tack. This deserved some emotion. Dave was dead. A civilian in his charge. And as he’d just told Coles, he, too, was a civilian now. ‘Truth is, I was just starting to like Dave. I can see why you… I thought once we were clear of the observatory… I don’t know, we do so many precision strikes these days, I just assumed…’ He could see Dave slowing down, staring his way, then turning and raising his arms. ‘He was a hero, Raphaela. He yelled at us to take the data, to–’
She moved closer to him, steeled her voice. ‘When he was running for his life, Nathan, just yards away, did you slow down for him?’ Her eyes brimmed with tears. ‘Did you, Nathan? Or did you drive away, leaving him to die?’
She must have talked to Edris. It didn’t matter. Nathan replayed it in his mind. Could he have saved Dave? He already knew the answer. They’d all be dead. And no intel. No way to reliably target the spaceship.
‘He stopped, Raphaela. He knew he wasn’t going to make it. He turned. At the last moment he turned to face it. I still don’t get it. Why would he do that?’
She stayed quiet for some time, brushed tears from her cheeks. ‘Edris told me. He defended you, you know. Said if you’d ordered him to brake or go back for him, none of you would have survived.’ She suddenly looked exhausted. Nathan wanted to hold her, protect her. That was his modus
operandi. Rescue damsels in distress. But he wasn’t good at it, and usually left them worse off.
He stayed where he was.
‘That was so like Dave,’ she said. ‘All his life, he studied wonders. He saw marvels in the figures, in the data. When he looked at columns of digits he saw nebulae in ways you and I could never imagine. Of course he turned to see it, this death ray, whatever it was. His last wonder. He was probably smiling when…’
Suddenly she was in his arms, sobbing. He held her, ashamed he’d survived rather than Dave. He’d thought Dave arrogant, obnoxious, rude. But the guy had clearly been a genius, whereas he was just another grunt. He heard the door open softly behind him. Someone entered, then left. He knew it was Lara. That kind of coincidence was also his modus operandi.
Raphaela pulled away, composed herself. ‘It won’t be so easy.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘The next twenty-four hours, or however long it is before we try to blow the alien ship to kingdom come.’
‘Because?’
‘Fatigue. It’s going to get ugly. Emotions spiking, tempers flaring. Like just now, for example. And then… they’re very smart, Nathan, these aliens, whatever they are. I’m not convinced we can just take them out from a distance. That’s always been the American solution, by the way. Bigger guns. Nukes. Drone strikes.’
He knew what she meant. But then anyone who’d experienced killing at close quarters would choose distance any day of the week. ‘Any better ideas?’
She cleared her throat. ‘This brainwashing. I have to find a way to block it, even reverse it. Call it Plan B if you like.’
‘Can I help?’
She shook her head. ‘Just keep these men from killing each other. And if someone falls asleep and you can’t wake them, bring them to me.’ She stopped at the door. ‘I’m not wrong about you, am I, Nathan?’
‘Lara and I just met. Christ, it was just yesterday, more or less. But you and Dave, I mean, no, you know, just forget it, never–’
‘Platonic. For fifteen years. Do you want to know why?’
He stared at her. She looked ready to break. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know, but she looked like she needed to tell him, or somebody. Something he’d learned in the Crucible – secrets come out, even long buried ones.
‘Only if you want to tell me.’
She held herself again. ‘I was heavily pregnant, but we were out in the wilds, in Borneo of all places, on a field mission. We got cut off by days of torrential rain that washed out all the roads. We were in a shack, just us two, some food and a VHF radio. My waters broke.’ She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘Dave is – was – clumsy with his hands, but he did a great job up to a point, with a doctor telling us what to do via the radio. But there were complications.’ She swallowed. ‘It came down to a choice. The baby or me.’ Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat, but nothing more came out.
‘He chose you.’
She nodded, her lip trembling. ‘After that, well, no more kids, and somehow I could never…’
He waited, saying nothing.
‘He could have had a dozen of his students over the years. He’d joke and say that I’d freed all his energies for his work. He told me,’ she started, her voice cracking again, ‘that if I ever found another man I could… have sex with, that I shouldn’t hesitate, that I should…’ A single tear raced down her cheek. She brushed it aside, sniffed, gathered herself. ‘You’re the first man I’ve looked at in all this time, the very day my husband is killed. Do you have any idea how unbelievably shitty that makes me feel?’
NFI didn’t cover it. But silence wasn’t an option. ‘I wish it had been me killed back there, not Dave.’
She gazed at him a while. ‘Well, now you can’t sleep with either one of us, Lara or me.’ She said it like it was a joke. ‘You’d fall asleep afterwards, turn into a raving lunatic child-killer, and then we’d have to kill you.’ She rested her head against the door. ‘That would have made Dave smile.’
She opened the door and left.
◆◆◆
 
Lara found him half an hour later. He was still brooding over Dave’s death and everything Raphaela had told him. She came into the room and closed the door behind her. He felt a pang of guilt, as if the room had been the scene of a crime, though he couldn’t name it.
She looked around the room, especially the bed, as if to check…
‘I think I saw something,’ she said, finally.
He’d forgotten. ‘Through the telescope?’

‘I found it by accident. It was following the same orbit as the ship. At least I think it was.’
He pushed Raphaela out of his mind. He took Lara’s hand, and was relieved she didn’t pull it back. ‘What did you see?’
‘I was tracking the telescope back towards the horizon, looking for the railgun. And then I saw it. Bright white. It looked more rounded, not long and boxy like the other one.’
‘Something on the lens, maybe?’ He said it with a smile.
But Lara was deadly earnest. ‘The more I think about it, the more convinced I am.’ She took both his hands. ‘Nathan, it’s another ship. And that’s not all. After I found it, I tracked the telescope back to the enemy ship, the one that fired on us. This second ship – it’s following the first one, at a great distance, moving more or less at the same speed.’
He kissed her hands, without really knowing why.
‘What shall we do?’ Lara asked. ‘What are you thinking, Nathan?’
He uttered a sad laugh. ‘Honestly? I’m wishing Dave were here, because I haven’t got a clue what this means or what to do.’
Lara pulled him towards her, kissed him, then kissed him some more, and their bodies took over, knowing exactly what to do – which was also exactly what Raphaela had just told him he mustn’t do.
Nathan surrendered to it, and promised himself he wouldn’t fall asleep afterwards.




Chapter 8

Sleep

Nathan needed to close his eyes. Just a few minutes. Then he’d feel better. Napping. He’d done it in the army. Five minutes could do wonders. He’d be more effective afterwards. Napping saved lives. He’d wake up after five minutes. No more. He set his internal alarm clock.
But the image of Sarge Trescoe rose in his mind.
‘You do not nap when on watch! Ever! You’ll get your throat slit, your men shot. Get up, soldier! Walk around! Sleep when you’re dead!’
Nathan couldn’t get up. Lara’s limbs were entwined with his. That sweet, after-sex scent. Her breathing smooth, her eyes half-open. No, half-closed. Closed. Good idea. Just five minutes. No more. They’d earned it. He pulled her closer, eliciting a soothing moan. Her body a warm pillow. He felt numb. A cloud, drifting in the dark. Five minutes. That’s all.
He closed his eyes.
◆◆◆
 
Something on his cheek. Scratch it. Arm too heavy. Never mind. Just a mosquito. Used to ignoring them in the badlands. Now in the sea. Cold. Why the sea? Is a fish biting my toes? No matter. Deal with it in the morning. Trescoe’s on watch. Bastard never sleeps. Two hours till sun-up. Need to be rested for the pre-dawn attack. Anyhow, the surface is way up above, dark rollers, a thick blanket masking the noise, all that shouting. Women’s voices. Shrill. Dammit, getting louder. Two women, screaming at me. Been there, done that. American and Italian. Italian. What’s she shouting?
Nathan, for God’s sake open your eyes!
This time he felt the slap hard across his face and snapped to. He sat up sharp, discovered he was soaking wet and cold, saw the offending bucket hanging from Raphaela’s white-knuckled fist. Lara was huddled in the corner, her hair dripping.
‘What were you thinking, Nathan?’ Raphaela’s voice, raw with emotions he couldn’t untangle.
‘Sorry,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘How long?’
Raphaela’s hair was dishevelled, her eyes red. ‘You need to come with me. Both of you. You were lucky, others weren’t.’ She stormed out of the room.
Lara got up, quickly slipped on her jeans and top. She gave him a half-smile. ‘I really needed that.’
He hoped she meant the sex, and not just the nap. He glanced at his watch, did a timeline in his head. Twelve minutes, tops. He felt better, but the sleep inertia had been like nothing he’d ever known. If Raphaela hadn’t come to find them… They ran to catch up with her.
They joined Raphaela and Coles in the cramped room. Two men and a woman were strapped to chairs, all three unconscious. He only recognised the non-Afghan. Saxby. Poor kid. Sergeant Coles paced while Raphaela fixed electrodes to Saxby’s scalp, thirty or so white wires connecting him to a trolley loaded with computer hardware she’d salvaged from Langley. Saxby was bleeding from his left thigh.
Coles was tense, like a big male gorilla ready to rumble. His sleeves were rolled up, his arms covered in faded tattoos. Upon seeing Nathan, he seemed to come to a decision, as if he’d been waiting for someone who would understand. He took out his pistol, checked the cartridge, reinserted it, and breeched the weapon, then let it hang from his right hand. He calmed. ‘Tried everything to wake him.’ He nodded at the wound. ‘Shouldn’t have left him alone. Twenty minutes, that’s all it takes. After that… we’ve had enough cases back at the base.’
Raphaela glared at the weapon. She was working furiously, trying to forestall Coles. ‘It’s like he’s in a coma,’ Raphaela said. ‘There’s no waking them until they’re transformed.’
Nathan and Lara glanced at each other.
‘What are you doing?’ Lara asked Raphaela.
‘Trying to see what’s going on inside his brain.’
‘Why him?’
Coles bristled. Raphaela didn’t answer.
It took another ten minutes before she was done and the computer monitor hummed into life. First it was black and white, then colour. Saxby’s brain, side-on, in gelatinous, garish hues. She pointed to the front, the part of the brain behind the eyes, a mess of swirling purples. At the rear, reds and blues, like worms wrestling each other.
The reds were winning.
Raphaela let out a long breath. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this, either in complexity or intensity.’ She pointed. ‘Frontal cortex; the limbic system – our emotional centre. It’s off the scale. And here… it’s as if parts of the brain are being recoded.’ She touched a few keys and the image swivelled, showing a helicopter view. One half of the brain, the right side, was almost fluorescent, whereas the left side was dull, parts of it dark. In the middle was a thin red line.
‘I was afraid of that. The left hemisphere is where logic resides. The right side, the creative, impulsive side, is dominating.’ She sat down heavily. ‘Makes sense. Leave the logical side running on minimal power, so the Infected can still perform basic tasks and think tactically. But there’s no reasoning with them.’
Coles walked up to Saxby. ‘He was one of our smartest. A real brainiac. Can you save him?’
Nathan detected something in the way Coles spoke; a warmth in his tone. He cared about Saxby. One of his men. Not just an asset. Despite Coles’ tough front, he’d be a good leader, like Trescoe had been. His men would follow him to hell and back. But he knew what Coles was thinking. A bullet in Saxby’s skull before he was completely lost. Not a good precedent.
‘Raphaela, have you ever seen anything remotely like this before?’ he asked.
She shook her head slowly. ‘Maybe. A long time ago. I did a clinical internship at Johns Hopkins psychiatric ward.’ She reached down to a box, rattling and clinking vials as she hunted for something. She pulled out a small one, checked the label, fished back in the box for a syringe, and filled it.
‘This might kill him,’ she said to Coles.
‘Be my guest,’ he replied, and moved out of her way.
She stabbed it into Saxby’s neck, squeezed the plunger slowly, then came back to her seat in front of the monitor. Nothing happened for a while. Then the red line separating the halves of his brain grew thinner. Gaps appeared. The left half shifted from grey and black to a smattering of blues. Meanwhile, the blues in the right side seemed to be holding their ground against the reds. The front stayed purple.
Coles spoke first. ‘Well I’ll be damned. What was that?’
Raphaela pulled out the box and began ransacking through it again. ‘Chlorpromazine. Used for schizophrenics.’ She cursed. ‘But I only have one more vial – it’s lucky I have any at all.’ She got up, found a new syringe, and filled it. Coles put his hand on her wrist.
His voice had gone stone cold again. ‘What are you doing, doctor?’
She tried to move the syringe into place, but Coles held her firm. ‘I’m going to inject the other two patients,’ she said, as if it was blindingly obvious: the only thing to do.
Nathan stood up, guessing what Coles was thinking, but also realising he didn’t have his weapon. Two of Coles’ men were there, backs against the walls, but armed to the teeth. None of Akhbal’s men were present.
‘Won’t be necessary,’ Coles said, flat.
She shook her hand free. ‘I need to inject them now, before they progress too far.’
‘Maybe they’re already too far gone,’ Coles answered.
‘Coles, don’t do this,’ Nathan said.
Raphaela shouted in Coles’ face. ‘Get out of my way. It’s my duty to try and save them, too.’
Nathan went to move towards them, but one of Coles’ men moved lightning fast and barred his way, rifle in his hands. Lara stood at Nathan’s side.
Coles released Raphaela’s hand.
‘Thank you,’ she said, and filled the syringe, draining the bottle.
Coles turned away from her, levelled his pistol, and shot the other two point-blank in the head. Nathan’s ears rang, as he felt Lara’s hand grip his own. He hadn’t flinched at the shots, at what had just happened. He’d seen it all before, and worse. But the Crucible was back with him, right here, right now.
Raphaela let out a cry of disbelief, anguish, rage. All the emotional colours Nathan knew so well from his tours, where shit like this became normal. Lara stood stock still, barely breathing.
Coles turned back to Raphaela. ‘Now, finish your experiment. Give the rest to Saxby. Cure him. Save the rest of us.’
She shook, her chest heaving. ‘You sonofabitch! Go to hell, you bastard!’
Surprisingly, Coles seemed angrier than Raphaela. He shouted in her face, in true sergeant style. ‘I’m already in hell, doctor. You think we don’t have families, kids? My two young boys were butchered yesterday morning by my wife. I had my brother screaming down the phone before he was killed by God knows who. You want to know how many men deserted yesterday when we realised what was going on, that their kids’ lives were in danger? His kids, for example, two twins born just two weeks ago?’ He jabbed a finger at Saxby. ‘But he stayed at the base. I stayed. For the greater fucking good. Because if we all run home we’re doomed. And we are hell-bent on stopping this whatever-the-fuck-it-is invasion.’ Nathan thought he would say more, but Coles cut himself off.
‘Doesn’t give you the god-damned right,’ Raphaela said, her voice jagged.
He held up his pistol, looked at it as if it perfectly countered her statement, then sheathed it, his voice lowering. ‘God seems to be turning a blind eye right now, wouldn’t you say?’
Lara weaved in between Nathan and the soldier, walked up to Raphaela, took the syringe from her fingers, and injected Saxby in the neck again, as if she knew what she was doing. Raphaela and Coles remained in their face-off, the soldier still blocking Nathan.
Lara broke the silence. ‘It’s working, I think.’
Raphaela turned to the screen. Even the purple was starting to diminish. The reds didn’t retreat, but didn’t advance either. She regained some of her composure. ‘It’s stopped the progress. For now.’ She checked her watch. ‘One hour till sunrise. Then he’ll wake up. And we’ll see.’ She looked down at her arms, saw blood there. Not her own. ‘I need to go and change.' She moved to leave, but Coles grabbed her wrist.
‘Let’s be clear here. You’ve made a major breakthrough. The others were sacrificed for the greater good.’
Her eyes took on a piercing, hawk-like stare Nathan hadn’t thought her capable of. ‘I’ll be back in time, Sergeant Coles, to see you explain to Akhbal why the only corpses in here are Afghan.’
He let her go. ‘Escort her,’ he said to one of his men.
‘That won’t be necessary,’ Lara said, staring at Coles.
He eyeballed her for a moment, then nodded to the soldier to let the two women depart.
Nathan addressed Coles. ‘Exactly what story are you going to give Akhbal?’
‘I don’t do stories, Corporal. Besides, you seem to be Mr. Liaison around here. I’m going to get some coffee and be back here when Saxby wakes up. Make yourself useful. Help my men clean this up. Give those two a decent burial or whatever it is they do around here.’ Coles left.
Nathan surveyed the carnage. Right strategy, crappy, inhumane tactics. Akhbal wouldn’t take this lightly.
He recalled why he’d quit the army.
‘Unstrap them,’ he said to the two soldiers. ‘I’ll fetch soap and water, and some sheets to take them out of here.’
◆◆◆
 
Nathan watched the kids sleep in the basketball court, his eyes hunting and then finding Sally. As if she were his own. As if… he squashed the thought. Carers patrolled the kid-clusters, dog-tired, pausing to lean on railings, all of them with stooped postures, all of them knowing they somehow had to stay on their feet. A few of Akhbal’s men watched them. Lara came and stood next to Nathan, just close enough that her arm touched his.
‘You didn’t tell anyone about the second ship,’ she said.
‘Neither did you.’ He wondered who to trust right now. Not Coles. Nathan needed to speak to the colonel direct. And Raphaela. She deserved to know.
‘How are you holding up?’ he asked.
‘Oh, you know. Did a lot of training for this in my twenties. All-nighters, some bad trips. The sex was marginally better by the way.’
He smiled, unsure if she was serious or baiting him. Didn’t matter. He put his arm around her waist. He’d already figured out she didn’t do hugs. At least she didn’t shrug him off.
‘I’m not sure the alien needs to kill us,’ she said. ‘At this rate, we’ll kill each other.’
‘We’re not very good at peace, not really. War is in our nature.’
‘Men’s nature,’ she corrected.
‘You’ll get no argument from me. Unfortunately–’
One of Akhbal’s men shouted something, and the carers’ heads all swung in the same direction. Nathan followed their gaze, but couldn’t see what they were looking at. There had been a woman standing by a drinks machine when he’d first come in. He couldn’t see her any more. More shouting. Two men ran towards someone – a woman lying down next to a clutch of kids. Nathan headed over, Lara following. He increased his speed when the lead man raised his rifle, and everyone started shouting all at once.
A carer, a woman in her thirties, had fallen asleep. They couldn’t wake her. Buckets of ice-cold water, slaps, even a knife pricked into her thigh. The kids were awake, crying, other carers trying to comfort them, keep them away, shading their eyes so they couldn’t see. One of the Taliban was yelling at the others, invoking religious sayings Nathan only half-recognised. He’d seen the pattern before – the soldier wanted to kill her there and then, to save her soul before it was too late.
Nathan turned to Lara. ‘Go find Raphaela.’ Lara threaded her way through the islands of kids and carers like a pro runner.
He turned back to the man gesticulating with his rifle, the other two men staring at him, fear in their eyes, weighing up the lesser of two evils. Nathan had decided a long time ago that the lesser of two evils was still evil. Yet he knew how these things went, how decisive action can seem like the right thing to do, even when some part of your mind is screaming that it’s wrong. The men’s eyes were red and bleary with fatigue and whatever meds cocktail was keeping them on their feet. Decisive action. Fine. He walked softy behind the soldier and stuck the muzzle of his Kalashnikov into the nape of the soldier’s neck.
‘Calm down,’ he said. ‘You’re scaring the children.’
The man froze. The other two pointed their rifles in Nathan’s direction. And then it happened. Four kids appeared and surrounded Nathan. Human shields. Sally was at the front. The men looked from them to Nathan to each other, unsure what to do.
The stand-off lasted half a minute before Akhbal’s voice was heard clear across the basketball court. The men lowered their rifles. Raphaela arrived and ran to the woman. She spoke, breathless.
‘How long, Nathan?’
‘A few minutes.’
‘Akhbal, this is my best chance.’
He barked an order at his men, and two of them picked up the woman and rushed after Raphaela.
Nathan hung back a moment, feeling his heart rate wind back down. He turned to Sally.
‘That was very brave,’ he said.
She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. ‘I want to see,’ she replied.
Why not, he thought. Enough of shielding their eyes.
Lara joined them, and he had that unnerving feeling, as if they were a family unit born of circumstance. No, not a family.
A team.
‘Sure,’ he said to her.
As they walked out of the court to find Raphaela’s impromptu lab, Sally up ahead, like an eager soldier on point, Lara touched his arm.
‘What’s going on with you, Nathan?’
‘We’re going about this all the wrong way,’ he said.
‘Meaning?’
‘We’re trying to protect the children, to shelter them.’
‘And…?’
‘We need to empower them,’ he said. Inevitably he thought of the suicide bomber, the kid that had taken out most of his platoon. He stopped Lara and faced her.
‘We need to train them.’
◆◆◆
 
Raphaela worked furiously, ignoring questions, whether from Akhbal or Lara. She was in the zone. She stopped, hung her head, and walked over to the carer. Coles had arrived with two of his men. Raphaela spoke to him without turning around.
‘Why don’t you shoot her in the head, too? With the chlorpromazine I could have saved her, maybe even blocked it completely this time. She would have been the first true survivor.’
‘He will answer for his actions to Allah,’ Akhbal said, nodding at Coles.
She turned around, faced Coles. ‘No. He’ll answer much sooner, when he ends up like this.’ She pointed at the woman. ‘We all will.’
‘Did you learn anything?’ Lara asked, her hands resting lightly on Sally’s shoulders.
Nathan watched Sally, saw how she was drinking this all in, learning. Good. You need to be a quick study, because soon you’ll be on your own. Fighting us.
Fighting me.
Raphaela nodded. ‘I think we should find more of the drug, try and inoculate people. I need to do a controlled experiment.’
‘What does that mean?’ It was Sally who’d asked. Everyone stared at her, as if they’d only just realised she was there.
‘It means,’ Raphaela said, her tone softening as she squatted down so her head was on the same level as Sally’s, ‘I give the drug to five people before they fall asleep, and five people after they’ve fallen asleep, to see which works best.’
Sally nodded, and Nathan realised something else. An adult would have raised a barrel-full of ethical objections and logistical questions: how do we choose? What do we tell them? Why not give it to them before and after? Kids were clear-thinking, brutal in their directness. Like a field commander who’s seen too much action to know not to fuck around when tough calls are needed.
‘That may be,’ Coles said. ‘But first, we have another experiment running. Saxby is awake.’
Raphaela rose. ‘Take me to him.’
Sally looked up to Lara. ‘I’m tired,’ she said.
Lara was about to take her back to the gym area, but Nathan took Sally’s hand instead. ‘I’ll take her back. You go with them. You’re better at defusing situations than I am.’
Just outside the swing doors to the gymnasium area, Nathan squatted down, the way Raphaela had, but he didn’t use a soft voice. He spoke to Sally as if she was one of his men.
‘Listen. You and the other kids… There may come a time when you can’t rely on the adults any more, when–’
‘I know,’ she said. She put a hand on his shoulder. ‘We all saw what our parents did or tried to do. Some are babies in there. We will protect them.’
‘Who’s “we”?’ he asked.
‘We’re forming gangs. Each one has a leader. You met my gang earlier.’
He had an urge to stroke her hair, but that would make her a child again. He needed her to be a soldier. ‘Go get some sleep, Sally.’
‘Make sure you don’t, Nathan.’
She passed through the doors without looking back. He watched her through the scratched, round glass porthole. She found her gang, bedded down with them and was quickly asleep. When she’d called him Nathan, he’d half-expected something else. What? Dad? He shook himself. Small soldiers. The others wouldn’t see it that way – except maybe Lara. He didn’t have much hope for a cure, despite Raphaela’s resolve. Soon the kids would be on their own. What they needed was training in small weapons and guerrilla warfare.
He hurried back to see what had happened with Saxby. He glanced at his watch. The colonel was due to call anytime – the first rays of dawn broke through a window. Then he heard shouting, a woman’s scream, and gunfire.
He broke into a run.




Chapter 9

Rapture

Nathan rushed down the corridor and heard the multi-lingual shouting, the war-like Tower of Babel he knew all too well when cultures collided, and a single gunshot. He imagined blood spilled or about to be, forefingers tensed around triggers. When firefights flared, there was no logic, only primal instinct fuelled by mortal fear. He prayed Lara and Raphaela were unharmed.
As he dashed into the room he almost stumbled over Coles, who was hunched over one of his men, a soldier dead on the floor from a bullet straight through his neck. Two more of Coles’ men pinned an Afghan against the wall by his arms and throat, yelling at Coles for instructions. Coles wasn’t answering. Lara had her back to the far wall, her arms by her sides, palms flat against the pale concrete as if trying to melt into it.
Nathan’s eyes zeroed in on Raphaela, tending a knife wound in Saxby’s chest. The knife was still lodged there. From its position, so close to the heart, he guessed it would stay in place. Saxby was a dead man breathing. Pulling it out would only hasten his end.
Coles closed the eyes of the soldier on the ground, stood up, and barked an order at his men. ‘Release him.’
‘But sir!’
‘Do it!’ he replied, not looking at them.
They let go of him as roughly as they could. The Afghan didn’t leave. Akhbal arrived with reinforcements and the young man began jabbering in Farsi. Akhbal’s eyes shifted between the dead soldier, Saxby and Coles. Nathan didn’t want to interrupt Raphaela, so he stood next to Lara. Without turning to him, she filled him in quietly.
‘Saxby started talking. Not fanatical. Telling us stuff, what was really going on. Suddenly that man–’ she pointed to the dead soldier on the floor – ‘lunged forward and stuck a knife in him. Raphaela tried to defend Saxby, managed to nudge the blade upwards as he struck, so it missed his heart.’
Nathan noticed Raphaela’s left arm was bleeding from a two-inch slice. A nasty flesh-wound, blood dripping onto the dusty floor every few seconds.
‘The soldier started screaming obscenities, and that man shot him dead.’ She nodded towards the young Afghan soldier who was still explaining everything to Akhbal.
Nathan touched Lara’s right hand, peeled it from the wall, then held it.
Akhbal began yelling at Coles, who returned verbal fire. Men on both sides raised their weapons.
‘Get out!’ They all turned as one to Raphaela. She was shaking with rage. ‘Now!’
Lara made to move, but Nathan stopped her. Coles and Akhbal nodded to their men, who stepped through the doorway, weapons lowered.
Coles hung back, then said quietly, ‘I need to question him.’
Raphaela was trembling. She was about to speak when Nathan touched her shoulder. ‘He’s Saxby’s CO; we need to get as much intel out of Saxby before–’
Her look cut him off. She stepped aside, and for the first time Nathan got a proper view of Saxby, his face pale from blood loss, but with a haunted look. As if he’d seen something more terrifying than his imminent death.
‘Talk to me, son,’ Coles said. ‘You don’t have long, but you can still make a difference.’
Nathan was impressed. Those words might have come out of Trescoe’s mouth.
Saxby’s eyes darted around the room, scared and wild, then settled on the knife hilt sticking out of his chest. ‘M… m… morphine.’
Coles nodded to Raphaela, at the same time making a discreet signal with his forefinger and thumb held slightly apart, as if holding a dime: not too much.
She prepped a syringe while Saxby talked. ‘It’s old, sir, ancient. Very, very old. I was… I was connected in some way to its mind. The pilot. They’ve been travelling for so long, I couldn’t really tell, but hundreds of years, maybe longer.’ He tried to sit up. Coles helped him.
‘Sir,’ there were tears in his eyes – whatever he’d experienced had been emotional, too. ‘Sir, they’re carrying children, all that’s left of their world. They’ve been searching for a planet; their own long gone.’ He coughed, blood spattering Coles’ face. Coles didn’t flinch. Didn’t move out of the way. Didn’t wipe off the blood.
‘Do they know, son, that they’re killing us?’ he asked Saxby.
Again, Nathan was surprised at Coles’ question.
‘I… I…’ Saxby’s eyes looked to the ceiling.
‘We’re losing him,’ Raphaela said.
‘Can we stop the blood loss, a transfusion, maybe?’ Coles asked.
Raphaela folded her arms. ‘That’s not what I mean.’
Nathan looked beyond her to the computer screen. The reds were spreading again, the thin blue line dissolving. Before anyone could stop him, Saxby seized the hilt of the knife sticking in his chest and jerked it downwards, slicing into his heart. He coughed more blood, his body stretching taut once, then he slumped, and his neck went slack.
Coles lifted Saxby’s head up with one hand, closed his eyes with the other. ‘You’re free of them now, son,’ he said. He wiped his face, looked at his watch, and left the room. Nathan heard him give a single order to his men out in the corridor. ‘Burial duty.’
Raphaela crumpled into the chair next to her equipment. Absent-mindedly, she began dressing the wound on her forearm.
Nathan wanted to comfort her. Instead he asked a question. ‘Does this mean the cure doesn’t work?’
She shrugged. ‘It might work as a prophylactic, if we had any more, which we don’t.
Lara asked the next question. ‘Do you think it’s true? That this alien ship carries children fleeing a dead world?’
Two soldiers came in and extricated Saxby with more care than Nathan would have expected. Then he understood. They saw their future.
‘I’m not sure it matters any more,’ Raphaela said.
‘Then why did Coles ask?’
Nathan answered. ‘In a war you want the moral high-ground, it motivates the troops. Propaganda and lies have always been tools of war. If this alien ship can not only brainwash those who sleep, but seed moral doubt in those who don’t, their battle’s pretty much won. But if we know they’re cold-hearted bastards, intent on our extinction, we’ll fight to the very last breath.’
The very last child.
Raphaela added, ‘I believe Nathan’s right. Actions speak louder than words. They come here, hidden, start destroying us from within. I’ve seen something like this before,’ she said, flicking a hand towards the computer screen. ‘It’s called layered brainwashing. You inject a base layer of belief, rooted in our core values, to stop things unravelling at the surface layer. It means you can’t reason with these people, can’t reach them.’
‘The human love of children, the need to protect them,’ Lara said, not without a hint of irony.
‘Not only in humans,’ Raphaela replied. ‘Most, maybe all species, though not all individuals, obviously. It’s a very strong survival instinct, hardwired into most species on Earth. And, apparently, beyond.’
Nathan felt like they were spiralling downwards. Fast. They needed a lifeline. ‘Lara,’ he said. ‘Tell her what you saw.’
Lara stared at him a moment, then filled in Raphaela about the second spaceship. She and Nathan waited for Raphaela’s response. She poured coffee from a small flask. Her hand shook slightly. She began typing on her laptop. ‘I accessed the memory stick Dave–’ Her voice cracked, and she stopped speaking for a moment, then continued as if nothing had happened. ‘He downloaded a lot, not just the hull’s spectrographic signature, all sorts of data about the ship, and the rest of the star-field.’ She tapped at the keys, poring over rows of figures scrolling up the screen. She continued for five minutes. Lara leaned against Nathan. He coiled an arm around her.
‘You think it’s a back-up ship?’ he asked.
She didn’t reply for a while. Then she turned to both of them. ‘No,’ she said flatly. ‘It’s tracking the other one. It’s smaller, though still huge by our standards, about two miles long. What little info I could glean suggests it’s different metallurgy.’
Lara uncoiled Nathan’s arm and walked over to the screen. ‘A second alien species.’
‘Why do you say that?’ Nathan asked.
‘Our rockets and missiles are all basically the same, Nathan, whether Russian, Chinese or American. It’s the flags painted on their sides that differ. The metals, the raw resources, the basic design, they’re the same.’
Nathan thought of carrion birds, of hyenas that followed lions, moving in after the kill. ‘So, we have two sets of aliens to worry about? Can we get a lock on it as well, so the railgun–’
‘Why do you assume it’s hostile?’ Lara said, folding her arms. ‘Bloody military!’
‘She’s right, Nathan. The second ship’s behavior, its stealth mode, whatever it is… If it’s hostile to anything, I’d say it’s to the other ship.’
Nathan stared at the screen of modern-day hieroglyphics. He recalled when he’d first met Akhbal. The enemy of my enemy… He checked his watch. ‘Shit!’
‘What?’ Both women turned to him.
‘Will the folks at Norfolk Naval Base detect the other ship?’
Raphaela chewed her lower lip. ‘Depends on how thorough they are.’
‘I have to go,’ he said.
‘Where?’ Lara asked.
‘The comms room. The conference with Colonel Matheson starts now.’
Raphaela disconnected her laptop and tucked it under her arm. ‘We’re coming with you.’
Nathan hustled towards the comms room, only to find a tense stand-off between Akhbal’s men and two of Coles’ soldiers barring the entrance. Akhbal’s men were shouting, gesticulating. Coles’ were statues, fingers on the triggers of their semi-autos.
‘Jesus,’ Lara said, for Nathan’s ears only. ‘Why don’t we just do the aliens’ work for them and let them move right in?’
Nathan stopped just short of the cluster of men and then yelled, in fluent Farsi, ‘That’s enough!’
Startled, the Taliban men parted for him as he walked straight through to Coles’ two men. They eyeballed him, then let him and the two women through, before closing ranks again.
Coles was bent over the desk where Dave had sat not so long ago. An image arose in Nathan’s mind: Dave running, stopping, turning, being swallowed by the fluorescent blue wave. He swiped it from his mind.
Coles was in mid-sentence.
‘I have new intel,’ Nathan said, loudly enough that Matheson would hear.
Coles clicked off the mike. ‘What is it?’
‘I need to talk to Matheson.’
Coles paused a beat. ‘Colonel Matheson.’
‘Colonel Matheson.’
Coles clicked the mike back on, finished his sentence, then told Matheson that Nathan wanted to talk.’ He passed him the microphone and sat back with his arms folded.
Nathan informed Matheson of the other ship, along with their theory.
There was a pause at the other end, their mike off, doubtless discussing this new intel.
‘Do you have evidence that it’s hostile to the other ship and friendly to us?’
‘No, sir, but–’
‘Son, we’re talking about humanity’s existence here. Any alien ship is a threat. Once we fire on one, the other will know our capability. Am I making myself clear?’
Nathan reckoned Trescoe would have made the same call. They simply couldn’t take the risk. ‘Yes, sir. Understood.’
Lara muttered a stream of curses and gave a half-hearted kick at the sofa. Nathan didn’t like it either, but at the end of the day, they didn’t know the second ship’s motives, and the fact that it was technologically far superior to them meant that inevitably it had to be considered a threat.
Coles took back the mike. ‘What’s our extraction plan, sir?’ He glanced at Akhbal. ‘I’m putting you on loud-speaker.’
There was no hesitation from Matheson. ‘You need to hang tight for a little longer. We’re sending three armoured buses; they’ll arrive in a few hours. We evac all children and civilians at 4am tomorrow.’
Raphaela stormed up to Coles and tried to grab the mike, which he swung out of her reach. She shouted towards it. ‘That won’t work, Colonel. We can’t stop people falling asleep. And everyone here has a rifle! This is going to be a bloodbath. There won’t be any kids to evacuate!’
The pause was so long, Nathan thought they’d lost the connection.
‘Then find a way to keep them awake, Dr Strauss. Coles, keep your men in threes. And… Akhbal, I believe that’s your name? You’re the commander there?’
Akhbal stepped forward. ‘I am Akhbal Tareen. My military designation is Dagarwal, the equivalent of Colonel.’
For the first time Coles looked at Akhbal with a hint of respect. They all heard Matheson take a breath.
‘I know what was going on before… But know this. In the past twenty-four hours we’ve lost 80 per cent of our force, and I’ll be blunt: we’ve had to kill some of our own. I dare say you’ve had a similar experience.’
Akhbal’s face tightened. ‘We have.’
‘Then we have to put former divides behind us. If you and your men behave, then you will be safe here and treated with respect. As… allies.’
‘You are implying an amnesty?’ Akhbal asked.
‘Well, you didn’t actually do anything. Plenty of all-American self-organised militia regularly gather weapons and do exercises. That’s all you were doing, right?’
Silence hung awhile in the room.
‘We will fight the common enemy together,’ Akhbal said.
‘And after?’ Coles interjected.
‘If there is an after,’ Akhbal said, ‘it will be a very different world than before.’
‘Then it’s settled,’ Matheson said. ‘You all know what you have to do.’
‘One moment,’ Raphaela said. ‘I have an idea.’
‘Go ahead, Dr Strauss. I looked up your file. As smart as your husband. We lost a good man today.’
Her eyes fluttered closed, then she forced them open. ‘Do you have an operational submarine?’
‘What if we did?’
‘Well, you could take it down a hundred metres during the daytime and let the men sleep for eight hours.’
The mike clicked off again at the colonel’s end, and they waited. He came back online.
‘What if it was a nuclear sub?’
‘Lock the launch codes with a complex cipher,’ she said.
‘Thanks for the advice, Dr Strauss.’ There was a pause, and then he added. ‘I hope you make it, Dr Strauss. I have some folks here who’d like to meet you.’
He clicked off.
‘A cipher?’ Nathan asked.
‘Something that requires a lot of left-brain work. Anyone infected won’t be able to focus enough to do the mental gymnastics. They won’t be able to launch any nukes.’
‘Or operate the submarine,’ Coles added. ‘If they wake up infected, they’ll die at the bottom of the sea.’
She wheeled around to him. ‘Better than becoming child-killers, wouldn’t you say?’
Coles chewed his lip a moment, then turned to Akhbal. ‘Join me in ten, with your senior men. I need to brief mine.’
He made to walk out the door, then stopped himself, and gestured for Akhbal to go first. In the end they walked out together, if a little stiffly.
Raphaela waited until Coles, and his and Akhbal’s entourage, were gone, then she gave herself, Nathan and Lara a shot from the additional meds she’d asked him to grab back at Langley.
‘Twenty-four hours,’ she said, ‘then you’re going to crash, and pretty much nothing aside from electric shock is going to keep you awake. Pray Akhbal’s men find more chlorpromazine before then.’
‘By then we should be at Norfolk Naval Base,’ Nathan said, with less conviction than he’d hoped for.
‘Anything else we can do if we start feeling drowsy?’ Lara asked.
‘No sex,’ Raphaela answered. ‘Anger will help keep you awake,’ she added. ‘But not too much. All of these drugs heighten emotions. You’ll be prone to overreaction.’ She looked from one to the other and braved a smile. ‘I foresee some serious screaming matches in your near future.’
‘I don’t do screaming,’ Lara replied.
Nathan wasn’t convinced about that either. ‘Do we have enough for everyone here?’
Raphaela shook her head. ‘We should lock up the ones who don’t get a dose. I’m concerned with what happened to Coles’ man. There were no overt signs. He didn’t start behaving oddly, just bided his time.’
‘You have a theory?’
She made to sit, then stopped herself. ‘Another thing. Don’t sit down unless you really have to. And then really don’t sit down.’
‘The theory?’ Nathan reminded her.
‘Right. The programming being broadcast from the ship. I believe it’s becoming more subtle, more strategic.’
‘Saxby said he felt connected to its mind.’
‘That’s what worries me. But I don’t believe in telepathy.’
‘Even with aliens?’ Lara asked.
Raphaela shook her head. ‘Everything has to obey the laws of physics. The human brain doesn’t put out EM waves or have receptors for them other than what we see and hear. Aliens might be telepathic, with different brain physiology, but we’re not, and never will be. Yet these delta waves, or whatever they are, are re-writing our mental software. I just don't know how.’
She shook her head as if to wake herself from drowsiness. ‘Enough theory. We need a Plan B, Nathan. Even if Coles and Akhbal hug and make up, about a third of the men and women here are going to turn before those buses leave.’
Nathan had been thinking about nothing else. He addressed Raphaela. ‘We need to get more of the drug. Send out small armed groups to find it and bring it back.’
‘Okay, but that’s still not a Plan B,’ she countered.
‘No, it isn’t, but it will keep the men busy, and hopefully fewer will fall prey to what’s going on. Then,’ he took a breath. ‘I want you to try and contact the second ship.’
Her eyes widened. ‘If Dave were here…’
‘He’s not. It’s down to you.’
She stared at Dave’s chair a moment. ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘I’ll go see what I can do.’
As she left, he turned to Lara. ‘Did you two ever come across each other in NASA?’
Lara looked sheepish for a moment. ‘Once. She won’t remember. I was organising a meeting; she was chairing it. I did work for NASA, but in human resources, project management, that kind of thing. She’s the real deal, Nathan, not me.’ `She looked despondent.
‘So you’re a grunt, just like me.’
A smile broke across her face. It lingered. ‘You really know how to sweet-talk a girl, you know that?’
There was only one answer. He kissed her, held her a long moment, felt her hair against his face and inhaled her scent, which had a hint of sandalwood. He wondered when she’d found time to clean herself up when most people didn’t smell too good at all.
She gently extricated herself from his embrace. ‘Not exactly a grunt. I was a nudger.’ She said it with a wry smile.
‘A what?’
‘I’d run projects, get people in who could do the work, sometimes even mega-brains like Dave and Raphaela. They were the ones who could actually solve the problems, but sometimes they needed a nudge – not a push, as experts don’t respond too well to that – but a hint, a light touch on the steering wheel.’
‘Do they train people for that?’
‘No, they just pick them out. I was a secretary for years before somebody spotted I could do more.’
‘Did you like it?’
She eyed him. ‘It’s not manipulative, Nathan. NASA employs very clever people. But I would never be a threat to them and, yes, I enjoyed seeing the results. A lot of projects go south because of big egos being mishandled.’
‘Show me.’
‘Show you what?’
‘Do I need nudging?’
She cocked her head. ‘You have an idea, but something’s holding you back. So yes, you could do with a nudge.’ Before he could reply she continued. ‘But this is too important, this isn’t some science or technology project, this is safety of these kids and survival of our species, so I’m not going to nudge you, Nathan, because I don’t need to. You’ve just decided what you’re going to do.’
He could see why she’d probably been good at her job.
‘We need to go wake the children,’ he said.
‘Why?’
‘Plan F. I need to talk to the gang leaders.’
As they walked back towards the basketball court, Lara ahead of him so he couldn’t see her face, he wondered if she’d nudged him after all. But as they approached the double doors, Faroujah Hospital came back to haunt him. He decided to channel it, to make sure he did this right. He was about to cross a line he’d sworn he’d never cross. A line frequently transgressed by the enemy, which had granted him and others the comforting illusion of moral high ground when pulling the trigger and ending enemy lives. He paused at the doors. Once he’d done this, he was pretty sure there was no way back, for either him or the kids. But Lara had summed it up. The kids’ lives, the fate of humanity, hung in the balance.
He pushed open the doors.




Chapter 10

Recruitment

Nathan sat with twelve kids in a circle at the far end of the court, Sally amongst them. Lara sat next to him, but had agreed to let him do the talking. The kids were of different sizes and ages. It didn’t matter. He’d gotten used to greeting new batches of fresh recruits back in Helmand, with the same nervous and expectant faces, only older, and not by all that much really.
Something had struck him earlier. All the kids were American. No Taliban children. Probably because this was effectively a militia base. Still… they’d given refuge to the children of their sworn enemy. Somehow it seemed to echo the bigger picture, the alien strategy: maybe we were all hardwired to care about children, no matter where they came from, or who they belonged to. And here they sat, waiting.
He needed to enlist them.
‘My name’s Nathan. I’m not going to treat you like kids.’ They all stared, the younger ones big-eyed, the older ones guarded, all of them hanging on his every word. ‘For now, maybe for good, your childhood is over. You’ve all seen what’s going on. You all know the risks.’
‘We can’t trust grown-ups,’ one said, a freckly, ginger-haired kid.
‘What’s your name–’ he stopped himself from saying ‘son’ just in time. He wasn’t Trescoe, or Matheson for that matter.
‘Simon,’ the kid replied.
‘Well, Simon, do you think you can trust me, or Lara here?’
The kid thought hard. ‘For now.’
‘Correct.’
Another kid joined in, her blonde hair matted, her cheeks flushed. ‘And if we can’t, we run, like before.’
‘And you are?’ Nathan asked.
‘Bethan.’
‘Well, Bethan, that depends. If you can get away, then run.’
‘Do soldiers run away?’ Simon asked.
Nathan dared a laugh. ‘Sometimes. We call it “retreating”.’
‘Is there a difference?’ This time it was Sally.
Lara surprised Nathan by answering. ‘If you have somewhere to retreat to safely, and you’ll save more lives than by staying and fighting when there’s no chance of winning, then that’s retreating. If you’re just running, and the enemy will track you down and slit your throat, that’s running scared.’
No one spoke for a while. The enormity of what Nathan was asking these kids to do pressed down on him. Yet what was the alternative?
‘How can we fight adults?’ Another kid: ‘I’m Daniel,’ he said, before being asked.
‘I’m going to get each gang one weapon. A knife or a pistol. Are any of you from Texas?’ He said it half as a joke, but one kid, a lanky, spotty youth, put his hand up without looking at Nathan.
‘Then I’m guessing you know how to handle a gun.’
The kid nodded. Nathan took out his Glock and slid it across the floor. The teenager picked it up, flicked off the safety, breeched the weapon and aimed straight at Nathan, looking him in the eye. The killer instinct. Nathan didn’t blink, just stared right back.
Sally jumped up. ‘Don’t you dare, Michael!’
Michael ejected the magazine, sprung the cartridge in the barrel, slotted it back in the mag, rammed the mag back in the pistol, then placed it on the floor in front of him. He was about to shove it back to Nathan.
‘Keep it, Michael.’
Michael studied Nathan a moment, then, more cautiously than before because now it was his responsibility, took the weapon.
‘Anyone else know how to handle one?’ Nathan asked.
They all shook their heads, staring not at Nathan this time, but at Michael, the unmasked wolf in their midst.
‘Then I’ll get you knives. Go for the thighs, slashing here–’ he indicated the femoral artery, ‘or the stomach.’
‘Or between the legs,’ Lara added.
Two of the girls squealed before being hushed by the others.
‘The point is, you must to be able to get your gang to safety when you need to. If things go bad here… I’ll try and lead you away, or Lara will, but if you lose us, you need to break into your gangs and separate. You’ll be far easier to hunt down if you all stay together.’
‘Like sheep,’ Simon said.
‘Exactly,’ Nathan said.
‘What is the plan?’ Sally asked.
Nathan assessed her. She’d initially let the others talk, but now she was asserting herself as de facto leader of the leaders. Were they accepting it because she knew Nathan? No, she had innate qualities. She had focus.
‘Three buses arrive under escort in the next few hours. At 4am tomorrow, we board the buses and ride in a convoy to Norfolk Naval Base.’
‘You told us to split up if there was trouble,’ Simon said. ‘Doesn’t it make sense for the buses to go separately?’
Nathan had wondered the same thing. ‘Good tactical point, Simon. If the convoy is attacked, the buses can separate.’ He needed to talk to Coles and Akhbal about this, to be sure this was the plan. Forming a circle and re-enacting Custer’s Last Stand would be a sad way to go.
‘What’s the back-up plan?’ Sally asked, as if that was the one that really mattered. Nathan shared her instincts.
‘We go back to the school you all escaped from. It should be deserted now.’ He felt Lara’s eyes on him. Up until now, he hadn’t explained Plan F, as Trescoe used to called it, where the ‘F’ stood for being seriously fucked if you needed a plan like this. The kids and Lara were the first to hear it.
‘We’ll need to create a diversion so you can all escape.’ Actually, need was over-selling it. Despite Matheson’s amnesty, they were all sitting on a powder keg, with the Taliban and the US Army waiting for one false move. Given what Raphaela had said about sleep deprivation and the meds increasing volatility, a major distraction was likely to erupt of its own accord.
‘What else?’ Sally insisted. She gave Nathan a measured look, as if he was holding something back. He was.
‘We need to make it look as if you were all killed.’
Sally skipped over the emotional gravity of his statement and homed in on the tactical advantage.
‘So they won’t come looking for us?’
‘Correct.’
‘Then we go the following morning, straight to Norfolk Naval Base, right?’ She was talking to him but looking at her fellow leaders one by one. Enlisting them. ‘We’ll need the radio, to let the colonel know when we’re almost there, so he doesn’t open fire on us.’
Nathan nodded. If he didn’t make it, Sally would hold them together.
‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘I leave it up to you whether or not you tell the rest of your gangs, though personally I’d suggest you be careful who you tell, not the youngest for sure. Don’t tell the carers or any other adults.’
‘Does Raphaela know?’ Sally asked.
Again, he felt Lara’s eyes on him. ‘Not the details,’ he answered. He’d almost added not yet, but then he realised he wasn’t sure he would tell her. She needed to focus on the other task. Contacting the second alien ship.
He got up. ‘Get some sleep, all of you. You’ll need to be sharp later.
He and Lara left them and headed up the stairs to the exit.
Lara spoke quietly. ‘You know this is just a short-term solution, right? Norfolk is still full of adults who could turn at any moment unless Raphaela finds a cure or Matheson can nuke the ship.’
‘It’s the first step.’
She stopped, and stared first at the kids behind her, then at him. ‘You want them to be able to kill adults, don’t you?’
He zeroed in on Sally. ‘I want to give them a fighting chance.’
Lara resumed climbing the stairs.
‘You’re going to lay down charges, aren’t you? To blow up this arena.’
‘Yes.’ Inevitably he thought of Faroujah Hospital. ‘Then I’m going to check in with Raphaela and see if she’s made any progress. And I need to talk to Coles and Akhbal about Plan A, because Simon’s right, it sucks.’
‘I’ll do that,’ she said. ‘Division of labour. You’re busy, I’m not.’ She held up a palm before he could speak. ‘I can handle it, Nathan.’
As they reached the exit, they both turned around. The kids hadn’t yet gone back to their gangs and their makeshift beds.
‘What do you think they’re discussing now?’ Lara asked.
‘What I’d hoped they would.’
‘Which is?’
‘What to do in case you and I turn into child-killers before the buses leave tomorrow morning. A back-up plan to our back-up plan. One they won’t share with us.’
Lara shivered. He put an arm around her as they left the arena.
‘You’re smiling, Nathan. Why?’
He didn’t answer, because he wasn’t sure himself.
Lara stroked his hand. ‘You’re proud of them, Nathan. That’s why.’
He hadn’t expected it, but she was right. ‘Is that weird? I mean, for me, or even for us?’
‘No,’ she said, as if checking herself. ‘At least, not any more.’




Chapter 11

Nukes

Raphaela was almost hidden inside a nest of computer hardware and screens, the air electric with the smell of overheating cables and ozone, a few strands of her normally soft fine hair alive with static. Whatever she was attempting, it didn’t look like it was working. Her body was slumped forwards, her face buried in her hands.
‘How’s it going?’ Nathan asked, proving once and for all that there are indeed stupid questions.
She lifted her head a little so her forehead and eyes appeared, the rest of her face still masked by her fingers clasped over her nose as if praying, her voice a little muffled, her eyes not meeting his.
‘Imagine an ant decides one day to communicate with those giant bipeds who are always crushing its sisters and brothers. Where would it start? What would it say? How could it even gain a human’s attention?’
‘That’s rhetoric, right?’
She leaned back, stretched both arms out wide. ‘I need Dave; he’d figure this out in five minutes.’
You don’t need Dave; you’ve got this. He didn’t say it. Suddenly he felt like he was standing in the middle of a minefield.
She went back to her work. He was glad for it. She would probably never forgive him about Dave, probably never should, but humanity’s collective life expectancy was shriveling with each hour.
A thought arose. ‘Soldier ants get our attention,’ he said, doubting it would be of any help. But she turned and stared at him. ‘How exactly do they get our attention?’
‘Well, they swarm in great numbers, devouring everything in their path. Also, their bite carries quite a sting.’ He’d experienced it first hand, or at least on his ankle, when one had got inside his boot.
‘Formic acid,’ she said. ‘Hmm… might work.’ She whirled into motion with renewed energy.
‘Still rhetoric, right?’
She ignored the remark. ‘We don’t know the second ship’s metallurgy,’ she said.
He tried to see the analogy. Human skin and formic acid. Alien metal, and…NFI. A nuke would get its attention, for sure. But it wouldn’t get a good response.
She thumped a screen, causing its image to sputter and disappear before it came back.
‘Problem?’ He felt inane. What was he doing here? How could he, a mere grunt, offer help? He suddenly wondered if this was what Lara had been talking about. Maybe he could nudge Raphaela, somehow.
‘Time,’ she answered, though as if talking to herself. ‘The railgun is going to fire in a few hours on both ships. To work out how to communicate, I need…’ she slumped in her chair. ‘A couple of weeks, maybe three...’
‘If the railgun shoots the ship down, isn’t it moot anyway?’
‘Yes, but it might have defences we don’t know about. I mean, both ships must see the railgun, yet they haven’t done anything to attack or disable it. And once we fire on both ships, then they’ll definitely both be our enemies.’
‘Unless we warn it,’ he said. ‘Give the second ship a tactical advantage.’
She gave him a penetrating stare. ‘Tell me more. Tell me how.’
‘Well, we don’t know its language, but we could give it a countdown.’
‘To the nukes being fired?’
‘Yes.’
‘Isn’t that like – I don’t know, because I’m not strictly speaking military – but isn’t that treason?’
He laughed, imagining a court martial and a firing squad just as humanity was on the brink of extinction. Somehow it fit. But back to the nudge.
‘Only if we’re wrong,’ he said. ‘And the second ship won’t know what the countdown is for until the nukes fire, so it’s not really giving them any tactical advantage.’ Nathan imagined how that argument would sink like a stone in any court martial.
Didn’t make it wrong.
‘Countdown,’ Raphaela said, mostly to herself. ‘We don’t know its mathematical language, but… wait a minute… geometric progression!’
‘If you say so.’ He should have sent Lara; she’d be better at this.
Raphaela was off her stool, suddenly animated, smiling. He felt the ice between them begin to thaw.
‘Geometric progressions are used in all kinds of mathematics, yet they’re quite simple, and if you’re intelligent and paying attention, they’re hard to miss. You can express them in polygons, multi-sided shapes, so you don’t need to have a shared numerical alphabet.’ She turned to him. ‘Twenty-seven. Nine. What’s the next number, Nathan?’
‘Three,’ he said, surprising himself. Three times three was nine, three times nine was twenty-seven.
‘I need a delivery method. I also need the precise firing time. Can you get that from Matheson, without telling him why?’
Nathan nodded and headed to the door. ‘I’ll tell him we need to be prepared in case there’s a reprisal after the attack. How are you going to deliver the message?’
‘I need a high-powered laser. I’ve been working on that for the past hour anyway, just in case, and I found one.’
Nathan hung by the door. ‘Last time we contacted a ship, it didn’t go so well.’
‘You don’t have to remind me, Nathan!’ she snapped.
He felt the verbal slap. ‘Sorry, I just meant–’
She held up both hands. ‘No, it’s okay, you didn’t deserve that. And you know what?’
Nathan shrugged. N... F…
‘Dave would have been impressed by your suggestion. You need to stop thinking of yourself as a grunt, you know.’
Nathan’s mind stalled for a moment. Trescoe had said the same thing, that he was Captain material, if he could only get his head out of his ass.
‘Thanks,’ he said.
Their eyes met, and hers lingered until he broke her gaze and stepped through the door.
‘I can’t forgive you, Nathan. It’s not logical, but there it is.’
He stopped a moment, spoke to the wall between them. ‘I understand.’ And he did. Cool logic was a luxury only affordable in peacetime. In war, and they were at war, it was all gut.
‘Nathan, there’s something I need to tell you. Well, I need to tell someone.’
He took a step back towards the doorway.
‘No, please, stay where you are if that’s okay. It’s easier for me this way.’
Nathan braced himself.
‘It’s something I noticed while studying Saxby, and two of the other Infected.’
He relaxed a notch, and stared at the wall, imagining her behind it. ‘Tell me,’ he said.
‘Well, I used to study PTSD victims, their brain scans, back at Langley. I think you know about PTSD. I’m right aren’t I?’
Nathan’s mouth was suddenly dry.
‘Well, anyway, the Infected, their brains are like PTSD victims, only a couple of orders of magnitude worse.’
‘Meaning?’
‘At some level, maybe subconscious, these men and women know what they’re doing, killing their own kids, and it’s abhorrent to them. It creates an incredible amount of stress. It’s off the charts.’
‘So…?’
‘It’s not sustainable. I’d give them a week, two tops. They won’t survive, or if they do they’ll be completely dysfunctional.’
Trescoe had said never sympathise with the enemy. But these were ordinary people, brainwashed by aliens, for God’s sake.
‘Do you think I should tell anyone else?’ she asked.
‘When we get to Norfolk, maybe, the scientists there.’
‘That’s what I was thinking. Thanks Nathan.’
He touched the wall once lightly with his fingertips, then strode off to find Coles.
◆◆◆
 
Afternoon bled into dusk. The camp buzzed with frantic anticipation. Nathan had got the intel from Matheson and relayed it to Raphaela. Lara had confirmed the plans for the three buses in case of an attack on the convoy. Meanwhile he’d pretended to have Akhbal’s authority to sequester four drums of kerosene and fuses, and placed them at strategic points underneath the basketball court. He and Lara went topside and found the kids – gang leaders included – playing some kind of chaotic game, running all over the place, completely silent, using only hand signals. It took him a while to work it out. The gang leaders were drilling the kids on forming their gangs at a moment’s notice, and then hiding.
Smart.
Three Hummers had gone out in search of more medicine. Two had come back. Half of Akhbal’s men, all of Coles’, as well as the carers, had been injected with the chlorpromazine drug. Raphaela had gone out in the third Hummer on the grounds of finding more meds, but he knew she was hunting for the laser.
As night drew a star-spangled shroud over the camp, suddenly everyone had nothing to do but wait for the two big events left on their timeline: the orbital railgun firing at the two ships, and the buses arriving under cover of night.
Nathan and Lara sat in the forecourt where they’d first arrived – what, yesterday? It felt like a week. The air was laden with quiet, desperate hope that the railgun would put an end to this nightmare. People were subdued, milling about, talking, smoking, greasing weapons, checking vehicles, the incoming night air redolent of the bushes and trees surrounding the camp, mixed with cinnamon and other spices as Afghan food was being prepared.
‘How long?’ Lara asked.
Nathan didn’t need to look at his watch again. ‘Ten minutes.’ Matheson would fire the second the railgun was in range.
The sound of a vehicle triggered shouting, activity, raised rifles, bellowed commands, hastily returned passwords. The gates swung open and the Hummer with Raphaela inside swept into the courtyard. Akhbal approached, but she shook her head. No more meds. Her eyes scoured the crowd, found Nathan, gave him a slight nod. He hoped the laser had been worth it, because more meds would have been useful. He and Lara hadn’t received any. Nor had Raphaela for that matter, though they’d each had their ‘special’ shot.
She joined them after briefing Akhbal and Coles.
‘Success?’ he asked.
‘We’ll see. I managed to give a countdown from ten to zero – well, the geometric equivalent, using time-based laser bursts of decreasingly complex polygons...’ She flourished a hand. ‘My second PhD was in cryptology, which was how I ended up at Langley. Whatever. Even if the aliens on the second ship don’t get it at first, they should get the last five signals, and then work out the rest. If they’re not vapourised, that is.’
Lara spoke. ‘What else did you give them? How will they know how to contact us?’
For the first time since they’d met, Raphaela looked sheepish. ‘I gave them our VHF frequency.’
‘The secure one? Shit, Raphaela!’ Nathan said, a little too loudly, but it was lost as people began shouting, and as one, they all turned to gaze up to the sky.
Nathan had seen a meteorite shower as a kid on summer camp in the Montana hills. This was more spectacular. A spreading fan of ten white trails etched across the night sky, all from a single point of origin. As everyone watched, five stayed on course while the other five turned about ten degrees, heading for the second ship.
‘Why are they slowing?’ Nathan asked.
‘They’re not,’ Raphaela answered. ‘In fact they’re almost certainly accelerating, but all ten missiles are heading out into space, as both ships are in a deeper orbit than the railgun, much further from Earth. So, from our perspective–’
‘Got it,’ he said.
It was eerily quiet, not even a breeze. Nathan had the sense that everyone was holding their breath. And then the first wave of nukes found the larger ship and detonated. The flash, even from twenty thousand miles, stung Nathan’s eyes, and he had to look away for a few seconds. A stark white bloom lit up the sky, condensing into a small glowing orb that fizzled to a bright spot, glowing briefly like a cinder finding one last gasp of oxygen before it snuffed out. People cheered, rifle-fire crackled the sky before Akhbal gained control of his men. Two of Coles’ men high-fived, another punched the air.
Nathan prayed it was justified.
The second explosion was less intense, and he guessed the ship must be in a deeper orbit still. Again, more cheering, and Coles himself sported a wry smile. And why not? If nothing else, the nukes showed that humanity was still alive and kicking.
He took a moment to face Lara and Raphaela, and a smile of relief washed over his face. Then someone screamed, a single wail of grief, and he heard a collective intake of breath.
A solitary thin white line scratched across the sky, going the other way, its point of origin roughly the location of the first ship. The line headed back towards where the railgun had fired.
Coles had the VHF with him, Matheson on the line. Coles bellowed into the mike, but as Nathan watched, he knew their Plan A was already dead in the water. Just before it reached its target, Nathan remembered Dave saying the railgun had a total of three dozen nukes aboard, though it could only launch ten at a time. He shouted at the top of his voice, in American and then in Pashto.
‘Cover your eyes!’
He turned away and brought both arms around Lara and Raphaela, so they were all heads down. The night lit up brighter than noon in the desert. There was no sound, as the railgun was in space, which only made it more surreal. He felt Raphaela’s shoulders tremble beneath his hand, Lara’s as rigid as marble. They stayed there a full minute until the light faded. When they came up for air, people were crying, consoling each other, or else slumped on the ground, staring at the earth that wasn’t theirs for much longer.
Raphaela went to help a few who’d decided to watch their hopes burst into flame. They staggered about, flash-blinded, unseeing eyes wide, arms outstretched as if grasping for the very air around them. Nathan didn’t know what to say. Lara filled the void.
‘I’m glad the kids didn’t see it.’
He walked over to Coles, who’d already moved on in his mind.
‘Buses arrive in the next three hours,’ Coles said.
Nathan wanted to say, what’s the point? How can we go up against an enemy who can defend themselves against nukes? But they would. They’d fight. Come up with something else. He tried to figure out what he’d say to Sally and the others. Sally would ask hard questions, and this time he’d have no answers. Even if the chlorpromazine worked, they’d run out of it soon, and the Infected would find them and kill them. And even if they made it to Norfolk, it would end up as Custer’s Last Stand. He couldn’t see any other endgame. He thought of the pills Lara had asked him to get from Langley. Suicide pills. Maybe better than becoming child-killers. His hand reached into his jacket pocket, where he still had one. It was still there. He pulled his hand out again, empty.
The VHF crackled.
He turned towards it. It made a strange whining noise, then issued a single stuttered burst of twangs, like an out-of-tune electric guitar. Then silence. Then again, this time three bursts.
Coles stared at the receiver in his hand. ‘What the hell is that?’
‘Raphaela,’ Nathan shouted. ‘Get over here!’
The VHF sang out again. Nine bursts. Nine beautiful, out-of-key chords. Hope ignited in Nathan and spread across his face. Raphaela and Lara arrived, a similar gleam in their eyes.
‘What the hell is going on?’ Coles demanded.
Nathan didn’t want to steal Raphaela’s thunder. He nodded to her. She faced Coles, and Akhbal who had also arrived.
‘It’s the second ship,’ she said.
Coles looked at them all, uncomprehending. Nathan put it in the terms Coles and Akhbal needed to hear.
‘We have an ally.’
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Chapter 12

Faroujah

Raphaela was in deep shit, behind closed doors with Coles and, via secure radio-link, Matheson. Nathan reckoned she’d ride it out. She was tougher than she let on. Besides, at least now there was some hope. The sooner they let her try to communicate with the second ship, the better. He suddenly realised that since he’d arrived, he was letting Coles and Akhbal control the situation. Why? He wasn’t a soldier any more, didn’t have to follow their orders, and who put them in charge anyway? With a pang he recalled Mags had said more or less the same thing the day he enlisted.
He paced for a while, then decided he’d had enough and barged into the room where Raphaela and Matheson were having it out via VHF radio.
Coles and Raphaela, huddled over the mike, looked up at him.
‘We should be trying to communicate with the second ship, not wasting time.’
Raphaela treated him to one of her warm smiles. ‘Thank you, Nathan, that’s exactly what we’re doing.’
‘But I thought… okay, never mind.’ He turned to leave.
‘Stay,’ she said. ‘It was talking to you last time that gave me the idea of how to contact them.’
Coles stood up. ‘The buses should be here soon. I need to be there when they arrive. I’ll leave you folks to it.’ He faced Nathan. ‘Try not to piss off our new acquaintance.’
Nathan guessed that was humour. He occupied Coles’ vacated seat, despite Raphaela’s earlier warning about sitting.
Raphaela clicked the mike back on. ‘Sorry for the interruption, Dr Richards. Please continue.’
Nathan didn’t have much to contribute. Half the static-laden conversation was science-babble, out of his league. Raphaela, though, was in her element. Still, he got the gist. They were trying to work out the best way to teach the alien ship our language. The phrase ‘shared context’ got a lot of airtime. But it was taking too long, and he began to get irritable. Wasn’t that one of the symptoms Raphaela had predicted? In any case, he realised he did have something to add to the conversation, and just as he said it Lara entered.
‘Why do you assume we need to teach them anything? If they can travel the stars, won’t they have ways of working out our language?’
Lara sat down next to him. Her right hand rested on his thigh. Raphaela turned to Nathan, her eyes flicking momentarily to Lara’s hand.
‘What do you propose we do, Nathan? Sit and wait for them to send us some poetry?’
‘No. Just talk to them, tell them what’s going on, what we know. Then wait for a reply.’
She searched his eyes. ‘Dr Richards, I’m going to get back to you in a few minutes.’
She clicked off, reset the channel, and handed Nathan the microphone. ‘Go ahead, Nathan.’
He didn’t know if she was serious or baiting him. She waited expectantly.
Lara tapped his thigh. ‘Go for it, Nathan. Make first contact.’
He took a breath, closed his eyes and imagined he was giving a sit-rep to Trescoe.
‘Hello, my name is Nathan. I’m speaking on behalf of the people on the planet you are orbiting. We call ourselves humans. The other ship, the one you are following, is making the adult population turn against their own children.’ He paused a moment, remembering his nephews in the treehouse. He let go of the transmit trigger for a second.
‘I know this.’ The voice was like tearing metal.
Raphaela jumped. Lara flinched. Nathan stared at the mike, unsteady in his hands. He clicked transmit. ‘Who are you? Can you stop them? Can you help us?’ He stood up. ‘Can you reverse what the other ship has done?’
There was a burst of static, then Matheson’s voice intruded, trying to connect with the alien. ‘This is Colonel Matheson of the United States–’
Matheson had been cut off. Nathan could tell because there was no static. He glanced at Raphaela to see if she’d done anything, but she looked just as surprised, and held her hands up as if to emphasise she’d not touched anything.
‘Nathan, I am called–’ there was a burst of clicks and buzzes that Nathan supposed comprised his name– ‘Last of my race. Enemy ship steals worlds. Seeds them. Colonises them. I cannot stop them. Too powerful. Process cannot be reversed.
‘He skipped one of your questions, Nathan,’ Lara said.
Nathan thought a moment. ‘Can you help us?’
There was a pause. ‘Have you saved any children?’
‘Yes,’ Nathan said.
This time there was a longer pause.
‘Be ready.’ The line clicked off, and Matheson’s voice flooded out of the speaker. Nathan received the wrath he’d presumed Raphaela had earned earlier. It didn’t matter. The alien with the unpronounceable name had offered to help. He’d said be ready. He hadn’t said where or when. Matheson reckoned it would be Norfolk Naval Base. Nathan wasn’t so sure. The alien seemed only interested in the children. Why? And why was it following the other ship if it couldn’t stop it?
An hour later, it was just him and Coles in the room. Nathan couldn’t recall exactly when the two women had left and Coles had returned, and guessed this was another side effect of the chronic fatigue and meds. At least the conversation – if you could call it that – with Matheson had ended.
‘You certainly know how to rile people, Nathan, I’ll give you that,’ Coles said. He pulled out a filter paper and a tuft of tobacco from a plastic pouch and began rolling. ‘Gave up a year ago. My wife was worried it would shorten my life. Should have known better.’ He lit the cigarette, held it to his ear for a few seconds to listen to the crackling as fire ignited tobacco, took a drag, let his head roll back as he inhaled deeply, then breathed out long and slow, the plume of smoke filling the air above him. He said no more. Nathan didn’t mind. In films, war somehow bonded soldiers together. That hadn’t been Nathan’s experience. You just hung out together, watched each other’s backs. The conversational deserts were somehow soothing; there was rarely anything good to say. All you wanted was to be somewhere else, with people who didn’t know – who would never know – what war felt like.
Despite the nicotine-laced air, Nathan suddenly felt horribly tired. It was difficult to think. He’d been sitting for a long time. Sitting. Didn’t Raphaela warn him of that? Of course she did. He stood, trying to clear his head. ‘What about the buses, I didn’t hear them arrive.’
‘Delayed. Don’t know why.’ Coles rose as well. He blocked Nathan’s exit route. ‘What’s your game, Nathan? I’ve seen enough men go rogue over the years to spot the symptoms.’
The words I don’t know what you’re talking about stuck in Nathan’s throat. He’d begun to respect Coles, even if he didn’t like his methods. But he couldn’t tell him about his alternate plan because he wasn’t sure himself. He stayed quiet.
‘Like that, is it? Okay, next question. You doing something to save your skin, or one or both of them fine ladies, or–’
‘The kids,’ Nathan said, the certainty of it surprising him. How had he gone from child-hater to would-be child-saviour in so short a time?
Coles moved closer to him and spoke far louder than necessary, like a drill sergeant busting a private’s balls.
‘Give me one solid reason why I shouldn’t shut down whatever you’re planning and throw you in a cell? From what I hear, Nathan, a kid just like those you want to save, got most of your platoon killed. So, forgive me for not trusting your motivations. You’re going to have to do a whole lot of convincing, right now, or you’re not going anywhere.’ His fingers curled loosely around his holster, though Nathan doubted Coles would need it.
Nathan sat down, and spoke softly, the way he remembered when he’d been a good Catholic boy at confession.
‘Faroujah hospital,’ he began. ‘We moved all the kids in there. We’d taken out an IS terrorist cell. The kids had been kidnapped from a madrasa, one of the decent cleric-run schools, in order to be trained – brainwashed – into becoming suicide bombers. After what happened to Trescoe, my sergeant, killed along with seven other men… we wanted to stop it happening again, get to the kids before they were turned. And we did. The kids were still just kids, not weapons. Of course, there were plenty of other cells like that, but we had to take out at least one. For Trescoe.’
Coles took a long drag ‘Go on.’
‘We got wind of an imminent RPG attack on the hospital. I was on duty, and three of us each took groups of about a dozen kids down to the basement radiology lab, the only safe part of the building because it had lead shielding. We took different routes to confuse the attackers, also so that one hit wouldn’t wipe them all out. Mine were the youngest.’ Nathan heard his voice crack. He pushed on. In his mind’s eye, he saw it all again. ‘We were almost safe, almost through a thick steel door into the lab. I was at the front, leading the kids, urging them along, when we heard it, the sound of a rocket grenade launcher firing, and this kid, this kid…’ He swallowed, took a breath. ‘The kid knew what it was too, and before I knew it he’d shoved the steel door shut behind me.’ Nathan felt his chest lock up. He remembered it all as if it was thirty seconds ago.
Make that five seconds.
In his mind he re-lived watching the firestorm through the small reinforced glass porthole, seeing what it did to the kids.
‘Ash,’ he said. ‘Five boys on the unsafe side of the steel door. Nothing left of them except ash, because there was an oxygen tank outside which ruptured, and... The other kids, the ones with me, all survived, the other two groups of kids were safe as well. A sniper took out the RPG man straight after he fired.’
The space Nathan was staring into was interrupted by a metal cup half-full of coffee. Nathan drained it, burning his throat.
He looked up to Coles. ‘The boy’s face. The one who shut the door, who saved my life and the other kids’ lives, too. I can’t remember his face.’ He grabbed Coles’ arm. ‘Why can’t I remember his face?’






Chapter 13

Plan F

Nathan heard throaty diesel engines. The buses had arrived. He was standing with Lara, looking over the balcony as the kids stirred from their slumber. The gang leaders were already up, helping their wards, sending them off to the toilet in twos and threes, getting them organized, getting them used to following the chain of command.
It was 2am.
‘Do you think we’ll make it?’ Lara asked.
Nathan knew better than to answer. He’d seen too many rock-solid plans go south, their back-ups following them quick as bathwater down a plug-hole. The second alien ship was their only real hope. But how? And what did this other alien want?
‘The only choice is no choice,’ he said. Something Trescoe used to say
‘Deep,’ Lara replied.
He couldn’t tell whether or not she was being ironic. Truth be told, he’d never really got it.
Sally came bounding up the stairs. ‘They’ll be ready in ten minutes.’
‘They have to be quiet,’ he replied.
‘They know, Nathan.’ She didn’t wait for a reply and headed back down to her group. He watched as she summoned the other gang leaders for a pow-wow, glancing once up to Nathan.
‘That one’s a quick study,’ Lara said.
‘Kids learn fast,’ he said.
‘Not compared to animals. A newborn gazelle can run from a lion ten minutes after it’s born.’ Her brow furrowed, and she moved in front of him, obstructing his view of the gang leaders.
‘What if, the more intelligent the species, the longer post-birth nurturing is needed?’
‘Sounds about right,’ he said. He’d heard something like that before. ‘So?’
‘So, I’ve been wondering why the alien ship is keeping the infected human adults alive.’
He gave her his full attention. ‘You mean besides the obvious reasons: to kill the kids and the uninfected, and tear down our infrastructure from the inside, preventing any coordinated defence?’
‘Yes. Besides all that.’
He stared at her as it sunk in. ‘You don’t mean–’
‘When he talked of the alien ship he connected to, Saxby said ‘the pilot’. Singular. What if the pilot is the only adult? A solitary alien, with literally a motherlode of offspring. No other parents on board.’
Nathan felt revulsion boiling up in his chest. He knew it happened in nature: one species fools another species into bringing up its offspring, occasionally said offspring killing or eating its hosts when mature enough.
‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘You should tell Raphaela. Except she thinks the brainwashing is going to cause mental collapse fairly soon.’
‘Maybe,’ Lara said.
‘As in maybe not?’
‘Well, the Infected. Do they remind you of anything, or anyone?’
Suicide bombers. Religious zealots. But he wasn’t sure Lara had any experience of those. ‘Who do they remind you of?’
She turned away. She rubbed her left forearm absently. ‘Junkies,’ she said.
He tried to figure it out. ‘Wait, so you think these alien children will be their fix?’
‘Makes sense in a way. Sure, you can come to a new world and eradicate the dominant species and move right in, but you don’t really know how that world works. And the environmental factors, the oxygen levels, gravity, weather patterns, vegetation, flora and fauna, bacteria… Any of those could wreak havoc on an alien species or make it difficult for them. It would be quite risky.’
He stared at her and thought about these two women who had both worked for NASA, in quite different roles, because they thought differently.
She moved to the side again and stared down into the mass of kids. ‘Humanity’s orphans,’ she said quietly. ‘In every sense.’
Nathan was distracted by shouting. Not just raised voices, shouts drenched in adrenaline, laced with fear, and in a heartbeat, he knew what was happening.
The Infected had found them.
‘Sally,’ he shouted. ‘Get everyone ready to move.’
He turned to Lara. ‘Stay with them.’
‘What–’
But her words were drowned by the air-cracking sounds of semi-automatic weapon-fire, and anguished screams, that unique, piercing cry when a man or woman knows their life is suddenly over. Nathan would never get used to it.
‘They’re here,’ he shouted to Lara above the din. ‘They’ve found us. Get two of those guards up here. This place blows in five minutes.’ He dashed towards the sound of gunfire.
‘Where are you going?’ she shouted after him.
‘Detonators,’ he yelled back without slowing down, bursting through the double doors, hefting his AK47 and flicking it onto rapid-burst mode.
And he felt it, that same feeling he’d felt in Afghanistan, the reason he’d gone back for one last tour. This was who he was. A soldier in the heat of battle. This was where he was meant to be.
He saw the first three hostiles turn the corner, blood-spattered machetes in their hands, eyes wide and vacant, like the drugged jihadists he’d seen in Kandahar right before they blew themselves up, or began shooting randomly into a crowded market square. Without hesitation he took them out. A rapid burst of fire in an arc that swept across their centre-lines, riddling their body mass with bullets. The men crumpled to the floor. He carried on running, leapt over their twitching bodies, then swung through a side door and descended a spiral staircase to where he’d hidden the detonators.
The basement was deserted and poorly lit. It didn’t matter. He knew where the four timers were, could find them in the dark if need be. But he slowed down, sensing he was not alone. Which didn’t make sense, as the attackers must have come in with the buses or followed them to the camp – they couldn’t have already gotten down to the basement. Maybe someone from Akhbal’s group had come down here for a nap.
Nathan had a torch but didn’t turn it on. He needed to set the timers. But if there was an infected hostile down here, who realized the basement housed bombs that could blow up all the kids…
The gunfire up above was relentless, a battle being waged for control of the camp and its two-hundred-strong prize.
‘The children are upstairs. We must fight!’ he shouted into the gloom.
No reply.
No more time. He could hear gunfire right above, in the corridor. He dashed to the first detonator hidden under a crate by a pillar, lifted the Perspex lid and set the timer to four minutes. He bolted to the next one, recalling how he’d played baseball as a kid – he’d been crap at throwing, but he could swing a bat and run like hell when needed. He set the second device with fifteen seconds less than the first and ran for third base.
He didn’t see the tripwire.
Nathan’s legs were swiped from under him and he sailed through the air, crashing to the ground in an ungainly heap, ending up on his back. When he tried to sit up, the end of a rifle dug into his throat. At the other end of the AK47 was Akhbal, his face contorted, as if in anguish. Akhbal didn’t fire. He must have come down here for some reason and fallen asleep. Maybe Nathan had caught him before he’d completely turned…
‘Akhbal,’ he said urgently. ‘Listen to me, your men are under attack, the children are in danger. You need to let me finish and then we have to get out of here.’
‘Finish?’ Akhbal said, as if not understanding the word. ‘The children… are coming.’
Nathan made to sit up again, but Akhbal pressed the muzzle deeper into his flesh. ‘They…’ his face suddenly changed, as if he had woken up. He pulled back on the rifle. ‘Nathan,’ he said. ‘They are coming.’
Nathan got to his feet, trying to calculate how many seconds had elapsed since he’d set the second device.
Akhbal sat down on the dusty floor, cross-legged, his rifle across his thighs. ‘I saw them. Millions of them. They are coming.’
He realized Akhbal had somehow broken the brainwashing connection with the alien ship. He hadn’t thought that was possible.
‘When, Akhbal? When are they coming?’
Akhbal looked up at him, his face a portrait of despair. ‘Tomorrow.’ Akhbal rose and started walking unsteadily towards the staircase, his rifle at the ready.
Nathan timed the other two detonators as best he could, then ran after Akhbal. When Nathan reached the corridor, he found Coles and his last two men crouched behind a stack of bodies. They were staring in Akhbal’s direction. Akhbal walked calmly towards the attackers as they rounded the corner and shot each one in the heart. Akhbal was winged but it neither stopped nor slowed him.
‘Coles – my Plan B. In two minutes the basketball court is going to blow. Lara and I are getting the kids out of here now. Hold them off as long as you can. If you make it to–’
‘Don’t tell me where, you idiot!’
Nathan nodded. ‘Raphaela?’
Coles shook his head once. ‘Here, take this, just in case.’ He handed Nathan a grenade.
Nathan wasn’t sure exactly what the ‘in case’ implied, but he took it anyway and stuffed it into his jacket pocket.
Coles began firing short bursts, shouting as he did so. ‘Get out of here, Nathan. Protect the kids. I can’t let the Taliban do all our dirty work for us.’ And with that, in the gap in enemy fire created by Akhbal, Coles was up and running over bodies towards the enemy, his two men yelling as they followed their commander.
Nathan resisted the urge to do the same and sprinted for the double doors. The basketball court was almost deserted, the last group of kids exiting, Michael at the rear. He turned, Glock raised as Nathan leapt down the stairs three at a time.
‘Go, Michael, get them out of here, I’m right behind you.’
A minute later, outside, bringing up the rear, Nathan felt the pressure wave punch the back of his head. The night sky blossomed orange. He turned around to see a mushrooming fireball billowing upwards from the building. No one close to the arena could have survived. Bursts of gunfire continued. Nathan wanted to go back, fight in battle as he was trained to do. Die alongside Coles and Akhbal. But the children were already filing away from him. He took one last look and ran to catch up with them.
◆◆◆
 
It took almost two hours by foot to reach the abandoned school. Nathan, Lara, three female carers and two hundred children, give or take. 4am. The gang leaders got the kids bedded down quickly and soon they were all asleep, in the school’s assembly area on the upper floor. The three carers and Lara headed out to look for provisions and transport, leaving Nathan alone with the kids. He wandered around the Principal’s office until he found what he’d been looking for: a bottle of Scotch. He poured himself two fingers and sat down heavily. He silently toasted Raphaela, Coles, and Akhbal.
Struggling to keep his eyes open, he recalled what Raphaela had said about using anger to stay awake. He began mentally listing all the reasons he’d hated kids. All said reasons rang hollow now.
What an ass he’d been all these years.
At one point he heard a noise in the big room next door and found Sally half uncovered, and draped the blanket back over her, then went back to the office, keeping the door slightly ajar.
That was when it struck him. When Akhbal had said that the alien children would arrive tomorrow, it had been after midnight, but maybe Akhbal didn’t know what time it was. So, did he mean tomorrow, or daybreak? A single thought chimed in his head like a warning bell.
Are the alien children coming today?




Chapter 14

Hide and Seek

Dawn had arrived an hour ago. Just like any other day. Birds sang, the world grew lighter, less scary. Except it wasn’t. Humanity was facing the singularity. He’d heard that word bandied around occasionally on chat-shows when he’d first returned, doped on meds, unable to do anything but eat potato chips and watch TV. He’d been the walking dead for months after the last tour. Almost joined the huge swathe of people addicted to opioids. He couldn’t even recall how he’d finally shaken it off, kicked himself up the ass and got his shit together again. The mornings had helped. The sun rising, like it had over the Hindu Kush mountains, the most beautiful dawns he’d ever seen. He’d been trying to forget the war, put it behind him, that’s what the doctors and shrinks had kept saying, until he’d bumped into a fellow vet in a bar who’d said, ‘Why fight it? It’s more real than anything here. We’re nothing but trained killers, trying to reintegrate into normal society, pretending the war is over, only we know it isn’t. Meanwhile, some of us are time-bombs, just waiting to go off. Fighting it only shortens the fuse. Embrace it, man! They put war in you. You’ll never get it out.’
That had been the first step. He’d stopped taking the meds. Stopped seeing the shrinks. Put a bullet through his TV screen and went to stay with Mags for a month. When he’d arrived she’d just held him. For an eternity. Wouldn’t let him go. And all he could think was, why had he waited so long?
He took a sip of coffee, stared out the window at a world at war. A new enemy whose face he had yet to see. He drew small comfort from the dawn. The world would keep turning, no matter what happened to humanity. The Earth didn’t care too much for its arrogant top-of-the-food-chain inhabitants. Why should it? All we did was plunder it, wreck it. If we disappeared, the world would breathe a sigh of relief. But there was one sliver of good news about the dawn. The alien ships were on the other side of the planet. Which meant he had a time window to get the kids to Norfolk. As to how, NFI. Business as usual. In any case, first they needed to be fed and watered. He’d asked Lara and the carers to go look for supplies. There had to be local stores not far from a school, even if they were out in the sticks.
Lara returned first, her face pale and drawn. She dumped four plastic bags stuffed with groceries on the plush desk in front of Nathan, took one look at the whisky bottle, unscrewed the lid, grabbed it by the neck and took a swig.
‘What happened?’ he asked.
She nursed the bottle like it wasn’t going anywhere. ‘We ran into some Infected. Two of the carers–’ her voice cracked. She took another swig. ‘The two women – Christ, I don’t even know their names – were quite a way ahead of me and Nicole, so the Infected hadn’t seen us. Nicole and I crouched down behind some bushes as the two of them were surrounded by four men in SWAT gear. We couldn’t hear what was being said, just saw the women shaking their heads, holding their hands up, not once glancing back up the road to where they knew we must be, and then…’ She took another gulp, and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. ‘They shot them, Nathan. Just like that. No warning, nothing. Started walking on even before their bodies hit the ground.’ She pushed the bottle away. Those women gave their lives for us.’ Then she added, quietly. ‘For me.’
‘And for the kids,’ Nathan said.
She slammed her hand down on the table. ‘You might be used to this, Nathan. I sure as hell am not. I look after myself, I don’t want anyone dying for me. Or vice versa.’
There was nothing he could say. It was as if years earlier he’d crossed a bridge that had been burned down afterwards, and now he couldn’t even recall what the view looked like from the other side. Spouting platitudes at this stage would only make it worse. So he changed tack. He told her about Akhbal – which was what he’d wanted to tell Raphaela – that Akhbal seemed to have somehow defeated the brainwashing.
She put the bottle away, ran her hands through her hair, took out a carton of orange juice, and drank some. She stared out the window. ‘Maybe it’s the new meds, acting not just as a prophylactic but as an antivirus?’
‘Maybe,’ he replied.
‘You have another theory? Spit it out. I’m not in a guessing mood.’
Nathan complied. ‘I think it’s partly down to Akhbal’s experiences with the Taliban. I think the brainwashing didn’t take because he’s seen too much bloodshed.’
‘He was about to launch an attack on a naval base.’
‘I mean kids blowing themselves up. The girl he knew who blew herself up, for example. I think it broke something inside him.’
‘We need Raphaela, she’s the psychologist.’
He told her what Coles had said, at least what he’d intimated, that Raphaela was gone.
She started pulling food out of the bags as Nicole, the last remaining carer, arrived, also loaded up with supplies, looking as if she’d been crying her eyes out, her straggly, greying hair all over the place.
‘We’re going to eat all of this, every last scrap,’ Lara said. ‘Two people gave their lives for it.’
The three of them began preparing peanut butter sandwiches for the kids’ breakfast. After all, who knew when they’d get to eat again?
‘How are we going to get to the naval base, Nathan? We can’t go on foot.’
He had no answer.
‘Maybe that’s a good thing,’ Lara added.
‘Come again?’
‘Norfolk Navy Base is going to be a battlefield. You want to put the kids in the middle of that? Right now, they’re safe.’
‘Until a patrol of the Infected finds us, then we’re all dead. Once they realise there are no corpses, no charred bodies back at the camp we just torched–’
‘What was that?’ she said. Nathan had heard it too. He flicked off the lights and snatched up the rifle, then crept over to the window. Lara and Nicole dropped to a crouch, Lara with a pistol in both hands, Nicole clutching a bread knife, her formerly red-ringed eyes suddenly sharp. She looked like she’d had enough, no longer caring what happened to her.
At first, he couldn’t see anything, then a bush moved at the edge of the playground, then another. Four men emerged, in black SWAT combat gear, three with Colt Commando assault rifles, one with an M-16, all held at the ready. They looked legit, except one of them had two ammo belts crisscrossing his chest. No pro would ever do that. Besides, they perfectly fitted Lara’s description of the four men who’d executed the other two women.
Nathan snuck back down and faced Lara and Nicole. He held up four fingers, then pointed first to his rifle, then at each of them, followed by the door, finally placing his forefinger to his lips. They nodded, then crept through the entrance to where some of the kids were just beginning to stir, and closed it behind them.
Nathan raised his head to see the men’s progress. They’d entered the playground through a gap in the fencing. They might be infected, but they knew what they were doing, using hand signals, fanning out, checking the perimeter. He tried to recall how many rounds he had left in his rifle. More than four, way less than twenty. The men were spread out now. If he started firing, he’d probably get two of them before the others returned fire. He wasn’t sure he could get a head shot on the second one, and their body armour was the real deal. With those weapons, they’d spray the building. Kids would die for sure.
Could he bolt for it and lead the children away? No. He thought about the other carers, and how quickly – mercilessly – they’d been killed. Besides, the behavior of this batch of Infected perplexed him. On day one, as he thought of it, the Infected seemed erratic and instinctive, making it up as they went along, whereas these men had the appearance of being meticulous and level-headed. Like the guy who had stabbed Saxby.
The Infected had raised their game, each night’s brainwashing like a software upgrade.
He took another look. One was at the far edge, one in the middle of the playground, while the other two approached the building’s entrance below him. If the kids tried to make a run for it now, some of the gangs would get away. But for how long? They’d never make it to Norfolk. They’d be hunted down. All the kids were upstairs. If they made no noise… He made his decision and stole through the door to join the others.
The gang leaders were standing, staring expectantly at him when he entered. The other kids were crouching, some on one knee, ready to move at a moment’s notice. All were silent. He never knew so many kids could be so quiet. He moved towards the top of the staircase leading below and found Michael by his side. Another boy had already taken the lead of Michael’s group.
The kids had planned ahead.
Nathan and Michael stood on a landing, the stairwell leading straight downstairs. Nathan waited at the top of the stairs, Michael at the opposite end of the landing, so they would have two lines of fire. It meant that if Nathan was shot, Michael could shoot the attackers in the back of the head as they ran up the stairs.
Nathan readied his weapon. All lights were off, both upstairs and downstairs, and though it was almost full daylight outside, most of the curtains were closed on his level, so there was more light below, another factor in his favour, besides the obvious one of having the high ground. He heard noises downstairs. A door being forced open, glass shattering. Good. He and the kids had entered by another door at the back, unlocked. It would reinforce the idea that the place was empty, rather than harbouring two hundred small human targets. More sounds of things being kicked out of the way or knocked over. Sounds that were getting closer, approaching the staircase. He glanced at Michael. The boy’s features faced downwards with grim determination, his pistol arm rock-steady like he was born for this. Four more kids, two boys, two girls, arrived behind Michael, knives clutched tight inside small fists.
It was as if he’d created his own mini-platoon. Proud didn’t cover it.
The two men were almost at the foot of the stairs. He glimpsed the shoulders of one of them, his back turned away. Nathan’s finger curled around the trigger.
A shout from outside. The man turned back towards the playground. If he looked up the stairs right now…
But he didn’t. He bolted back towards the entrance, the other man’s footsteps following suit. Nathan met Michael’s eyes and held up a flat palm. Stay. He weaved his way quickly through the kids back to the Principal’s office. But before he got there, he heard, and felt, a deep rumbling. Many of the kids jumped up, scared, and one or two cried out – quickly hushed – but the noise, like a jet engine, or more like a hundred engines, was so loud it hardly mattered.
As Nathan reached the window, he didn’t need to crouch down any more. The men were all facing away from him, looking skywards. He followed their gaze. He felt Lara next to him. She gripped his hand.
‘Mother of God!’ she said.
Nathan had no words. A plume of white-hot flame lanced down from a shiny, smooth vertical cylinder that was about six yards tall by almost two wide, narrower at both ends, faintly golden in colour. As it approached the ground, the four men drew well back, but the flame was tightly focused, blasting a neat hole directly below. The noise was deafening, which was just as well as some of the younger kids had inevitably lost control and were screaming and bawling in the room behind. The window in front cracked. Fissures appeared like webs of frost, but it didn’t shatter, maybe because of the intense heat he could feel, even at this distance. The cylinder slowed, then hovered, perfectly still, a foot above a perfectly round pit of scorched, sizzling earth.
Sally appeared next to him and they all stared at the cylinder. Abruptly the blinding jet shut off. The smooth hull was still pristine, though the ground all around was blackened and warped, nascent flames flickering on cauterized soil. A deep well fell away beneath it, steam belching forth. A noise he’d not heard before on account of the jet, a grinding, metallic whine, slowly diminished. The kids behind had quietened, too, more or less, a few muffled cries drowned out by crackling bushes that had ignited around the perimeter.
The four men walked forward, sunglasses on, scarves around their mouths and noses, he guessed to protect them from the residual heat. They lowered their weapons and stood in a semi-circle around the steaming cylinder. Nathan had the idea that now would be the best time to take out the four men, but before he could act on it, he heard a loud clunk. A line appeared on the otherwise seamless hull. An oval doorway was forming. And while he watched, mesmerised, waiting to see what was inside, Sally spoke.
‘Whatever comes out, Nathan, we need to kill it.’




Chapter 15

Arrival

Nathan and the others held their breath as the capsule’s hatch opened – he couldn’t really say how it did – one minute there was solid metal, the next there was an oval hole. The glare from the gleaming hull prevented him from seeing inside.
A hand emerged, fingers outstretched, like a blind person reaching out. It was a human hand. A child’s hand. Nathan wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting – a green claw? One of the four men, his scarf lowered, walked forward and took the hand. A girl, probably fourteen or fifteen, dressed in a silver one-piece skinsuit blending seamlessly into flat shoes, stepped out. Short, auburn hair with a fringe. She staggered, as if unused to walking, or perhaps it was the gravity, or maybe she’d just had a hell of a ride in that capsule. She looked so human. Just like an ordinary human girl.
He felt his grip on the rifle ease off.
Sally, her head only halfway above the window’s ledge so she could see down to the forecourt below, must have sensed his empathy. ‘Nathan,’ she whispered shakily. ‘It’s not one of us. It’s an alien. It wants me and all the other children dead!’
He turned to her, then back to the scene outside. She was right. The aliens had already probably wiped out most kids on Earth; humanity’s future culled by its own brainwashed hands.
But how could he put a bullet in that… girl?
Lara turned Sally away from the window and crouched down before her, Nicole following suit. ‘She’s right, Nathan,’ Lara said, locking eyes with Sally. ‘We have to do something now, before…’
‘Before what?’
‘I don’t know. Before they get a foothold. Your word, not mine. She – this alien – can’t be the only one to land. This must be happening elsewhere. And if she realises there are two hundred kids here, what do you figure will happen next?’
Good point.
Nicole spoke up, though she stayed crouched down. ‘Why do they look so – like us?’
‘Maybe they only look like that on the outside,’ Lara replied. But her voice had softened. Whatever the true shape of these aliens, Nathan reflected, taking this form was a good ploy.
‘What’s wrong with you all?’ Sally pleaded, almost shouting. She tugged Nathan’s sleeve. ‘Nathan, you promised to protect us!’
He was about to shush her. Too late. The alien girl, who had taken a few awkward steps, her hands supported by a man on each side, suddenly looked up, straight at Nathan with wide yet piercing black eyes, and he recognised something dark and cold within the girl.
Whatever these aliens looked like on the outside, they were predators.
A shaft of sunlight fell on her, and a transparent, almost invisible hood, glistened for a moment. Must be the equivalent of a space helmet, covering her head and face. For protection, against the environment, or… He wondered if it was bulletproof.
Sally had been right. But they’d missed their opportunity. And now the alien had seen him. But not the others. With a flat hand at hip level, below the window frame, he told the others to stay down, out of sight. He did the math. She’d send two or three of the men to investigate. All hell would break loose. A lot of kids would die. Maybe all of them.
He made up his mind, and took a step back from the window.
‘I’m going down there.’
They all looked up at him. Sally gripped his hand.
‘You’re crazy,’ Lara said. ‘They’ll gun you down.’
‘They won’t,’ he said, aware of what he was about to do, a calmness foreign to him seeping through his veins, firming his resolve. After all, he’d seen it done enough times. Sworn he’d never do anything like it. Never adopt the enemy’s tactics, descend to their level. Yet here he was. What would Trescoe have said? Given the circumstances, probably: ‘Why the hell not?’
‘Stay here. Keep out of sight.’ Taking a step forward, he stood tall in front of the window, the rifle out of sight, his hands open, palms facing forward at chest height. Just as he’d done when approaching a suicide-vested kid five years ago. Except now he was going to switch roles.
He turned away from the alien and picked up the rifle. On the way out, he passed it to Michael. ‘I assume you know how to use one?’
Michael nodded and took it. He in turn offered Nathan the pistol. Nathan shook his head.
‘If things go south, Michael… just do what you can.’
‘If you’re killed, who’s in charge?’
Straight to the point. Nathan thought about it. Lara? Nicole? But right now, adults couldn’t be trusted. They’d second guess themselves, hesitating before taking affirmative action against an alien who appeared so human.
‘Sally,’ he replied.
Michael nodded again, as if it were the only natural choice.
As Nathan descended the stairs, he dug into his jacket pocket and found Coles’ parting gift. He took it out, gripped the grenade, held its lever down, took a breath, and pulled out the pin.
He strode into the forecourt, hands by his sides, the left one curled just enough to conceal the grenade for the few crucial seconds it would take him to put the four men and the alien girl within blast range.
The ground was warm and blackened from the capsule’s landing. Seared soil crunched underfoot. The air sizzled with the sharp tang of ozone, making the hairs on the back of Nathan’s neck stand up. As if they needed any encouragement. A heat haze shimmered around the capsule, nearby bushes razed and reduced to smoking stumps, a few still crackling with dying flames. The A-frame of a child’s swing was charcoaled, its seat a slag of steaming melted plastic.
The men’s automatic weapons tracked his every step. He glanced down. Four red laser spots danced upon his chest.
‘Stop,’ one of the men said. ‘Show us your hands.’
Nathan did, including the left one holding the grenade.
‘Two-second fuse,’ he said. ‘You shoot, she dies.’ He nodded at the alien, wondering how quickly she could move.
She was between two of the men, a hand on each of their shoulders. Leaning on them, whether due to the gravity, muscle wastage after a space journey, it didn’t matter. She hadn’t found her feet yet, which meant she wasn’t going anywhere fast. Her dark eyes watched him, reminding him of a cobra he’d once seen staring at a rabbit. He thought of Dave, Mags, Phil, the kids… Coles and Akhbal… and Raphaela. He could toss the grenade in her direction. It would be worth it. And then it smacked into him like a train.
Is this how those suicide bombers thought?
He switched back into army mode, his training, his experience, kicking in. Would her suit and ultra-thin helmet – force-field, whatever it was – protect her? He doubted it. The pressure wave would probably crush her body, though he couldn’t be sure.
‘What is your name?’ she asked. A normal, neutral American accent. The inflections not alien at all. She could have been his neighbour. But then that was the first rule of an infiltrator. Learn the language, so you can blend in. He and plenty of other soldiers had learned the hard way. War held so many lessons, long insurgencies such as Afghanistan a master-class. His left hand tightened around the grenade and its spring-loaded lever.
‘My name is Nathan,’ he said, loud and clear. Not for her benefit. It was so Lara and the others could hear the conversation.
‘You do not await the children, do you, Nathan? You are not ours. You are not mine.’
He paused, careful with his words. ‘You are killing our children. Their children,’ he said, pointing to the men. His eyes lingered on one of them, slightly behind and to the right of the girl. The one with the M-16. The one with a scraggy beard, ruffled ginger hair, and a terrified grimace. His hands trembled, his eyes fixed onto the back of the girl’s head. Nathan turned his attention back to her.
‘What is it you want?’ Nathan asked, because he really didn’t get it. ‘To replace our kids? To what end?’
‘Do you love children, Nathan?’ She asked it with an almost human earnestness. Almost. She oozed trust. A young, defenceless girl. His brain wanted to believe her, to accept her.
His gut told him to open his left hand.
But the question had caught him off guard. He didn’t love children At least he hadn’t. Had that changed? He wanted to protect them – that had always been true. Was that the same thing? But she was pulling him off-track.
‘We will fight you every step of the way,’ he said.
‘You look tired, Nathan. Soon you will sleep. And then you will love me, cherish me the way you should.’
He raised his left arm horizontally, fully prepared to drop the grenade. ‘Or, I can end you. Here. Now.’
‘You will end yourself,’ she said, as if testing the water. Her head rolled slightly to the left, then to the right, and then she looked to the sky, as if she’d never seen one before.
He had to stop thinking of her as a human girl.
‘Better dead than a child-killer,’ he said, echoing Akhbal’s earlier statement.
Her head levelled again. ‘You humans are unusual. Your capacity for self-destruction is well beyond the norm.’ She released her hands from the two men, standing more solidly, more assured.
‘What do you propose, Nathan? We are here. I am one of the first. Many more will come. Most of you – eventually all of you – will accept us, embrace us as your own. If you and I die together – here and now – there will be no impact on the outcome.’
He smiled, recalling his own similar conversation with Trescoe. They fought small battles, skirmishes, every week, a relentless war of attrition, and yet it seemed to amount to nothing. He repeated what Trescoe had said when he’d asked him one day why they bothered. As he spoke the words, he realised Trescoe had meant something far deeper than why they were in Afghanistan. He’d been talking about humanity, not the US Army.
‘It’s what we do. We fight. It’s who we are.’
She nodded, though oddly, as if not yet used to how her body worked.
‘We want that fight, Nathan. We need it for what is coming.’ This time the earnestness rang true.
But he had no idea what that meant. Besides, something was distracting him in his peripheral vision, because he wasn’t going to take his eyes off the alien. The ginger-haired soldier had lowered his weapon and was fishing in his chest pocket. He pulled out something. Nathan guessed what it was. A photo. He must be a real soldier then, because that’s what they all did. Photos of loved ones were kept close to the heart. Loved ones: their sweethearts, and… their kids. He was staring at the photo, confusion and horror torturing his face. The three other men – wearing combat fatigues and toting guns didn’t make them soldiers – hadn’t noticed. Neither had the alien. Nathan had the feeling they were about to. He recalled what the ex-Afghanistan vet he’d met in a bar had said to him.
Some of us are time-bombs, just waiting to go off.
But Nathan needed more intel. ‘You want to enlist us by making us kill all our children?’
The alien’s eyes flicked upwards to the window where Sally and the others were hiding. He resisted the urge to follow her gaze.
‘Are you hiding children, Nathan? Perhaps in this building? If I contact my ship–’
‘I wouldn’t try it. My arm’s getting tired as it is.’ He reckoned she’d have to do it from her capsule, six yards behind her.
‘If you knew more about the galaxy, Nathan, about the threat out there – the Eye – you would understand. The Eye sees all, and you humans are constantly beaming out transmissions, advertising your presence, your weakness, your ripeness for culling.’
He didn’t know what she meant by the Eye. ‘You could have talked to us. Explained the threat.’
She shook her head, but it was as if in slow motion. Still learning how a human moves. ‘Your species is unstable, on the cusp. We have been watching you. You are divided, conflictual. Humanity is close to extinction by self-annihilation, while your planet is heading towards environmental collapse. In the space of a generation – one generation, Nathan – we will restore this planet, and you as a people, to what you could become. To what you deserve to become.’
Part of him wanted to believe her. But he’d stood before enough suicide bombers, heard their self-justifying speeches for their intended atrocities.
‘I’m not buying it. Paradise doesn’t rise from bloodshed.’
‘You should study your own history.’
He had, and knew she had a point. ‘There has to be a better way.’
‘There are other ways, but none quicker, none more effective. And you are running out of time. As are we. This method is proven.’
Nathan got it, but it was a lot to process. They’d done this before. On other worlds. To other species. Maybe the second spaceship up in orbit, the one hostile to this alien’s ship, contained survivors of one of those species. If so this ‘method’ wasn’t foolproof. That thought gave him a sliver of hope.
She cocked her head, as if listening. ‘Two hundred and four children. Two adults, plus you. Impressive.’
Shit. She must be communicating with the ship. It probably had sensors. But it was daylight. The alien’s Mothership was on the other side of the planet. Her capsule must be doing the sensing. That made more sense.
‘The children must die, Nathan. There can be no exceptions. This is the chosen path. Their death serves the greater purpose. You, and others like you, will either sleep, or you will be hunted down and slaughtered by your own kind.’
The ginger-haired soldier began shaking his head, his eyes wild. ‘N–N–No!’
The other three men half-turned towards him, not wanting to shift their rifle barrels away from Nathan. But the soldier’s weapon was already levelled.
‘No,’ he said, more calmly this time, in a tombstone voice.
Without warning he opened fire, using automatic burst, spraying the other three men. The explosive noise was like a chainsaw, deafening at close quarters. Thirty rounds discharged in three seconds. One of the men who’d been standing next to the alien shielded her. His chest was raked open, but he somehow loosed a couple of rounds that felled the soldier. The other two men were already flat on the ground amidst spreading red pools. The smoke from the soldier’s M-16 cleared. The smell of cauterised flesh lingered. Nathan’s ears rang. He and the alien girl were the only two left standing. Neither of them had moved.
Nathan was ready to die. Not simply to kill the alien. Not for vengeance, either.
To save the kids.
But the soldier wasn’t dead yet. He crawled towards Nathan. As he did so, he spoke, his words garbled, punctuated by grunts of pain.
‘K–killed my own son. S–strangled him.’
The alien stared at the soldier. ‘This is not possible. The recoding always works. It cannot be undone.’
‘Humans are different,’ Nathan said, echoing her earlier observation. ‘Maybe you should reconsider. Go home. Take it from me, long term entrenched insurgencies aren’t worth it.’
‘No,’ she said, watching the soldier’s progress on the ground. ‘Our missions are always a one-way trip. Anomalies will be dealt with. Acceptable collateral.’
He’d heard it before, that exact phrase. ‘You’ve studied us well. Been here before?’
She didn’t answer. She looked over her shoulder towards the capsule.
Nathan met the soldier halfway, still keeping an eye on the alien so she didn’t bolt for her refuge. He crouched down as the soldier levered himself up into a sitting position. A quick glance at the man’s wounds told Nathan all he needed to know.
‘What’s your name, soldier?’
‘Anderson, sir,’ he said.
No need for the ‘sir’. But Nathan let it go. Whatever helped the man hang on.
‘No need to blame yourself–’
‘Give it to me, sir.’ He held out his right hand.
‘Wait,’ the alien said, for the first time tension in her voice. Make that fear. ‘We could let you go,’ she said.
‘Sh–she’s lying, sir. The grenade, please. For my son. Only then will he understand, and maybe forgive.’
The alien took a step backwards towards the capsule.
Nathan stood up, the grenade still in his hand, facing the alien. He took a step forward. ‘What happened to “acceptable collateral”?’
She took another backward step.
Nathan took a second step forward, leaving Anderson behind. ‘Is this why you need us, why you need the fight in us? Because you don’t have it in you?’
‘If you knew the stakes, saw the bigger picture...’ Another step backwards.
He matched her progress towards the capsule, switching the grenade to his right hand. His throwing arm, because she was close enough now that she might be able to reach the capsule and activate something inside. He knew what he had to do. And God knew he’d had enough practice pitching in those long hot afternoons in Camp Dwyer.
‘Do it, sir. While you still can,’ Anderson pleaded.
She blinked fast twice, then turned and ran.
Nathan threw the grenade after her. That is, he lobbed it over her head.
With surprising speed and agility, given that she hadn’t seemed able to walk unaided five minutes earlier, she leapt off the ground and dived into the capsule. The doorway sealed in a split second. But the grenade had arrived just in time.
There was a muffled boom. The capsule vibrated for a second, then stilled.
Nathan waited. He didn’t know what might happen next. The capsule could self-destruct. She could emerge, somehow. Blue fire might rain down from the sky.
Nothing.
The capsule remained inert.
He walked back to Anderson, who was lying on one side, staring at the capsule. Or maybe he was staring somewhere else, into the next world, looking for his son.
Nathan heard footsteps behind him, crunching on the scorched earth. Lara put a hand on his shoulder. Sally and some of the other kids gathered around Anderson, who refocused, lifting his head. Soon they were surrounded by a hundred or so kids.
‘My God! You saved so many!’ Anderson said. He coughed, blood spilling from his lips. The kids didn’t flinch or retreat. Michael made his way to the soldier, squatted next to him, took his hand and frowned, as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. He looked to Sally, who knelt in front of Anderson. She wiped the blood from his mouth with her sleeve. She spoke to him, but also loud enough for all to hear.
‘Go find your son, Mr Anderson. This is our war now.’
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Chapter 16

Army of the Dead

The kids were eating breakfast. A necessary risk. Nathan didn’t know if the Mothership could launch some kind of reprisal from the other side of the planet. But the children needed to eat and perform other bodily functions. Happily, the school had a full water-tank, so showers and toilets worked, at least for now, in shifts organised by Nicole. He could hear them. Some were letting off steam, laughing and shrieking. Good. Kids were more resilient than adults.
He and Lara had considered digging a shallow grave for the four men, but he couldn’t find any shovels, and the ground was like concrete. With Michael and a few of the older kids, they’d covered them as best they could with foliage. There was kerosene, but that would attract attention. Not that they were sticking around. He reckoned the chances of reprisal would spike once sunset arrived and the Mothership came back into precision firing range.
He hefted the reloaded M-16. He wanted to use Anderson’s weapon to honour the man who’d effectively saved them. Besides, it was the most powerful they possessed. He tensed his arm and shoulder.
Lara stared at the capsule. ‘You think the alien Mothership knows what’s happened?’
He’d been turning it over in his mind. The alien girl – no, just alien, he decided – had been speaking in military terms, assessing everything tactically. ‘The capsule’s an asset. I’m sure the Mothership knows; it simply can’t do anything about it. Not yet, at any rate.’
‘We’ve not seen any others.’
‘This one was first wave, I reckon. Or advance scouts. To see what happens.’
‘Maybe we gave them second thoughts.’
‘If only. We may have bought some time, but probably not much unless others like her have been killed, which I doubt. Once nightfall descends, or even sooner, more will land.’
‘She landed in daytime.’
‘Not long after sunrise, though. Might have been hanging back in orbit.’
‘Then others could be waiting, too.’
They’d both seen how big the Mothership was. It could hold thousands of these capsules. Make that tens of thousands. He tried to do the math in his head. Maybe a million or more.
He fired a quick three-shot burst. He’d warned the gang leaders, so they could tell the kids not to panic. The ricochets pinged into the bushes – he’d been careful to fire at a glancing angle. He walked over to the capsule. There was a slight mark where the bullets had struck. No dent, no crack. He touched the capsule’s skin. Not even hot. The mark was lead from the bullets.
‘Not even a scratch,’ he shouted back to Lara. Earlier they’d tried a sledgehammer, and they’d hotwired a car battery to try and fry it open. He recalled that Raphaela had said the Mothership was composed of a different material, one not seen on Earth. No kidding. He walked back to Lara, the weapon hanging limp from his hand. He turned to face the capsule again. They were out of options. Fire would be no use, given that it had survived re-entry from orbit without any scorch-marks. If he had an armour-piercing round – a tank-buster, for example – though he guessed it would make no difference. It was like an ant taking on a boot…
She touched his arm, then leant into his shoulder. ‘Anderson recovered from the brainwashing – and Akhbal, from what you told me – which gives us some hope.’
‘Yep.’ Some, but not much. He wished Raphaela were around. She’d be able to work out what had happened with Akhbal and Anderson, what it meant for the rest of them.
Michael appeared from the school, took a glance at the capsule, then cast Nathan an inquisitive look. Nathan shook his head, and Michael went back inside.
Lara kicked at a stone. ‘Did you buy any of that stuff about a larger galactic threat, the Eye, whatever that is?’
That had been on his mind, too. ‘Yes and no.’
She turned back to him, studying him, a wry smile on her lips. ‘Are you going all philosophical on me, Nathan? It’s not a bad look on you, actually.’
He dredged up a smile. ‘Could be true. But when you’re a platoon in hostile territory, you can’t always afford to consider the larger picture. You get plenty of intel, some true, most of it wrong or out of date, and the rest just plain lies.’
‘Your point?’
‘You focus on survival of the platoon, and your original orders. The mission.’
‘Norfolk base?’
He nodded.
She turned back to the capsule. ‘A shame we can’t get it open.’
‘We might not like what we’d find inside. The grenade worked.’
‘Exactly, we’d find out what she was made of.’
‘Does it matter?’ He couldn’t see what difference it would make.
The smile evaporated. ‘Hell, yes, Nathan.’ She rolled her eyes.
He felt like a simpleton again. Why were the women around him smarter than he was? But he was tired. ‘Let’s go eat,’ he said.
She nodded and took his arm. ‘And relieve Nicole. Looking after two hundred scared kids is a big ask.’
‘And maybe take a shower.’
‘Now we’re talking.’
He smiled, but this short-lived respite was exactly that. He had to get all of them safely to Norfolk, with no transport, avoiding patrols, and do it all before sunset.
Like she’d just said, a big ask.
◆◆◆
 
Panic erupted at the sound of vehicles approaching fast. Sally and the gang leaders fought to retain control, steering the kids back into the school, Nicole helping as best she could, carrying the few small ones who were paralysed by fear, sobbing.
Nathan picked up the M-16 and stood at the edge of the playground, ready to face whoever or whatever was coming down the road. Michael stood next to him, aiming one of the dead men’s semi-autos.
‘Those have quite a kick, you know.’
Michael’s eyes stayed fixed on the road. ‘At the end of the day, they all work the same way. Point and squeeze.’
Fair enough. They waited. Lara joined them, the Glock in her right hand. He glanced down. The safety was off. He remembered she’d already fired it. At Mags. He flushed the image of his dead sister from his mind.
A Hummer tore round the bend. He squinted to see who was behind the wheel. Akhbal! Nathan was about to lower his weapon, but then he checked himself. What if Akhbal had turned, become fully infected? The vehicle drove straight towards him, then swung in an arc, its tyres screeching, kicking up a cloud of dust, coming to a halt twenty yards away. Two buses followed, their brakes shrieking as they almost rear-ended the Hummer.
Nobody got out.
‘What are they waiting for?’ Lara asked.
‘Same thing we are,’ Nathan replied. ‘To see if we’re infected.’
Lara turned and shouted. ‘Sally, get up here now!’
Sally sprinted forth, and then Akhbal got out, though he remained behind the safety of the open metal door.
‘What happened here, Nathan?’ he shouted.
Michael answered. ‘Killed us an alien!’
Nathan decided he couldn’t top that. Still, he had his rifle trained on Akhbal. The Infected had recently learned stealth.
Coles emerged from behind Akhbal. He strode towards Nathan, then stopped, surveying the blood on the ground. He turned back towards the vehicles.
‘All clear. Get Dr Strauss up here!’
Nathan lowered his weapon as Raphaela stepped out of the first bus and limped towards him. She’d been shot in the left side, her torn jacket revealing a splash of blood on a bandage around her waist. She nodded an acknowledgement to Lara, reached Nathan and then leant on his shoulder, her face drawn. She was clearly in pain. Catching her breath, she stood up straight again.
‘Glad to see you made it, Nathan.’
‘You’ve been shot,’ he said.
‘Passed straight through, missed my organs. A doctor’s definition of dodged a bullet.’ She braved a smile, which faded as her eyes stared beyond him to the capsule. ‘You really killed it? We saw the trail of the ship descending and drove like hell to get here, but you beat us to it. What did it look like?’
‘Like one of us,’ Michael said.
Raphaela focused on Nathan. ‘A child?’
‘It looked like a teenager, but spoke like an adult. Like an equal.’
‘A shame it didn’t die out in the open. An autopsy would have been very instructive.’
He guessed that must have been what Lara hinted at earlier when she said she’d liked to have seen what it was made of.
Raphaela nodded to the capsule. ‘You tried to open it, right?’
He nodded to the M-16. ‘Didn’t even make a scratch.’ He turned to Coles. ‘Anything stronger?’
‘Not even a grenade.’
Clusters of kids slowly issued forth from the school, gang leaders at their head.
‘You need to tell us everything,’ Raphaela said.
Before Nathan could reply, Coles interjected.
‘Later. We need to move. Infected will be heading this way. And if you did kill it–’
‘Exactly,’ Nathan said. ‘We have about four hours of daylight, then the Mothership will be in range.’
‘We need to bury Anderson,’ Sally said. ‘And the others.’
‘There’s no time,’ Coles said, not unkindly.
But Nathan was thinking ahead. The kids needed to understand something. An important lesson, while he and the remaining adults were still around to teach them. He recalled a Memorial Day speech about honouring the Army of the Dead.
‘We owe a debt to our fallen heroes,’ he said. ‘They deserve a burial.’
Coles eyed him, understanding the hidden meaning – soon enough he and Nathan would join them.
‘We can cremate them,’ Akhbal suggested. ‘It is honourable and will be far quicker.’
Nathan thought it through. It could draw attention, but they’d be leaving imminently. He turned to Sally. ‘Is that acceptable?’
She nodded, and began issuing orders to the other gang leaders to fetch the kerosene cans they’d discovered earlier.
Coles watched her, then turned to Nathan. ‘All right. Sit-rep time, Nathan.’
Nathan wondered where to start.
◆◆◆
 
The bodies were placed atop broken wooden furniture, hastily gathered from the school and doused in kerosene. Nathan said a few words. He wasn’t good at this. He made to leave, but Sally walked in front of the pyre and addressed the kids.
‘We will never forget Anderson,’ she said, her voice loud without shouting. ‘Nor will we forget Mary Ellen or Marie, the two carers killed at dawn while getting us food.’
It was only ten minutes earlier that Nathan had realised the kids had retrieved the two women’s bodies, aided by Lara and Nicole. Sally continued.
‘The aliens may be safe up there in their ship, but we have shown them that if they come here to steal our home, they are not so safe.’ She held up a tiny fist. Slowly, the kids all repeated the gesture. Then she nodded to Nathan and Coles, and the kids began filing into the two buses.
As Nathan watched them, Akhbal joined him. ‘I have never seen such leadership potential in one so young. You did well to find her.’
Nathan watched her enter the bus. ‘Now I come to think of it, she found me.’
◆◆◆
 
In the Hummer, Coles was up front with the driver, a soldier from Coles’ unit, while Nathan, Lara and Raphaela sat in the back with Akhbal.
‘There aren’t many with you,’ Nathan said. ‘Did the others head for the base?’
‘We’re all that’s left,’ Coles replied. He twisted in his seat to face Akhbal. ‘Your men and women fought courageously. I’ll be sure to tell Colonel Matheson that.’
Akhbal gazed out the window. Nathan had counted only six Taliban – two men and four women – all in the two buses behind, with the kids. There had been at least fifty back in the camp.
‘It’s a two-hour drive to the base,’ Coles said. ‘That’s if we don’t have to take any detours or encounter resistance. I’d say take a nap, but given the circumstances…’
‘Talking of which…There’s a small risk, but we need you both awake’ Raphaela produced a single syringe and injected first Lara, then Nathan. ‘Sorry for double-dipping, but you two already share bodily fluids–’
‘Thanks,’ Nathan said. He touched her arm. ‘I’m really glad you made it.’
After that it went quiet. As the sun dipped lower in the sky, and they saw no patrols or roadblocks, Nathan began to feel lighter. Lara’s head was on his shoulder, though she tapped her fingers slowly on his thigh, so he knew she wasn’t sleeping. He felt Raphaela’s body close to his as well. But he found himself thinking of Sally, wondering what else he could teach her before he turned, how best to prepare them for guerilla warfare when the rest of the aliens descended.
As they crested a ridge they drew to a halt. All of them leaned forward, catching their first glimpse of Norfolk Naval Base in the distance. Against a backdrop of azure sky and steel-grey sea, plumes of smoke billowed upwards from the base. White trails of projectiles launched from inland arced upwards and then speared down towards the base. Most were intercepted by Patriot-style missiles, resulting in midair explosions. A few found their prize, demolishing buildings and sending debris, fire and smoke billowing upwards.
Norfolk was under siege.
No one in the Hummer spoke. And just when Nathan thought it couldn’t get any worse, Lara said ‘Oh shit!’ He followed her gaze upwards to see dozens of white vertical flares descending.
‘Floor it,’ Coles said to the driver. The Hummer plunged down the hill, the buses following in hot pursuit, as alien ships fell from the sky.




Chapter 17

Norfolk

The convoy hurtled down the slope, heading straight for the base. Nathan and the others prayed to be ignored while the alien capsules flared and landed in the hills behind them, distracting the infected militia who had laid siege to the base. It seemed to work for a while, but then the wave of drop-ships diminished, just as the convoy reached the flat, the safety of Norfolk Base a bare half-mile away.
‘Give it everything you’ve got,’ Coles said to the driver.
‘The buses won’t be able to keep up,’ he replied.
‘Good, because we’re going to draw any enemy fire, and we have some work to do.’
Nathan didn’t know what Coles meant until he saw the wreckage up ahead, blocking their way. A downed fighter jet from the looks of it, no longer aflame but still smoking.
‘Everybody hang onto something,’ the driver shouted.
The Hummer swerved and skidded around the twisted and burnt wreckage, bumping chunks of metal out of the way of the two buses behind, who were doing their best to keep up. There was no question of stopping. Loud twangs rang out as rifle rounds ricocheted off the Hummer’s armoured body and bulletproof windows, making Lara and Raphaela flinch. A rocket-propelled grenade would be a different story. No sooner had Nathan thought it than the driver careened to the right as a white trail zipped past them, exploding in a fireball that rocked the Hummer.
The buses would be far easier targets. Nathan watched behind, saw a side window on the lead bus burst apart, glass shards spraying outwards. A gash opened up on its side as if an invisible hand had just punched clean through it. No splash of red, though, so it had mercifully missed a kid. A ground explosion to the side of the bus followed. The militia must have fired an armour-piercing round, but the metal on a school bus was so thin it had slipped right through without detonating. It meant the Infected still weren’t thinking that clearly. They should fire the big guns at the Hummer, and strafe the buses, not the other way around. Instead they were reacting instinctively, using the biggest hardware for the biggest target.
That would all change once the alien ‘children’ took charge.
Coles barked down the radio for cover-fire, and for whatever snipers were left to take out whoever was firing RPGs.
‘We have children, I repeat, we have children, we are your fucking top priority!’
Suddenly, a horizontal hail of tracer lines – white-hot and deadly – fizzed past them towards the attackers hiding in the foliage at the base of the surrounding hill. Then a second volley, and a third. But the militia were leaving their defensive positions, chasing after the convoy and firing wildly. Up ahead a bulldozer cleared an opening in the barbed-wire-topped barricade, just wide enough for the kid-bearing convoy. But despite atrocious numbers of militia being cut down, they kept pouring out of the tree-line, some in jeeps and motorbikes, a number of them toting RPGs. The convoy wasn’t going to make it.
Deafening thunder made Nathan turned back around. A Growler fighter-jet from the base roared to the right of them then swung in a low, tight arc, and laid down a blanket of fire, obliterating the advancing front line of militia with cluster bombs. Where the militia had been a second before, now there was a curtain of flame and smoke. A few skeletal jeeps emerged from the flame-front, the one or two men not already dead stumbling from the vehicles like human torches before they fell to the ground.
Nothing else came through.
Nathan guessed what the cost would be, and sure enough as the jet looped back towards the base, it was hit once, then twice by heat-seekers fired from the hills. The second one ripped off a wing like it was paper. The jet cartwheeled into the sea, the pilot unable to eject, assuming he was even still alive.
Nathan sat back. Another hero had died for them. But then the militia weren’t true enemies. They were normal people and soldiers turned by the aliens, who were using humans to kill humans. Trescoe had always said never sympathise with the enemy. But… fuck! This time, how could he not? The aliens, sure. But the militia? The Infected? Mags, for Christ’s sake?
They breached the defensive cordon and drove straight into the shelter of a large empty aircraft hangar, the buses right behind, then screeched to a halt as the hangar doors were pulled closed. Soldiers ran up to them, semi-auto rifles at the ready. Nathan helped the others out of the Hummer – everyone was shaken. He was relieved to see the kids pouring out of the buses, all intact, a handful of them looking more excited than scared, maybe not surprising since they were in a fighter aircraft hangar. To left and right, uniformed men were prepping Growlers with fresh missiles. He admired the professionalism, the efficiency, the know-how, and hoped it would pay off, that they could finally fight back with serious ordnance.
A tall, straight-backed man with a shock of white hair and a face that looked like it had been carved from granite, marched over to the Hummer so smoothly that, at first, Nathan didn’t realise one of the man’s legs was artificial, until he glimpsed a flash of metal at the ankle. The man – a colonel according to his eagle insignia – saluted Coles and then, without hesitation, shook Akhbal’s hand with both his own.
‘I’m Colonel Matheson. Sergeant Coles told me what your men and women did.’ He let it hang a moment, then the glimmer of a smile cracked on his face. ‘I’m glad we never met in battle.’
Akhbal was lost for words, so he made a fist with his free hand and placed it over his heart.
Matheson turned to Raphaela, his voice softening. ‘So glad you made it, Doctor. Let’s get that wound treated.’ He snapped his fingers and a medic ran forward and inspected the dressing.
‘And you must be Nathan,’ Matheson said.
‘It’s an honour,’ Nathan replied, because he reckoned it was. Matheson seemed the kind of leader you’d go to hell and back for.
‘I’d like you all to give me a sit-rep, and I’ll give you ours.’
Raphaela spoke up. ‘Colonel, you seem very… rested.’
Matheson grinned. ‘I’ll let you into a little secret. I’ve always hated submarines, but that was the best darned sleep of my life.’
Nathan had something on his mind. ‘Sir, the pilot who just saved us…’
Matheson’s grin vanished. ‘Once he knew there were children on those buses, he volunteered. He was a father, his own kids slaughtered by his neighbour.’
Nathan nodded, as Sally arrived, and spoke directly to the colonel.
‘What was his name?’
‘Peterson, Richard Peterson,’ he replied, studying the young girl before him.
‘We won’t forget him,’ she said.
Nathan decided introductions were in order. ‘This is Sally, Colonel. She speaks for the children.’
‘Then let’s get to it; you can all join me in my office, such as it is. With this current batch of aliens landing, they’ve stopped shelling us for a while, so we have a short window of time in which to do some quality thinking.’ With that, he walked off, leaving everyone else to trail in his wake.
◆◆◆
 
‘We tried shooting their drop-ships,’ Matheson continued, ‘but its nigh impossible using conventional artillery. Our shells bounce right off, don’t leave a scratch. Some kind of shield. And they’re highly maneuverable. We sent cruise missiles, but they dodged them like it was a fucking cartoon fight. Ah, excuse me,’ he said, addressing Sally.
Sally said nothing.
Matheson continued. ‘When our fighters tried to engage, the ships used some kind of laser. Blinded our pilots and disabled any drones we sent up.’
They were all staring at the relief map he’d laid out on a table, showing the naval base and surrounding area in red and green, red highlighting where the enemy had already encroached into the base’s territory.
There was a lot of red.
It was dark outside. And quiet. They’d already discussed the situation at the base, the second alien ship, and the killing of the alien, when Lara, having said nothing at all until now, spoke up.
‘Why hasn’t the Mothership destroyed this base by launching an attack from space?’
Matheson eyed her for a moment. ‘You thinking what I think you’re thinking?’
She nodded. ‘They want the base.’
Raphaela entered, sporting a fresh bandage, this time with no blood leakage. ‘It makes sense,’ she said. ‘At first the Infected were blindly killing children and fighting like savages. The past few days, however, they’ve become more normal – aside from the obvious, I mean. They’re more logical now, more calculating.’
‘More useful to the aliens,’ Coles added.
Sally leapt ahead. ‘How many passengers can the submarine carry?’
‘Depends on their size,’ Matheson replied, with a tinge of humour.
Sally’s features remained set, deadly serious. ‘All of the children, then. How many adults as well?’
Matheson turned to one of his men. ‘Braxton?’
A muscular, red-faced man with bushy eyebrows and the golden double-dolphin insignia on his chest marking him as a high-ranking submarine officer, stared back at Matheson, ignoring Sally.
‘Two hundred kids, a skeleton crew of twelve, plus maybe ten or so adult passengers. After that the air scrubbers risk failing altogether.’
‘Evac,’ Matheson said. ‘Makes sense. Destination? Hiding underwater isn’t a long or even medium-term solution.’
‘The other alien ship,’ Nathan said. ‘We need to arrange a location where they can help us.’
‘You want to deliver us into alien hands, Nathan?’ Sally asked.
‘No,’ he said, a little defensively, speaking to all of them. ‘But this second alien race, whoever they are, have the ability to shield themselves from nukes. And I’m betting the first ship can’t eliminate the second ship, or else it would have done so long ago.’
‘Protection. Good idea,’ Matheson said, then added. ‘As well as the sub’s crew, we’ll give you some of our best fighters, and, of course, it is a nuclear submarine, fully loaded. Twelve intercontinental ballistic missiles and four Tomahawk Cruise Missiles, all nuclear-tipped.’
‘You should come with us, sir,’ Nathan said. ‘You–’
‘Not going to happen, son. You know how it goes. Besides, you killed one of them – not quite child’s play–’ again, that faint crack of humour as he nodded to Sally – ‘but it’s time we took the battle to them, before they become even stronger.’ He turned to Coles. ‘I could order you to go with them – Nathan and the kids – to protect them.’
Coles stood to attention. ‘I’d rather you didn’t, sir. Besides, with all due respects, I’m a landlubber, and I also very much want to take the battle to the enemy, sir.’
‘At ease then, soldier. I’ll be more than happy to have you fighting by my side.’ He raised his voice. ‘Then it’s agreed, we’ll evac the kids and civilians, using the submarine.’ He looked down at Sally. ‘That is, if you agree it’s their best option.’
‘I need to discuss it with the other leaders,’ Sally said, and with that she left the room.
Matheson watched her depart. ‘Braxton, Coles, Akhbal, please go and make preparations, I have the feeling things are going to accelerate from here on.’
That left the four of them staring at the map, gauging the odds. It felt to Nathan like a funeral. Matheson’s and Coles’, to be precise. Nathan had killed one alien, but he’d been lucky; very few militia had been around at the time. Next time would be different. Yet these men would never change their minds. Besides, tactically it made sense. It would give the kids an advantage, a window of opportunity to escape during a distracting engagement landside.
He found himself staring at the map again, wondering if the alien up above was also staring at it, a finger, or whatever, poised on a trigger to rub the base out of existence. He hoped Sally and the other gang leaders would say yes. It was the only option for them.
Raphaela spoke up. ‘Colonel, you’ll be needing scientific support.’
‘You can’t stay,’ Nathan said suddenly. ‘It’ll be suicide.’
Matheson bristled. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, son.’
Raphaela at first looked sheepish, then defiant, toughing it out. ‘I can, Nathan. And I must. Colonel, I presume we’re not the last stronghold resisting the invasion?’
‘No, Ma’am. Just shy of fifty bases worthy of note around the globe still giving the Infected hell, Australia in particular for some reason, but also at the poles – we’re guessing the aliens don’t appreciate severe cold.’
‘There, you see,’ she said. ‘Already a piece of intel we can build on.’
‘But–’ Nathan began.
‘No buts,’ she replied, her voice edgy. ‘My husband gave his life. The least I can do is the same. I’m not ready to give up on this planet just yet, Nathan.’
He was about to reply when Sally entered the room. She was watching him – not the others – just him.
‘We go where Nathan goes,’ she said to the colonel.
Words deserted Nathan. He didn’t want this kind of responsibility. Never had.
‘Then I believe it’s settled,’ Matheson said. ‘You leave with the kids as soon as the sub is ready. Doctor,’ he said to Raphaela, ‘come with me, I know some folks who’d very much like to meet you.’
She glanced behind to Nathan, ‘I’ll come say goodbye before you go.’ Then she left with Matheson, Sally too.
Lara walked up to Nathan and took his hand. ‘You know, for someone who hates kids, that one has you wrapped around her little finger.’
He made a fist and drove it slowly onto the table. A quiet protest.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘They just don’t get it,’ he said. He placed his hands on her shoulders. ‘I don’t see how we can win this. I talked to that alien kid, looked her in the eye. She, it, whatever, was smart, tactical and ruthless. They’ve done this before. They know what they’re doing. Fifty bases, a hundred bases… Prolong our demise maybe, but that’s all. And if I’m right, then Raphaela and Matheson should come with us. Two of the best minds we have left, militarily and scientifically. Then there’s the kids. I don’t want to…’
Lara looked like she was going to say something, then thought better of it. She placed her hands atop his fist and smiled.
‘What’s funny?’ he asked.
‘You. You’re the biggest child in this room. Everyone else knows these are the right calls. Even Sally. And Nathan, you can’t pretend to know the endgame. No one does. You just don’t want to lose your new mini-friends.’
He almost smiled. ‘I don’t want to turn. I don’t want to be the one to kill them.’
‘You won’t, because I’ll kill you first, okay? And those kids are getting harder to kill with every minute that passes. Because of you, Nathan. The child-hater.’
Nathan softened his tone and hung his head. ‘I know what you’re saying, and, believe me, I appreciate the irony.’ He lifted his head. ‘But it doesn’t mean I’m wrong. The second alien ship. It’s not just our best hope. It’s our last.’




Chapter 18

Night Moves

Nathan couldn’t sleep. On reflection, that was a good thing.
Lara prodded him. ‘What are you thinking?’
‘I knew a guy with PTSD. Nightmares when he slept, worse when he was awake.’
‘Does his story end well?’
Nathan stowed it. He wasn’t a good story-teller anyway. Rising from the incredibly uncomfortable chair – how had he almost fallen asleep in that? – he stretched, padded around, his legs feeling like someone had replaced the blood in them with lead, his head little better.
‘Wanna pill?’ she said, watching him, a bemused smile on her face, her knees bent, heels on the lip of the seat, somehow looking utterly comfortable with herself.
Neat trick.
He shook his head. ‘I need to move.’
She shrugged and settled back into reading a book. Right now, that would have put him to sleep in seconds. He left and wandered along dimly lit underground corridors. He’d heard there was a gym somewhere to the northern end. Sure enough, within five minutes he picked up the heavy odour of sweat, tracked it until a chorus of familiar sounds – grunts, metal wires straining, barbells clinking and clunking to the floor – guided him to a crowded room packed with weights and scattered multigym equipment. As if a tank had been disassembled. Men stripped down to their shorts, their taut bodies glistening in the yellow light, worked out in pairs or alone. No women. They must have their own gym somewhere else. He took off his shirt, stood under a gleaming metal rod way above head height, jumped, snapped his hands around the bar, and started doing pull-ups.
Thirty minutes later, in the shower, he felt brand new. He changed into fresh fatigues, then prowled the corridors, wondering where Matheson and Coles were, and Raphaela. For sure they were strategising somewhere. Every now and again he’d come across a buzz of activity in a dorm or a kitchen, where he’d find men like him – like he used to be – talking, smoking, playing cards. A few glanced his way, nodding recognition to a brother-in-arms. He reciprocated and walked on. He could lift weights with them, shoot the shit with them, but it wasn’t his life any more. Once you were discharged, something changed inside you. Besides, he’d begun to question it all, even before he’d quit the army, knew he could never go back, that they’d never take him back. For one thing he seemed to have forgotten how to take orders. Not something he regretted. The chain of command had been too tight around his neck.
He stopped walking as an unbidden thought arose. Did he miss it? He was, after all, fighting a war, and right now the chain of command was essential. Matheson was holding onto the base, this pocket of resistance – men, women, kids and some powerful ordnance – keeping the enemy at bay by sheer force of will backed up by men who’d follow his orders without hesitation, to their deaths if necessary.
He continued walking.
It had gone quiet upstairs once darkness had fallen. No more attacks on the base. No more capsule landings. The one thing they all reckoned was that the enemy wasn’t simply sleeping. The aliens were moving to stage two of their invasion, whatever that was. Raphaela had asked him what he thought the alien girl had meant by the Eye, but he had no clue. She’d said she needed to contact an astrobiologist. Apparently, there were teams dotted around the globe who’d been tasked for years with preparing for First Contact, just in case it ever happened. She was trying to reach one of those teams, find one that was still functional.
Good luck with that.
Up ahead, stark light and animated voices in sharp, clipped commands and replies leaked out from a small amphitheatre. There were flashes, as if the people inside were watching a movie, then the lights dimmed as if something was about to start. He quickened his pace.
Two marines barred his way as he was about to enter the auditorium, until someone barked an order and they stood apart and ushered him in. He spied Matheson in the busy central area between rows of empty seats and a giant screen. The colonel looked up, his face lit from below, lending him a ghostly, menacing appearance matched by his grim expression. Coles stood by his side, arms folded, his features expectant. No, more than that. Nathan recognised the look. Trescoe had had the exact same look the day he oversaw a coordinated night-time raid to take out a cell of suicide bomber trainers. The look was unadorned, primal, easily summed up in one word any soldier anywhere understood.
Payback.
Matheson was surrounded by men in combat fatigues milling about, fussing over two rows of tables with screens and a forest of cables. Six head-phoned controllers sat at the makeshift desks in the front row, glued to their screens; six others in the second row, nudging keypads and joysticks. The room hummed with concentration and static electricity, raising the hairs on Nathan’s forearms. His eyes were drawn to the giant screen on the wall in front of them. On it was an aerial view of the base and the surrounding area, in the black-and-green shades he recognised as night vision.
Matheson waved Nathan over. ‘Just in time. We’ve been looking for you.’
Coles made space for him to stand next to the colonel.
‘Ready, sir!’ someone shouted. Everyone stopped moving, except the front row of controllers, who, as one, drew their faces closer to their screens.
‘Take them in,’ Coles said.
At first Nathan didn’t know who ‘they’ were, but as the cinema scene split into six sections, the landscape on each one rushing towards him, he guessed what they were: drones. Had to be. The way the vistas glided, shifted, slowed down and accelerated. Hard for a manned aircraft to manoeuvre that way. His eyes swung to the second row of controllers. Although sitting back, they were rapt, completely immersed in their screens. He recognised this level of concentration. The two rows were working together. The front row were spotters, guiding the drones. The row behind were snipers. Not a reconnaissance mission, then. The drones were armed. He felt Trescoe standing there with them.
The individual scenes barrelled down into the hills, dropping so fast he almost reached out to steady himself. Suddenly they were below the tree-line, dodging through branches he could barely see, they whipped by so fast. The first drone reached a clearing. A glistening capsule stood erect in its centre, steam still rising from its bullet-shaped top, a lone boy in front of it, surrounded by at least two hundred men and women, all flat on their backs, eyes closed.
‘They’re asleep.’
Nathan’s head turned. It was Raphaela. He hadn’t seen her at first. She occupied a remote station on the far side of the theatre surrounded by several men in white coats. She caught his eye for a second, then returned to her screens.
Nathan looked back to the larger picture and, sure enough, all six views now showed a capsule with its hatch open, an alien boy or girl, and sleeping people: the Infected. Nathan felt his gut tighten, his workout endorphins long departed.
‘They’re goddammed programming our people,’ Coles said, ‘Just give the order, sir.’
Matheson obliged. ‘Do it.’
The second row of men barely moved. Their index fingers and thumbs manipulated small joysticks. In each of the six sections of the screen a target symbol – red cross-hairs inside a red circle – appeared superimposed over the alien boy or girl. Nathan held his breath. Each alien flinched, as if startled, a dark spot appearing in the centre of their foreheads as they were all knocked over backwards by double-taps to the head.
Several soldiers cheered. Coles gave a subdued punch in the air. Matheson didn’t react. Nathan glanced over to Raphaela, who was leaning back, her hands cupped prayer-like over mouth and nose.
The drone cameras zoomed in, showing the aliens, their bodies twisted unnaturally on the ground. One alien's head had ripped open. At least it answered a question. From what he could see, their insides looked human. Didn’t mean they were, of course; he knew that. But still, it was as if they’d just executed six kids.
He felt sick.
His gaze drifted back to the snipers. No qualms, as far as he could tell. They were waiting, ready in case something else happened and they’d be called upon to shoot again. Same for the row of spotters, still glued to their computers, probably seeing more than what was on the screen, scanning for trouble or reprisal.
They all waited. Seconds turned to minutes.
‘Next set of targets, sir?’ Coles asked.
‘Wait,’ Matheson answered.
‘Sir,’ Coles insisted, ‘we still have the element of surprise.’
Matheson chewed on it for a moment. ‘Leave three drones there, dispatch the others to the next set of targets.’
Coles barked the order. ‘Units one to three, nearest new targets, four to six remain on station.’
Two of the vistas swung to the left, one to the right, at image-blurring speed. Nathan turned away and studied the snipers. He’d decided long ago that snipers were a breed apart. He could never do it – kill someone from a distance, where they were vulnerable and you were safe and sound. But he didn’t judge. It was a very old and proven tactic in warfare, and since these aliens had attacked humanity remotely, it seemed only fair that humanity could retaliate in kind. And it made sense to take out the aliens without any human collateral damage. He knew what he was doing – justifying an atrocity. But in war, that’s what always happened. Your red lines – those you swore to defend at all costs when you signed up – shifted, until finally none worth fighting for remained. PTSD wasn’t just about what happened to you; it was about what you did.
He wished he could have talked longer with that alien girl, to find out what they really wanted, their game plan. But she’d made it clear. All human children must die. And so here they were. Killing each other’s offspring.
A sense of foreboding grew inside him. The alien Mothership was up above them. There was no way this attack would go unpunished. Matheson knew it too. They all did. The question was, what would happen next?
The three moving drones were slowing down, arriving at new capsule sites.
But this time it was different.
The alien kids weren’t anywhere in sight. The capsule doors were closed. And the people around the capsules were not asleep. Men and women alike stood armed with rifles and machine guns. They began firing at the drones.
‘Do not return fire!’ Matheson bellowed before the snipers could react by instinct. ‘Get to a safe distance.’
But the hail of bullets turned two of the vistas to static then black. Two sets of controllers threw up their arms as if they’d been hit, then they sat back, pulling off their headphones. The third drone managed to retreat half a mile before they all saw the tell-tale orange flare of a ground-to-air heat-seeker zip towards them. White smoke mushroomed, then the screen blanked and the third controller sighed and slipped his headphones down around his neck.
The first three vistas remained, oddly calm. Alien children still dead. People still asleep.
‘Orders, sir?’ Coles asked.
Nathan knew that soldiers hated waiting, always preferring to fight, to move. But he presumed you didn’t get to the rank of colonel without learning the value of patience, and the true cost of rash decisions. Everyone was listening to hear what their colonel would say.
‘Wait,’ Matheson answered.
The right call, Nathan reckoned.
They didn’t have to wait long.
The Infected who’d been on the ground woke up, sluggish at first, as if they’d been in the deepest sleep, then they moved towards the fallen alien children in each view, crowding around so the drones lost sight of the dead aliens. Then, as one, in all three vistas, they turned and gazed upwards to the night sky. To the Mothership. What happened next made many of the soldiers turn away. Raphaela covered her eyes.
In each of the clusters, men with knives began slitting the throats of all who were there. No one resisted. They simply waited their turn. There were too many for the drones to take out, though after Coles yelled an order and Matheson said nothing, the snipers did their best. The few who were downed by drone fire were simply replaced by others who picked up the knives and took over the job. Within three minutes, all were dead, the final remaining throat-cutters by their own hand.
The room filled with silence.
Coles broke it. ‘Your orders, sir?’
‘How many other capsules landed within reach of our drones?’
‘At least twenty, sir.’
‘Across the US? Ballpark figure.’
‘Twenty thousand, sir.’
Matheson never took his eyes from the screen. Three carpets of dead people.
Raphaela came over to join them. ‘We have to stop this. It’s not working. With the few military defence centres still operational, we could only take out at most five per cent of them.’
Coles glared at her. ‘We could attack in the daylight, when the Mothership is no longer in range.’
Nathan spoke up. He’d met the alien, seen her resolve, recalling what she’d said.
We’ve done this before.
‘They’ll be long gone by morning,’ he said.
Coles bristled. ‘Then we tell our counterparts on the daylight side to strike now.’
Raphaela’s retort was stern. ‘Don’t you get it? They can tell any of the Infected to kill themselves. What we just witnessed is an example. A lesson. They could wipe out a whole city of people, get them to kill themselves in a matter of minutes.’
‘Then why don’t they?’ It was Lara, standing at the entrance. She’d evidently snuck around the Marines, who had moved forward during the drone attack. Nathan didn’t know how long she’d been there. By the ashen look on her face, long enough. She walked towards them. ‘They don’t want to eradicate the adult population. They need them – us – for something.’
Coles faced her. ‘Better dead than–’
‘Is it?’ she asked, her voice cracking ‘Is it really? Because you must be absolutely sure. There’s no coming back from an extinction-level event.’
Matheson took charge again. ‘Enough. We played our hand, we lost. Game isn’t over.’ He addressed the two rows of controllers and snipers. ‘Stand down. Bring the drones back, patrol the perimeter.’
‘The kids. We need to get them out of here,’ Nathan said. ‘Sorry, but Norfolk won’t survive much longer.’
Matheson faced him. ‘Agreed. Submarine for you and the kids tomorrow morning, as planned. But we’re not the only unit still functioning. This was a test. Sixteen other bases around the world were watching as well. I need to talk with them, now.’ Without more ado he strode to the exit and was gone.
Raphaela looked exhausted.
Before Nathan could work out what to say, Coles stepped in, glancing from Raphaela to Lara. ‘Listen, I know we won’t ever see eye to eye on what’s going on and what to do about it, but I have a suggestion I think we can all agree on. Including you, Nathan.’
‘What’s that?’ he replied.
‘We could all use a drink.’
Lara shook her head, and Raphaela let out a mirthless laugh, then cut it short. ‘Normally I’d warn you about the complicating effects on the anti-sleep meds but, after… this...’
‘Good,’ Coles said, ‘follow me.’
As Nathan left the room, he cast one last look at the screen. The image was once again of the vast Norfolk base from the air, and the surrounding hills, dark and silent. As he trailed after the others, he wondered if this was it: extinction, as Lara had named it. But he also wondered about the second alien ship up there somewhere. It must have seen everything that had just happened, and hadn’t intervened. Perhaps it couldn’t. There had been no further contact with it, either. He realised he had a question for the second alien. It was the one Raphaela had asked him earlier in the day, because despite the threat of extinction, or the likelihood of the whole of humanity becoming infected, he felt it was important.
What was the Eye?




Chapter 19

Eye of the Storm

They never made it to wherever Coles had his stash of alcohol. A man in a white coat came racing down the corridor and intercepted Raphaela, ignoring the rest of them.
‘Dr Strauss!’ he shouted, trying to catch his breath, nudging his spectacles back up his nose. ‘We’ve contacted her. Elodie! she’s online now!’
While Nathan and the others exchanged glances, Raphaela and the exuberant scientist dashed back to wherever he had come from.
‘Who the hell is Elodie?’ Coles said. ‘Mother? Daughter?’
‘Neither,’ Lara said, as she began following the scientist pair. ‘Just the world’s leading astrobiologist.’
Nathan took a few steps behind her, then noticed that Coles didn’t. ‘Not coming?’
‘Nope, going to check our hardware. Including the sub. You?’
He peered down the corridor. Lara was almost gone. It would be closer to home territory to check ordnance, see the sub, meet its crew. And yet… he doubted he’d have anything to offer with the science crowd, but then again, he was the only one so far who had talked to one of the aliens. If this Elodie had any explanations, he wanted to hear them.
Coles could evidently read people well enough. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said, and headed down a different corridor.
But he didn’t get far either. A soldier came running around the corner.
‘Sir, the insurgents…’ The impossibly young Marine, a corporal no less, lowered his voice so Nathan couldn’t catch the rest.
Nathan walked up to Coles. ‘The insurgents… Akhbal?’
Coles nodded, looking annoyed. ‘Yes, you remember the Taliban? The ones who were going to storm this base and try to kill us all?’
‘You mean the ones who saved two hundred American kids? Who fought alongside you against the Infected, what, twenty-four hours ago?’
Coles closed his eyes a few seconds, squeezed his lips tight, then faced Nathan square. ‘If this blows over in a few days, they’re the enemy again. We can’t have them roaming the base.’
Nathan thought of all the rational things he could say, added some irrational ones. But everything was happening too fast for people to catch up and reassess. Even Coles. So, he tried a different tack.
‘Release him into my custody. I’ll stick with him like glue. It will appease the others. One less thing for you to worry about.’
Coles’ eyes bored into Nathan’s. ‘Superglue,’ he said, finally. He faced the corporal. ‘Take him to the pris – to our temporary allies.’
The corporal winced.
‘And feed and water them,’ he added. ‘Our rations.’
‘Sir,’ the corporal replied, saluting.
Nathan was about to say something to Coles, but the sergeant strode away, forestalling any further talk. Nathan dutifully followed the corporal, feeling as though they were all completely unprepared for what had happened, stitching together strategy as they went along. And then he smiled, recalling what Trescoe had once said, that strategy was a myth invented by historians, that military playbooks existed only to give you confidence, because every new war made the playbooks obsolete.
◆◆◆
 
Akhbal looked worse for wear, but he was happy to see Nathan. What little was left of his clan accepted the deal of a decent meal in their guarded cell, as long as Akhbal could roam free with Nathan.
‘Where are we going?’ Akhbal asked.
‘To where the action is.’
While they walked the corridors, searching for the ongoing conference with this Elodie person, Nathan filled Akhbal in on the drone attacks. Akhbal said nothing, his lined face hollowed.
It was a small, darkened room, lit up by a single widescreen framing a silver-haired woman with high cheekbones, her dreadlocks bundled behind her in a barely contained pony tail. She had startling jade eyes, and when she spoke – as she was doing now – she did so with unquestionable authority, underlined by a gritty Australian accent. She didn’t sound arrogant or patronising; it was simply as if she knew her stuff backwards, and to question her would be a waste of everyone’s time. Raphaela sat at a broad desk in front of the screen, between two white-coated men, but Nathan had the feeling the conversation was just between the two women. Nathan spotted Lara at the back of the room and joined her, while Akhbal moved to the opposite side of the room to get a better view of Elodie.
Lara whispered into Nathan’s ear. ‘She came to NASA ten years ago to give a lecture. Blew everyone away, and put some of the crustier scientific bigwigs in their place. I was in international relations then.’
‘Have I missed much?’ he whispered back.
‘Not really. It took fifteen minutes to stabilise the connection.’
Raphaela was talking quickly now, updating this Elodie guru, going through everything methodically, succinctly, from her suppositions about the brainwashing and delta waves, to the brain hemisphere thing she’d talked about when studying Saxby, to the chlorpromazine, to the drone attack. Elodie listened attentively, no interjections, no questions, letting Raphaela give her report.
From what he could follow of the next ten minutes during which Elodie gave her report, she didn’t know any more than they did. And she’d been talking to several other teams of sleep-deprived scientists – in Paris, London and Tokyo. As the two women’s exchanges grew shorter and shorter, running out of scientific steam, Nathan could feel any last vestiges of hope draining from the room.
During a tense pause, Akhbal spoke. ‘What do the aliens want?’
Elodie leaned forward, clearly trying to see who had asked the question. Raphaela touched a control and the lighting rose in the room. She gestured for Akhbal to come forward. He introduced himself simply as Akhbal. Elodie didn’t ask for elaboration.
‘It’s a key question. We’ve had discussions about this for decades. Let’s go through the Big Five.’ She held up a fist, and uncurled her pinkie. ‘First – and it’s always been the stupidest reason anyway, because alien physiology is unlikely to be able to digest us – they aren’t here to eat us, or to farm us for protein.’ She uncurled a ringless finger. ‘Second, they don’t want to annihilate us. Killing our kids is a very roundabout way of doing that.’ Middle finger. ‘Third, as yet, they don’t seem to want our resources – water, minerals, oxygen – as they aren’t tapping into anything yet, and are leaving most of the adults in place.’ Forefinger. ‘Fourth is domination or enslavement, which comes to the same thing. This is a big contender, as they are tricking adults into worshipping the alien children, a clever means of coercion, one that is very effective and yet not at all perceived by the Infected. But we don’t know to what end.’ She flourished her thumb. ‘Fifth is that they need a new home, because theirs is no longer habitable, or simply because they’re expanding across the galaxy.’
‘What if they want something more from us?’ Nathan spoke up without thinking about it, and all in the room turned towards him. Again, Elodie’s eyes strained to see who had spoken.
Raphaela did the honours. ‘This is the one I was telling you about: Nathan. He spoke to the alien girl, and also to the alien on the second ship.’
‘Quite a resume,’ Elodie said with a wry smile. ‘What did you mean, Nathan?’
He suddenly felt self-conscious, out of his depth, but Akhbal had shown the way. ‘She – the alien girl – said they needed our fight. They appear to be on the run from something else–’
‘The Eye,’ Elodie said. ‘Dr Strauss told me about it. Do you have any idea what it is?’
He shook his head. ‘No, but the second alien might know.’
Elodie considered what he’d said for a while. ‘Our genes have always been invasion-reason number six. It carries some weight, since the alien children look like us, inside and out. But we believe they were fashioned that way, that it’s not their natural form. Still, if they’d just told us the threat, about the Eye, maybe we could have helped.’
‘That’s what I told her. She said it worked best this way. They’ve done it before.’
‘That’s the scariest part of all this.’ Elodie drew herself up. ‘You need to contact the second ship again, Nathan.’
‘Surely one of our leaders–’
‘Seriously?’ she asked. ‘As in “Take me to your leader?”’ She shook her head. ‘Most are Infected. As for the rest, would you honestly place the fate of humanity in their hands?’ She leaned forward, the smile gone, her features suddenly taut, her eyes hawkish. ‘How’s democracy working for you, Nathan? Delivering our best leaders, humanity’s best hope?’ She leaned back, waved a hand dismissively. ‘The decent ones are gone, I’m afraid. No, the second alien ship spoke to you, Nathan, and to no one else. God knows we’ve tried.’
‘I’m just a soldier,’ he said, surprising himself.
‘An independent thinking soldier. That’s a new one!’
‘Well, I get a lot of support, not to mention criticism, from people here.’ He nodded at Raphaela, then back to Lara.
‘A soldier who takes counsel, from women, no less. Your resume grows more interesting by the second.’ She leaned forward again. ‘Leaders don’t choose their moments, it’s the other way around. And for whatever reason, this is your moment, Nathan. Contact the second ship. Find a way to get their attention.’
He gave up. She was Trescoe in drag. No arguing with her.
It was Lara’s turn. ‘Are any ESCHERs operational?’
Elodie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Quite the well-informed entourage you have there, Dr Strauss.’
‘This is Lara,’ Raphaela said, ‘also from NASA. But I’m sorry, Eschers? Like the drawings?’
Lara explained. ‘Environmentally Self-Contained Habitats for Emergency Respite.’ People in the room looked at her. She sighed. ‘Boltholes.’
Elodie gave Lara an appraising stare. ‘Okay, I won’t waste time asking how you know about one of the most closely guarded secrets of modern times. Short answer, we don’t know. Of the twelve known to exist, at least six were activated, including one in Washington DC, but we don’t know who got in and, if you know the principle, we won’t know for several weeks, because…’
‘They’re environmentally and electromagnetically sealed,’ Lara finished. ‘And stay in lockdown in the event of a Level Zero event – a global threat to humanity – for at least a month.’
‘Bravo. So, as you no doubt know, they’re all half a mile underground, in heavily shielded bunkers, with enough provisions for a year, and almost certainly impervious to the delta wave cocktail the aliens are using. Of course, the people inside will have to come out eventually.’
Elodie glanced to her left as if listening to someone. ‘I have to go. Next teleconference, though I doubt it’s going to be as interesting as this one.’ She half-stood, stooping so they could still see her. ‘Listen. A few days ago, we were close to eight billion normal people. We estimate there’s only a couple of million uninfected now. Even with chlorpromazine, stocks and availability will run out very fast. In another week, the uninfected will only number a few hundred thousand. The North and South Poles are faring better for some reason. Probably to do with the magnetic waves.’ She waved a hand. ‘Hell, we don’t know; maybe it’s the ice.’ She brushed a palm over her forehead. ‘The point is, we’re running out of time. We know they want all the kids dead. Doesn’t matter why any more. Keep them safe as long as you can.’ She stood up. ‘Gotta go.’ The screen blanked.
◆◆◆
 
Nathan sat with Lara and Raphaela in the radio room, having delivered Akhbal back to his people. Nathan, dog-tired, stared at the old-fashioned microphone standing upright on the desk, the radio equipment humming almost imperceptibly, surveyed by two radio operators wearing headphones. They’d already tried a dozen times to connect with the second alien ship, with no answer. It was 5:30am. Dawn soon. They were sliding out of the eye of the storm. New attacks would come with first light, he was sure of it. And he could barely keep his eyes open. At least battle would wake him up.
Battle.
The second alien was the enemy of the first alien. What would interest the second alien?
Intel.
He sat up sharp.
‘You’ve got something,’ Raphaela said.
He walked over to one of the radio operators. ‘The video footage from the drone attack. Can you access it?’
The operator said nothing, but his fingers blurred over the keyboard, then he nodded to his colleague who picked up a phone and made a short call.
‘What are you doing, exactly?’ Lara asked.
‘He’s speaking one soldier to another,’ Raphaela replied.
The feed came through on the screen. Nathan indicated a section of footage – where the six alien children were killed by the drone strikes.
‘Transmit that,’ he said.
‘Any message to go with it?’ the operator asked.
Nathan shook his head.
The operator hit some keys, then sat back.
The chorus-like, grating voice boomed into the room, making them all jump.
‘The rest,’ it said.
Nathan selected the remaining footage, showing the Infected killing themselves. The operator transmitted it all.
Six pairs of numbers appeared on the second operator’s screen. Then another row of different numbers. Then another, until there were four sets.
Raphaela studied them. ‘GPS coordinates, and times to be there. A series of rendezvous points.’
‘Bring up a map,’ Nathan said. The operator did so and began plotting the coordinates and the time-slots. One of them was down the East Coast in the Caribbean region. A small, uninhabited island. A sub could probably make it.
He snatched up the mike, clicked it on. ‘This is Nathan. You’re-evacuating us?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where to? For how long?’
The alien didn’t answer.
Raphaela looked concerned. ‘We don’t know anything about this alien.’
‘I think it’s a take it or leave it offer,’ Lara said. ‘The alien girl said they’d done this before. Maybe the second alien has seen it all before, too.’
‘But we don’t know–’ Raphaela began.
‘We know the other alien will kill all the children,’ Lara said.
Nathan reckoned this alien wasn’t going to answer their questions for now, for whatever reason. Possibly security. Maybe the other alien could eavesdrop on their conversation, though not the coordinates. He decided on a different tack, trying to think up to the alien’s level, to what might be deemed worthy of a response. He clicked on the mike again.
‘Has the Eye seen us yet?’
There was a pause. ‘Not yet.’
Nathan put down the mike and turned to Raphaela. ‘You need to send Elodie these rendezvous points.’ He spoke to one of the operators. ‘Call Matheson.’
‘What are we going to do?’ Lara asked.
He turned back to the map, to the remote island that was within striking distance of a sub.
‘Take the kids on a trip,’ he said.




Chapter 20

Submarine

Getting the kids into the sub was the easy part. They loved it, disappearing down the hatches like rabbits into a burrow. It was as if the sub was hoovering children off the dock.
‘Kids,’ Nathan said, standing on the dock, at the edge of the footbridge across to the bulky black hull. The shelling from the militia that had begun exactly at dawn ceased after half an hour, during which time another dozen capsules landed. A few seagulls soared closer to land, squawking as they circled above. He and Lara were the last to board, save for a couple of sailors. He was waiting to say goodbye to somebody.
‘I hope Braxton can stop the kids from accidentally launching a nuke,’ Lara said.
Nathan winced. Twelve ballistic missiles were in hot standby aboard the USS Dakota, plus four cruise missiles, also with nuclear payloads. The sub could stay submerged for ninety days, and was almost impossible to track by conventional means, though of course they didn’t know the alien ship’s capabilities.
The seagulls circled back out to sea. It was eerily quiet, except for the take-off every fifteen minutes of a Growler, each sortie aimed at taking out an alien capsule that had landed. Distant explosions were heard with equal periodicity. If just one fighter jet made it back… None did. Matheson kept up the drip-feed attack, Nathan reckoned, mainly as a distraction, while the kids got away.
He wondered if Matheson would use nukes. The railgun nukes had been ineffective in space, but down here, against the capsules, where they were reasonably close together? If nothing else, it would send a statement, show resolve. But a scorched-earth strategy was a dangerous, possibly terminal, precedent. If other surviving bases around the world followed suit… He tried to recall how many nuclear detonations it would take to trigger a nuclear winter. Somebody had told him it was less than two per cent of the world’s nuclear arsenal. He hoped that wasn’t true. He scanned the buildings. Maybe Raphaela wasn’t coming after all. She’d vowed to stay and assist. But that was before the drone strike, before contacting Elodie, before the communication with the second alien. Norfolk would fight on for a while longer, but it was doomed.
He nodded to Lara and they walked across the gangplank over the narrow stretch of water to the sub. Before he arrived, he heard a commotion behind him and turned around. It was Raphaela, looking flustered. Matheson was with her, as were four heavily armed commandos. The way they surrounded her, it looked less like an escort, more like a prisoner detail. She had her laptop tucked under her arm. She wasn’t flustered, he realised. She was furious.
Matheson’s face was granite. ‘Get on board!’ he said firmly, just short of shouting.
She whirled around at the edge of the footbridge. ‘I am not under your command! You can’t make me leave!’
He flicked a hand at the commandos behind him. ‘You may not follow my orders, but they do.’
Nathan crossed back to the dockside and joined Raphaela. ‘What’s going on?’
Raphaela began speaking, but Matheson’s clear-cut voice trampled her softer tones. ‘Four attacks down the coast, taking out surviving naval and land bases. An aircraft carrier and two supporting destroyers under alien influence are on their way, crewed by infected armed servicemen. They’ll be in artillery range in sixty minutes, and this sub needs fifteen to get deep enough that it can’t be tracked.’
‘I can still help,’ Raphaela interjected.
Matheson shook his head. ‘We’re out of time here. Not a single jet has returned, and we’re about to be overrun by a ground offensive. That’s where Sergeant Coles is, by the way, holding the line.’ He laid a hand on her shoulder, ignoring her attempt to shrug it off. ‘You’re a top priority asset, Dr Strauss. We’ve already lost your husband; we can’t afford to lose you as well. Humanity needs you. You need to rendezvous with the second alien ship, work out–’
She flicked his hand from her shoulder. ‘Work out what, exactly?’
Matheson removed his arm. ‘An escape plan.’ He gazed towards the hills, then back out to sea, and finally the sky. ‘We’ve lost this planet. That’s my honest assessment. That doesn’t mean humanity has to become extinct, though, or to mutate into whatever they have in mind for us.’
His words hung in the cool breeze. Nathan wanted to feel shocked, surprised, even outraged. He didn’t. It had been percolating in his mind these past hours. Sally and the kids had probably reached the same conclusion.
Raphaela deflated. ‘Come with us, then,’ she said quietly.
‘Can’t do that, Ma’am. I need to send a message. And I have to take out that aircraft carrier and its two destroyers. You need to go. Right now.’
Lara crossed the footbridge, took Raphaela’s hand, and slowly led her across the gangplank. The four commandos awaited their orders.
‘Nathan,’ Matheson said. ‘Braxton is a fine submarine commander, but this isn’t purely a military mission. It’s broader now, about the survival of our kids, our species.’
Nathan wasn’t sure where this was going. He had a strong feeling he wasn’t going to like its destination.
‘What we need,’ Matheson continued, ‘is you as Commander-in-Chief. You’ll need military rank as well.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Nathan said, trying to catch up.
‘No time. By the powers invested in me I assign you the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the US Armed Forces. These men are my witnesses. You already took an oath, I’m sure you remember it.’
‘I–I don’t want this!’
‘Exactly why it’s yours, son. I have to go. Do with it what you will. These men will die protecting you and ensuring any orders you give are carried out.’
‘Including bringing you with us?’
Matheson smiled. ‘Except that one. Braxton already knows you’re in command of the mission, though he runs the sub. It’s up to you whether you live up to my faith in you, but obviously I believe you will or I wouldn’t be wasting my breath.’
Nathan couldn’t think of a decent reply.
‘Good. Now, one more thing. My final order, and then you need to get the hell out of here.’
Nathan listened, not liking what he heard, though it wasn’t so surprising.
‘You and Coles give them hell, sir,’ Nathan said, saluting. He watched Matheson depart, then crossed the gangplank and entered the sub, climbing down the stairs, followed by two sailors who sealed the hatch. Nathan’s eyes met Braxton’s.
‘Let’s go,’ he said.
Braxton turned to the two helmsmen seated with complicated steering wheels in front of them. ‘Take us out, standard departure Alpha-Omega,’ he said, then moved to a central table where he began plotting a course with one of the navigators.
Nathan took in his surroundings. Although not as cramped as he’d imagined, it was busy, with thin stainless-steel pipes running everywhere, studded by round brass gauges like clocks, black needles hovering between white and red zones. Overhead were white-painted pipes with jack-type valves he knew were for quick-access oxygen in case of flooding, smoke or fire. Electric panels and displays festooned the metal walls of the Command and Control Centre, while compact seated positions were occupied by sailors who knew exactly what they were doing. The periscope was right where the movies would have placed it, in the centre of the room. All the sailors – mostly men – wore navy blue coveralls open at the neck with blue T-shirts underneath. The exception was Braxton, in blue-and-grey camouflage battle dress uniform with matching cap, singling him out as the commander.
It was the noise that most struck Nathan, an orchestra of clicks, whirrs and thunks, vocal checks and crosschecks in clipped naval speech, all underscored by a deep, almost subliminal, bass hum as the engines transmitted power through the drive shaft to the massive propellers that drove this behemoth – almost as long as two football fields – through the water like a steel whale.
Braxton removed his cap and placed it on the chart table. Bald, with a muscular jaw and a face permanently flushed red, he simmered a moment as if building up to something, then bellowed: ‘No kids on the Bridge! And no Taliban. Non-negotiable.’
The kids vanished, except Sally and Michael. Akhbal was led away summarily by two of Braxton’s men.
Nathan decided to pick his first battle with Braxton carefully. ‘These two stay,’ he said, indicating the two kids. ‘They’ll behave.’
Braxton eyeballed Nathan a moment, then carried on. At one point he disappeared down a long corridor, and Nathan glimpsed two rows of orange cylindrical containers at the far end, knowing they housed the twelve ballistic missiles, each one capable of levelling a city.
For the next hour nothing much happened. Nathan got himself a mug of black coffee, and checked on the kids in their bunks, nine to a room, many of them doubled up. They’d sorted themselves neatly into their gangs. Raphaela, looking decidedly ragged at the edges, suggested they should all get some sleep, as they were deep enough to be immune to the alien effects. Lara didn’t need to be told twice.
But Nathan couldn’t sleep. Not yet. Because of what Matheson had asked. His final order. An obvious, yet terrible, request. Nathan waited until sixty minutes had passed. He approached Braxton, who was busying himself with running the submarine in the Control Room known as the Conn. The sub was heading towards a remote island off the coast of Turks and Caicos in the Caribbean, the destination prearranged with the second alien ship.
Nathan cleared his throat. ‘Colonel Matheson gave me a direct order, to pass on to you.’
Braxton didn’t stop what he was doing, moving from console to console, snapping orders.
This wasn’t working. Nathan blocked Braxton’s path as he headed to helm control.
‘Captain Braxton, we need to talk.’
Braxton spun around. ‘You think I don’t know what the order is?’
He pushed past Nathan. The leader of the four commandos, who had been hanging back at the edge of the Conn, took a couple of paces forward. Nathan stopped him with a shake of his head. He needed to make sure they were on the same page. This time he didn’t follow Braxton, he just said it loud enough for all to hear.
‘We need to nuke Norfolk.’
There, better now it was out in the open. The Conn hushed. Braxton, whose face was bathed in green from the sonar display, didn’t turn around. He instructed a lanky, red-haired sailor who, even seated, looked taller than should be allowed on a submarine.
‘Mister Jansen, launch a communication buoy.’
‘Aye, sir!’ There was a dull popping sound. ‘Buoy launched, sir.’
Braxton turned and rested his butt on the edge of the sonar console. He eyed Nathan.
‘Morales, depth?’
A squat man answered in an ice-cool voice. ‘One hundred and five metres, sir’
‘Jansen, contact Matheson when ready.’
They waited.
‘I have the colonel, sir.’
‘Patch it through, Conn only.’
‘Sir.’
The Conn was suddenly drenched in the sounds of gunfire and shouting.
‘Braxton, is that you?’
Braxton launched himself upright. ‘Yes, sir, what’s the sit–’
‘What the hell does it sound like to you? Launch the missiles, dammit!’
‘Sir, what you’re asking–’
‘Who the hell said I’m asking? I’m giving you a direct order. They’re trying to take the command centre. I sank the aircraft carrier, but one of the destroyers survived. And a second sub has been taken over. They just left. Guess what their mission is?’
‘Sir–’
‘Goodbye, Braxton. Follow my orders. I’m busy here.’ The line crackled and died.
Nathan didn’t speak. This was Braxton’s call now. He couldn’t make the captain of a submarine launch a nuke. Only the captain and the Exec Officer had the launch codes.
Braxton spun into action. ‘Helm, bring us up to launch depth. XO, do you concur for launch of three Tomahawks?’
The XO was a burly man whom Nathan had hardly noticed until now. ‘I concur,’ he said.
Nathan did the math. Tomahawks – cruise missiles – made sense. Shorter range, easier to launch. They packed a lower yield nuclear punch, but still enough to take out Norfolk Base, any surface ships, and the enemy sub.
Braxton, occupying the centre table, addressed a young, blonde-haired woman seated at a console that was mainly dark except for three rows of green LEDs.
‘Diston, prep the missiles for immediate launch, and give me three firing solutions, two for the base, one to intercept the other sub. Helm, bring us to fifty.’
Nathan interjected. ‘At fifty metres the suppression of the alien brainwashing effect won’t be effective. They’re all asleep.’ He flicked a hand behind him, to where the kids and other adults were sleeping.
Braxton thumped a red mushroom-shaped button, and a loud klaxon blasted. He snatched up a mike from the table. ‘General quarters, man your stations! We are hot, going for tactical nuclear missile launch. This is not a drill, I repeat, this is not a drill!’
He latched the mike back on the wall. ‘They’re not asleep now.’
The lights switched to red, and Nathan moved out of the way and watched the crew do their jobs. The sub tilted upwards, and Nathan realised that everything that wasn’t already locked down was magnetic, so nothing rolled off the table, no cups came crashing to the floor. Within one minute they levelled off. Raphaela, Lara and Sally entered the Conn, though they hung back in the hatchway, the commandos forming a line in front of them.
‘Ready, sir,’ Diston said, her voice edgy.
Braxton didn’t hesitate. ‘Fire one.’
There was a distant clunk, followed by a brief squirting sound.
‘Missile away, sir.’
‘Fire two and three.’
The innocuous noise, almost like a sneeze that didn’t quite come out, repeated.
‘Missiles two and three away, sir.’
‘Helm, take us deep, five hundred metres, make it quick. Jansen, keep the link with the buoy as long as you can.’ He glanced at the hatchway. ‘Hold onto something.’
The sub pitched down so steeply that Nathan had to cling to the edge of a console for support. As they dived, the hull began to creak.
‘This is going to hurt your ears,’ Braxton shouted, then nodded to Morales.
An explosive hiss burst into the confined space, the sound of compressed air being released inside the sub to assist the hull in resisting the crushing outside pressure. Nathan held his nose closed between finger and thumb and repeatedly blew into it to equalise the pressure in his ears. But the pain ramped up. Sally was on the floor, screaming, her hands clamped over her ears, and he heard more cries from outside the Conn. After a minute, the hissing shut off with a clank, and the sub levelled off again. Sally gathered herself, got to her feet.
‘Jansen, report,’ Braxton barked.
Jansen, his right hand pressing the headphone closer to his head, didn’t answer immediately. Then he turned around to face Braxton.
‘Sir, one Tomahawk was destroyed en route. The other two made it through.’
Braxton, tight-lipped, nodded. ‘Comms with Norfolk? Any other traffic? The destroyers?’
Jansen shook his head. ‘There’s nothing, sir, just static.’
Braxton picked up the mike. ‘This is the Captain. Mission accomplished. Stand down, I repeat, stand down.’ He addressed the entourage at the back of the Conn. ‘You can go back to sleep now.’
As Nathan turned, Braxton added. ‘Not you.’
Braxton waited until the Conn had cleared of civilians. ‘Jansen, which missile didn’t make it?’
‘The one targeting the sub, sir.’
‘Could the sub have made it out?’
‘Difficult to say, sir. Two nukes exploded. Depends what depth it had already made.’
Braxton surveyed each station, his domain, then appeared to come to a decision.
‘XO, you have the Conn. Nathan – walk with me.’
Nathan let Braxton do the talking when they reached a small galley.
‘When we arrive, we’ll let you and the kids off on the island, with supplies.’
‘You’re abandoning us?’
‘Saving you. A second sub, probably more destroyers on their way. You think they’ll stop looking?’
He didn’t.
‘We’ll double-back and engage the enemy,’ Braxton said.
A suicide mission, then. Seemed to be plenty of those going around. Nathan poured a cup of coffee. ‘Here’s a better offer. Head to one of the remaining bases. Help them. Tell them what you know.’
Braxton considered it. ‘I’ll take it,’ he said. He intercepted the mug of coffee before it reached Nathan’s mouth. ‘This too,’ he said. ‘Go get some sleep. You look like shit on a stick.’
Nathan found his way to the bunk, Raphaela fast asleep in the top one. He snuck into the lower one with Lara. His mind turned to Matheson, and he tried to imagine what the man must have felt. A career soldier through and through, few regrets, dying and knowing that his death and those of the men underneath him meant something, giving humanity a slim chance. Nathan thought of Coles, the last time he’d seen him, when he’d offered Nathan a chance to go with him to check the sub before departure. He’d really been offering Nathan a choice, to die with him fighting as a soldier. He must have known what was coming.
Their part – Matheson, Coles and the others – was over. Now it was down to him and Braxton. Another sub was hunting them. He had a feeling Braxton was the best man for the job of protecting the kids, even if he seemed to dislike them. He began thinking about how fast subs could move and track each other, whether they had enough head start on the other sub. But his mind fogged, and suddenly nothing could keep him awake. He imagined Matheson and Coles fighting side by side as their world turned suddenly white, and had to admit that a large part of him wished he’d been there, fighting alongside them.
He closed his eyes.




Chapter 21

Arrival

After three days and nights on the sub, even the food left a metallic taste in Nathan’s mouth. A sub was all metal. It was obvious, really, though he’d never thought of it until now. Plus, the ceilings were low, the hatches narrow, and he wasn’t exactly a small guy. He felt like he was in a permanent hunch, and longed for the sky above his head, the smell of fresh air, anything other than this windowless steel coffin that was being hunted beneath the waves.
Still, he counted his blessings. Akhbal had it worse. He and the remaining Taliban were under lock and key with twenty-four-hour surveillance and minimal privileges. Nathan took Akhbal a pot of steaming herbal tea he’d rustled up from the galley, and within two minutes was politely but firmly asked to leave by one of Braxton’s men. He tackled Braxton about it, but the captain wouldn’t budge an inch.
‘I made my position crystal clear when they came on board.’
Ironically, the only thing Akhbal had asked about was Coles. Nathan shook his head. Coles was ash, along with Matheson and the others. It was at that point that he realised Sally and the kids had the right idea. They should honour all those who’d sacrificed themselves by remembering their names. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
There had been a couple of close calls. He was woken up and tossed out of his bunk during one of two attacks with depth charges. It must have been the alien Mothership, as they now called it – because it carried the alien children – that detected them, and alerted a destroyer. According to Braxton there was no way conventional warships or satellite surveillance could have found them, given their depth and silent running mode at the time. Raphaela had voiced an alternative and scarier possibility.
‘What if the Mothership has given the Infected new intel, new ways to hunt us down?’
After each attack, Braxton drove them deeper. Nathan became almost used to the creaks of metal straining under unimaginable pressure. Since the second attack, he hadn’t slept well, but he was rested. They all were, even Braxton and his crew after a few shift rotations. Now it was daylight topside. They were finally nearing the island, having plotted a complex, winding saw-tooth course for the last two days at ever greater depths to throw the alien – and the Infected – off their metallic scent. Luckily the waters around the island ran very deep.
Now they were nearly there, they could no longer put off discussing the next step. He sat with Raphaela, Lara and Sally in the mess, which consisted of piping-hot water and coffee facilities, a rack of microwaves stationed above hotplates and latched-closed cupboards, and a battered pine table they could all sit around on cushioned foam blocks. Nathan traced the fine grain of the wood with a finger while he sipped his third espresso. Braxton and his skeleton crew weren’t represented, because they were going to remain on the sub. Nathan would take his detail of commandos with him, and they would follow his lead whatever he decided. Besides, the decision was about the future of humanity, not military tactics, and he wanted to keep the group as small as possible. He’d never chaired a meeting before.
He put his mug down on the table. ‘What do you think we’ll find on the island?’ he asked, opening the debate.
Raphaela had been wanting this discussion for the past two days, and leapt in straightaway. ‘Hopefully others like us. Maybe even Elodie.’
‘I thought she was in Australia,’ Lara said.
‘No, that’s where she’s normally based, but she was in Brazil when we had the telecom. With a bunch of kids.’
Sally’s eyes lit up, but she said nothing.
Lara continued. ‘But what’s the plan, what’s the endgame with this second ship? What’s in it for them?’ She drummed her fingernails noisily once on the table. ‘And what do we call them? We don’t know the names of either species. We call one the Mothership, but the other one?’
‘Allies,’ Nathan said. ‘We have to hope they are.’
‘Very well,’ Raphaela said. ‘The Allies have seen this happen before and clearly don’t agree with the process. Maybe it’s happened to the Allies’ race.’
Nathan had considered it. ‘I’m not so sure. The Allies’ ship must be almost as powerful as the enemy Mothership. Otherwise it would have been destroyed by now.’
‘So, back to my question,’ Lara said. ‘What do they want? At NASA we weren’t optimistic about altruism being a common trait in alien species, and I seem to recall Elodie saying just as much. Law of the jungle, and also of statistics. Potentially millions of planets in the galaxy, but maybe not so many in the aliens’ Goldilocks Zone.’
‘That means they’re habitable for them,’ Nathan added, looking at Sally.
‘I know what it means.’
Lara moved on. ‘And if we go with our new allies, hitch a ride on their ship, where will they take us, and for what purpose? For all we know, they want to stock their larder.’
Raphaela shook her head. ‘We don’t have to believe aliens have altruistic intentions. But – in my part of NASA at least – we figured that intelligence wasn’t just about creating cooler technology that ultimately made us dumber users. The idea we had was that by the time we became able to travel the stars there should have been a maturing of our intelligence.’
‘Noble pie in the sky,’ Lara retorted. ‘There’s no evidence of that yet, for us at least. Plenty of wars, cruelty, corruption, prejudice, violence, torture… Shall I continue?’
Nathan remembered something. ‘The alien girl said we were on the cusp. What does that mean?’
Raphaela answered. ‘One of two things. Either we are about to advance in some way, or we are about to crash, big time.’
Sally spoke up. ‘Do you think the alien allies can teach us how to fight back?’
Nathan hadn’t given it much consideration. For him the Allies were going to rescue them, save the kids. If the Allies could fight the Mothership, they would already have done so.
Lara surprised him by taking Sally’s hand. ‘Is that what you want? To fight back?’
Sally nodded hard. ‘We all do. The kids. We want revenge. They’re stealing our world, replacing us. We want to kill them all, make them pay.’
Nathan doubted Sally could truly comprehend what her words meant. Kids watched so much TV, played so many video games. But he recalled the other thing the alien girl had said, that they wanted humanity’s capacity to fight. Could the Allies want the same thing?
Sally continued. ‘How many do you think are up there in the Allies’ ship? Do you think they have kids, too?’
‘It’s vast,’ Raphaela replied. ‘But only a tenth the size of the Mothership, and we reckon they could have up to a million capsules on board. As for children… Who knows, Sally, they’re alien; for all we know they grow differently from us.’
Sally’s dark eyebrows knitted together. ‘But the other ship has children.’
‘They’re not children,’ Nathan said, harsher than he’d intended. He softened his voice. ‘They just look like children.’ He thought about his brief conversation with the alien, her cold resolve, her tactical thinking. ‘For all we know they’re fully grown adult aliens inside kids’ bodies.’
‘So,’ Lara said, clearing her throat. ‘We arrive at this unnamed island and what? Get in the Allies’ spaceship and sail off to the stars, never looking back?’
‘But then we’ve lost.’ Sally said. ‘And the aliens have won!’
‘In little over a week,’ Lara added.
Nathan admitted he also didn’t want to lose. He thought of Coles and Matheson. Sally was right. To run away now was to give up everything. And as a soldier he knew only too well that once you ceded territory it was damned hard to ever get it back.
He made up his mind. The kids must leave. But not him. The commandos – and Akhbal for that matter – could look after them. Train them to fight. Raphaela could deal with these Allies. Matheson had told him to be a leader. How could he do that if he left the planet?
The conversation drifted a while, then ended. Too many unknowns. Besides, first they had to reach this small spit of land. They were all wondering what awaited them topside, and he feared the worst. It was time to find out.
‘I’m heading to the Conn,’ he said.
After a moment, he heard them follow him.
◆◆◆
 
Braxton was in a bullish mood, preparing to ascend, and launched a buoy to receive any comms being broadcast, from anywhere and anyone, though not transmitting the sub’s position. They all waited in the cramped and stuffy Conn.
‘Anything, Jansen?’ Braxton asked.
‘A lot of static, sir… Wait a second. I have something. Seems to be an automated message.’
‘On speaker.’
Jansen obliged.
‘…receiving this message, the seeding continues. We at the Australian Defense Force, the only surviving organised resistance, have relocated to the Antarctic. The aliens can’t endure extreme cold, and no capsules have been reported landing beyond the southern eightieth parallel. If there is anyone not affected out there, especially military units, contact us – there will be a lengthy security validation procedure, but we’ll be really glad to hear from anyone. I repeat, if you are receiving this message, the seeding–’
Braxton made a cutting move with his hand across his neck, and Jansen disconnected the message.
‘Anything else?’ he barked. ‘Anything from the Infected? How are they organising themselves, if not via radio?’
Raphaela answered. ‘They don’t need radio, Captain. The Infected, and the aliens already landed, are undoubtedly in contact with the Mothership. The aliens must be orchestrating everything from there.’
Braxton looked like he wanted to spit. ‘Hell of a mission control if they can organise millions – even billions – of people around the globe.’
‘A species that can travel the stars has to be advanced in other ways, too,’ she said coolly.
And there it was: a bleak scientific pronouncement that meant they had little or no chance. As for the Australians, who knew if they were still alive, and, if so, for how much longer? And what had happened to the other bases?
‘Why are the Australians less affected – infected?’ Sally asked.
Raphaela’s tone warmed. ‘Elodie had a theory. We believe the alien Mothership first arrived or began broadcasting over Europe and Africa, followed by North and South America, always at night. Australia would have received the alien broadcast later. They were in communication with the UK and US at the time, carrying out joint naval exercises. If they saw their allies’ military zones go dark, the Australian Defence Force would have gone to high alert, possibly before their own nightfall.’
‘They stayed awake,’ Sally summarised.
Raphaela nodded. ‘More or less. At least some of them. They simply had a few more hours to figure out what was happening, or at least make a connection with night-time.’
Braxton seemed to be ignoring all of this. He was bent over a console, staring at the sonar screen. He stood up straight. ‘Helm, take us to periscope depth.’
‘Aye, sir.’
He addressed Nathan and the others. ‘We’ve arrived, so we’re going to make a visual sweep. If it looks promising, and safe, we’ll get you all ashore.’
‘What exactly does ‘promising and safe’ look like?’ Lara asked.
Braxton smiled. It didn’t suit him; as if his face had been designed without that option in mind. He clearly liked Lara.
‘I’ll know it when I see it,’ Braxton replied.
Lara smiled back at him, just for a moment, then turned away.
Braxton waited until they were at the required depth, then he grabbed the handles of the periscope, adjusted it to optimum viewing height and began his visual sweep. He clicked on a trigger several times. Abruptly, he flicked the handles upwards, and the periscope slid back to its original position.
‘Safe and promising?’ Lara asked.
Braxton wasn’t smiling. He had his ‘wanna spit’ face back on.
‘Helm, down to one-twenty.’
‘What’s going on?’ Nathan asked.
Braxton blew out through dry lips, almost a whistle. ‘Follow me,’ he said, leading them to a smaller compartment adjacent to the Conn, the sonar room, occupied by two head-phoned sailors.
They gathered around a series of three screens placed end-to-end in a slight curve, underneath them a single black keyboard fixed to a console. Braxton touched a key, and the screens came to life. Their curved shape gave a panoramic, almost three-dimensional view. They stared at the screens.
No, Nathan reckoned, none of them were ready for this. While the adults stood transfixed, Sally walked forward, right up to the screen, which showed the wild, tropical island in complete shade. A giant, immense spaceship – smooth and the colour of platinum – stretched over it. The image shifted and rotated, Braxton controlling it with a joystick. He clicked again and they got a view as if from the centre of the island.
‘This is a projection based on all the images.’
Stingray-shaped, even with something like a tail that Nathan supposed was some kind of engine or exhaust.
‘Go back,’ Sally said.
Braxton feigned exasperation, but returned to the image showing the island.
‘Here,’ Sally said, touching the screen. She tried to make the image bigger with her two forefingers, pulling them apart.
‘Don’t touch the screen, girl!’
But Nathan had seen it too. ‘Enlarge that area, Braxton.’
He complied and zoomed in. They all leant forward. People. There were people just beyond the beach, in the shade under the palms. And not just people. Children.
Sally whirled around. ‘It’s the second ship. The good alien. The… the Allies. It has to be!’
Nathan met Braxton’s eyes, sure they were both doing the same risk assessment in their heads. They wanted to believe this was the Allies’ ship, that it was sanctuary, but what if it was a trap? Days earlier he’d seen an outline of the enemy Mothership in Dave’s observatory, and that was clearly different – much bigger and longer, shaped more like a dragonfly – but they’d never seen the Allies’ ship. Who was to say this hadn’t been sent down by the Mothership?
A ping pierced the silence. A single, unmistakable sonar pulse. Braxton froze, waiting, listening. Nathan counted the seconds in his head. … nine… ten… A second ping.
Braxton punched the intercom button. ‘Report!’
Jansen answered. ‘Sir, it’s the other sub. They’ve found us.’




Chapter 22

Judgement Call

‘Dive, dive, dive!’ Braxton bellowed. He snatched up the mike and clicked to talk. ‘Battle stations, battle stations, this is not a drill, I repeat, this is not a drill.’ He bustled past Nathan and the others back to the Conn.
Sally grabbed Nathan’s wrist, and pointed at the frozen image on the screen of kids and grown-ups on the island shore. He understood. More than that, he shared Sally’s unspoken concern, as well as her priority. Trouble was, it wasn’t Braxton’s.
Nathan made eye contact with the lead commando, Fisher, a taciturn six-foot blond, then chased after the captain.
‘What are you going to do?’ he asked Braxton once he’d caught up with him.
‘What do you think? Destroy the other sub.’
‘We need to let the kids off first.’
Braxton busied himself with a control panel. Nathan stood in the centre of the Conn, Braxton’s crew a flurry of action around them, the stale, sweat-scented air suddenly infused with energy via a crisscross of curt commands and acknowledgements. The lighting shifted to blood-red. Nathan felt like he was back in Faroujah.
No.
He couldn’t lose any kids again.
He kept his voice level. ‘Tell me, Captain, what are the survival odds when two subs face each other underwater without the element of surprise?’
Braxton paused a half-second. ‘Fifty-fifty.’
‘Thought so.’ The commandos had entered the Conn. They looked sharp. ‘Which is why we need to offload the kids right now.’
Braxton’s flushed face was suddenly in Nathan’s. ‘The hell we do!’
Nathan didn’t flinch. He raised his voice. ‘Matheson put me in charge of the mission, and this is mission-critical; it’s about the survival of the kids. Of our species.’
‘And I’m responsible for the goddammed sub and its crew!’ Braxton shot back.
Nathan took a breath, then spoke words he never thought he’d hear himself say.
‘You’re expendable, Captain. So is your sub, and for that matter, so is your entire crew. Take the sub to the island so the kids can disembark. Now. You and the crew are welcome to join us.’
The Conn stilled. Braxton lowered his voice, but it was still loud enough for all to hear.
‘Make me.’
‘Fisher,’ Nathan said, without breaking the face-off.
The lead commando came forward, his pistol drawn. He pointed it at Braxton’s head. Several of Braxton’s crew made to rise but the other three commandos held them in check, their weapons already drawn.
Braxton folded his arms. ‘You know how to operate a submarine, Nathan?’
‘I don’t,’ he conceded. ‘But he does.’ He nodded to Fisher, who rolled up the sleeve of his pistol arm, revealing a tattoo of two dolphins and a logo. USS Ohio.
This time Braxton spat, on the floor.
Nathan seized the moment. ‘You either take us to shore, or you are relieved, Captain. I prefer the former, but–’
Braxton spoke to the helmsman. ‘Take us to the surface fast, emergency ascent, drive us in close to the island.’ He turned to the female junior lieutenant in charge of weapons.
‘Diston, prepare all counter-measures. I want a firing solution as soon as that sonofabitch is in range.’ He turned back to Nathan. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing, because we’re going to be one hell of an easy target.’
Nathan found Sally next to him, and spoke to her. ‘As soon as we breach the surface, I want you and the other kids on top, so the alien ship – the Allies’ ship – can see who we have on board.’
Sally nodded, but as the sub pitched upwards at an alarming angle, so that they all had to grab something to steady themselves, Sally clasped her arms around his waist, her head buried into his stomach. Awkwardly he put his free hand around her.
‘Lara, the kids–’
Sally extricated herself. ‘That’s my job.’
Sally and Lara launched themselves precariously through a hatch, down a corridor towards the stern of the sub, amidst shrieks from the kids down below, and crashes and bangs of objects colliding as the pitch angle reached forty degrees. Fisher dispatched one of his men after Sally and Lara, to assist.
‘I’ll get Akhbal,’ Raphaela said.
Nathan nodded. ‘Braxton, how long–’
‘Twenty seconds,’ he yelled. ‘Hatches open in thirty. Four minutes before the other sub is in firing range. My men will prepare rapid-egress dinghies to get as many off the sub as we can. You’d better go topside, too.’
‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Nathan replied.
‘Suit yourself,’ Braxton said, and was instantly busy again. Nathan watched the concentrated professional activity around him, the men and women he’d in all likelihood just sentenced to death in order to save the kids. A roar of crashing thunder echoed through the sub as its prow breached the surface then collapsed back into the water, almost making his knees buckle. The sub quickly stabilised amidst a roaring hiss and the hammering of boots, first on metal floors, then clambering up ladders. He heard the whirring of the hatch wheel, the sucking pop as it opened, the gush of water hitting the deck above. He smelled the fresh, salty air he’d longed for these past three days, heard the cawing of seagulls calling to him. He wanted to go up there with all his heart, but his feet stayed firmly planted in the Conn.
Suddenly everyone was on the move: children, sailors, all scrambling upwards, the kids surprisingly agile on the ladders, as eager to leave the sub as they’d been to enter just a few days ago. Amongst the excited shouting of the kids, and the firm yet concerned orders of the sailors, he heard Sally’s voice calling to her gang leaders, the general of her small army, telling them there were other kids on the island, but they had to be quick, leave everything behind because the sailors’ lives depended on it. She was giving them all responsibility, turning them into adults. Braxton must have heard it too, because at one stage he turned to see her just beyond the Conn, and sure enough she was the last kid to leave.
Sally glanced towards Nathan.
‘I’m right behind you,’ he lied. Sally nodded and bolted up the ladder. Lara stared at him a moment, recognising his choice. She paused, and he shook his head once, meaning both that he wasn’t coming and she wasn’t staying. Lara got it, took one last look, then ascended the ladder.
Raphaela, Akhbal and his worse-for-wear troupe ascended next, this time Nathan not meeting their eyes, busying himself with imaginary tasks. Braxton played along at one point by engaging Nathan in a sonar display with range rings displaying the enemy sub homing in on them.
‘I’m coming,’ he shouted to Raphaela without turning, and again, he heard her pause then leave. He guessed she knew as well. As she’d admitted herself, NASA didn’t generally employ stupid people.
He didn’t go topside, not even to glimpse the open sky one last time. His place was here, with Braxton and the crew. Get the kids off, engage the enemy, take them out or die trying. Matheson and Coles had shown the way.
Braxton flicked a switch and they watched the kids pile into the dinghies, excited, scared, bewildered. But the gang leaders were as stern as Braxton’s men, leading the other kids, calming them down so that the adults, two per dinghy, could focus on getting the single engines running, taking instructions from the sailors, which mainly involved pointing to a few buttons then to the island shore three hundred yards away. The adults knew they had to get away fast, so the sub could descend while it still had time.
Engines roared to life, revved a few times, and Nathan caught the pungent odour of diesel fumes as he watched plumes of white smoke billow from the backs of the dinghies, blowing towards the island in the onshore breeze. Good, that would help them arrive quicker. Four of the boats began their short journeys, while the remaining six made final preparations to leave. He saw Lara stare towards the conning tower, as if she was looking straight at him, then Raphaela followed suit, until both were suddenly busy receiving boat-handling instructions. Nathan turned away.
The sonar pings were closer together now, like a heartbeat accelerating.
‘Thirty seconds to first firing solution, sir,’ Diston said, her voice taut.
‘Fire torpedoes one and two now,’ Braxton replied.
‘Torpedoes one and two away, sir!’
‘You can’t hit them at this range, can you?’ Nathan asked.
Braxton’s eyes flicked between two displays, one of the sonar, the other of the last of the kids launching away in the rafts. He made a hand signal to one of his men. ‘The other sub doesn’t know that. Might buy us precious seconds while they deploy countermeasures. Save us a few more kids, a few more civilians.’ His eyes lingered on one screen, watching the final raft being prepared, and he spoke softly, as if to himself. ‘And that nice strawberry blonde.’ He smiled, then turned away from the screens and perched on the edge of the console, folding his arms. He addressed Fisher. ‘Guess what I’m thinking? You know, about priorities, about protecting the CIC. One submariner to another.’
Nathan was instantly wary. He glanced at Fisher, then turned back to Braxton. CIC? Then he remembered. Commander-in-Chief.
‘Wai–’
He didn’t see it coming.
◆◆◆
 
Nathan came to in a dinghy with Akhbal, Lara, and around thirty kids, their small faces and wide eyes locked onto the shore, tantalisingly close, but still some way off. The back of his neck stung, just above the right shoulder crease. Something had woken him. An explosion. He levered himself up to see the bow of the USS Dakota rising into the air one last time, the angle increasing until it was almost vertical. Smoke and flame belched from the conning tower, amongst an ear-punishing hiss as fire met sea. The sub began its long slide backwards beneath the waves.
‘Braxton?’ Nathan began searching desperately, scanning the other dinghies ahead of him heading to shore.
Akhbal replied in Pashto, saying that the men on the sub were in a better place now. Nathan felt a hole in the pit of his stomach, dragging him down with the sub. He noticed Lara glaring at him.
‘Don’t ever do that again,’ she said.
One of the kids jumped up, nearly falling over on the springy rubber floor, pointing. Nathan stared out to sea and saw it, a stab of black metal breaching the surface. The other sub, about a mile offshore. Of course. To finish the job. Maybe Braxton had been right. They should have taken their chances underwater.
Now they were defenceless.
The second sub wasted no time. Three tell-tale flares ignited on its deck. Cruise missiles launching. But at the exact same moment, three bolts of blue light flashed down from the alien ship, neutralising the missiles before they’d had a chance to lift off. Nathan knew what the enemy sub would try next – detonate one of their own warheads. The sub was close enough that a nuclear blast would flatten the island, its firestorm incinerating everything on land. Humanity’s last hope would be cremated. It would also kill the sub’s crew, but the aliens on the Mothership had already shown they cared little about sacrificing the Infected.
It didn’t go that way.
Instead, as the sub burned dazzling white, then became a growing ball of unimaginable heat rushing outwards, a giant, translucent dome encompassed the entire island and the dinghies. The shield darkened, dimming the brilliance of the detonation to a dullish orange. It also dampened the nuclear roar to a muffled rumbling. A tsunami of boiling seawater, a shockwave twenty storeys high, lashed against the sepia-tinted transparent wall, entombing Nathan and the others in ghostly twilight.
As his eyes adjusted, he gazed back to where their own sub had sunk, inside the shield’s perimeter, the flames now doused, the hull swallowed by the sea, massive bubbles gulping to the surface. Then it was his turn to stand up and point, his voice weak in his throat, so that no one heard him the first time. Akhbal joined him and yelled to Lara, who was driving the dinghy, to turn around and head back. A dozen men and a couple of women – most of the sub’s skeleton crew – were in the water.
Three other dinghies turned back, picking up most of them, while Lara homed in on Fisher and Braxton.
‘What?’ Braxton shouted to Nathan. ‘Never occurred to you submariners could swim?’
As they reached the side, Braxton grabbed the rope running around the dinghy and held out his hand. Nathan folded his arms and smiled down at him. Akhbal crouched down and offered his forearm to the USS Dakota’s captain, who spat out some water, then accepted it.
Once in the dinghy, Fisher leaned forward. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said to Nathan.
‘No need to call me that, Fisher,’
‘Yes, there is,’ Braxton said as he landed awkwardly on the rubber floor. ‘You made the right call today, Nathan.’
‘I got lucky.’
‘No such thing in my book.’ Braxton spat more water over the side. ‘So, what’s next, sir?’
Nathan looked upwards to the vast spaceship, trying to see any sign of a hatch or way in. There was no other choice. They had to throw in their lot with their one and only ally.
He turned back to Braxton.
‘We hitch a ride.’
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Chapter 23

Selection

A ragtag group of adults and children congregated along the palm-fringed, white sand beach. No one appeared to be in charge. Most of the hundred or so adults had a gaunt, haunted and hunted look. They seemed lost, a few bordering on hostile, wanting to lash out at a culprit that was out of reach. Many were relieved to see military personnel, overlooking the fact that these would-be protectors had barely escaped a sinking submarine. People begged for news, asking what the president had done, when the counter-attack would be launched and, above all, could someone please contact their mother/wife/son/daughter. They were all sleep-deprived, clinging to the edge, yet watchful of each other lest someone fell asleep. Raphaela lost no time in administering what little medication she had left.
Some of the adults fawned over the kids, hugging them, sobbing, whispering all sorts of nonsense, and apologising, as if all adults shared collective guilt for what had transpired. Sally and the other gang leaders looked uncomfortable at being thrust back into childhood, but the younger ones soaked it up, happy to crawl back into the emotional crib. And then there were the other kids, the ones already on the island, about a hundred and fifty of them. A small group marched up to Sally and Michael and began parleying.
Funny, Nathan thought, the adults were a mess, the kids were holding it together.
He spied a thin, silver-haired woman sitting apart on a rock on the other side of the small bay, staring out to sea towards the shield-dampened atomic firestorm seething just half a mile offshore. For a moment she turned back to the crowd, watching it all, as if she, like Nathan, could hear the words Humanity RIP being chiselled into a cosmic tombstone.
He made his way across the burning sand, thankful for the shade of the alien ship. The noise from the crowd slowly faded behind him, replaced by the lapping of the waves on the shore. As he drew close, she turned to face him, then turned back.
‘Nathan,’ she said. ‘Glad you made it.’
‘Elodie,’ he replied. She was frailer than she’d looked on the video screen. ‘When did you arrive?’
‘Yesterday morning. I was among the first wave.’
He glanced upward. ‘Any sign from the aliens on board?’
She shook her head, staring resolutely out to sea. ‘No, but that wasn’t the first attack. A destroyer pursued us for two days, then yesterday started firing a barrage of missiles. The shield stopped them, and then the Stingray – that’s what the kids call the alien ship – retaliated. Not sure how, we just saw the destroyer sink within seconds, as if it were sucked under.’
‘Or pushed.’ Lara had joined them.
‘Why pushed?’ Nathan asked.
She had a crooked smile on her face. He figured she enjoyed being smarter than him. Not in a big-headed way, it simply amused her.
‘It’s hanging above us,’ she said. ‘Which means it can manipulate gravity.’
‘Got yourself a smart one there, Nathan.’
He glanced from one to the other. How did women work out relationships so quickly? Some kind of secret code? He stuck to what he was good at.
‘Any more people coming?’ he asked.
‘I doubt it,’ Elodie said.
‘Because?’
Elodie pointed out to sea, then drew a broad sweeping arc with her hand. ‘About thirty miles out there’s a flotilla of ships and one aircraft carrier, all manned by child-killers.’
‘We call them Infected,’ Nathan said.
‘I did, too. Today I call them what they are,’ Elodie replied, acid in her tone. She caught herself, closed her eyes a moment, reopened them. ‘We made it here shortly before they completed the cordon. Four other ships didn’t. Nearly six hundred children and over a thousand adults.’ She lowered her voice. ‘My partner of thirty years.’
Now he understood why she kept staring out to sea. ‘What about submarines? That’s how we got through.’
She gave him a look, and he guessed what she was thinking. The Infected probably controlled most – if not all – of the Navy by now, including hunter-class subs. That would be one reason the aliens aboard the Mothership had wanted to keep Norfolk intact. The largest naval base in the world.
Matheson had made the right call.
Lara posed a question. ‘What about other continents? Any update?’
‘Europe is doomed,’ Elodie said.
Nathan and Lara exchanged a look. Had so much changed in a few days?
‘What do you mean?’ he asked.
‘The Russians. Well, no one’s exactly sure who launched the first nuke, but my money’s on Russia. Would be just like their leader to lay waste to a continent rather than lose it.’
Nathan hoped it wasn’t that bad. Elodie had just lost everyone she held dear; that would darken anyone’s assessment.
‘What about China? Africa?’ Lara insisted, her voice plaintive.
Elodie shook her head. ‘China fell fast and hard, no one’s sure why. As for Africa and other parts of Asia, there are pockets of resistance here and there, but… everyone has to sleep, right? It’s more than seventy-two hours since we last spoke.’ Without warning, she made a fist and punched the boulder on which she sat.
Nathan winced. She gave him a dismal smile. ‘Keeps me awake.’ She stared out to sea again. ‘You know, there’s one thing we didn’t count on.’
Only one? He watched a drop of thick red blood ooze from her big knuckle.
‘Requisite variety,’ she said. ‘Or rather, lack of it. Even the deadliest viruses on the planet – and believe me, we made plenty of our own – never kill everyone. Their effectiveness is never 100 per cent. Nature isn’t stupid. She always makes sure there’s enough diversity in the population so that someone is immune. But this attack… No one’s immune. Sleep is our Achilles’ heel.’
‘Nature’s dominion is limited to one planet,’ Lara said. She glanced at Nathan. ‘It’s something we discussed at NASA, that aliens are by definition outside of Earth’s nature.’
‘Smart indeed,’ Elodie said, glancing sideways at Lara. ‘I may have an opening on my team.’ A smile arose, then flagged.
Nathan recalled something. ‘What about those underground hideouts – Eschers, I think you called them?’
She sucked the blood off her big knuckle, noisily, then spat it onto the white sand. ‘We think three or four are operational, but we have no way of knowing. They’re sealed tight for another few weeks. By the time they come out, we’ll be long gone, won’t we Nathan?’
‘It’s not Nathan’s fault,’ Lara said.
Elodie glanced at Lara a moment. ‘Fair point. I’m serious about the opening on my team, by the way.’
Nathan was still processing ‘requisite variety.’ He thought about Akhbal. ‘There may be one,’ he said.
Elodie’s eyes swung his way. ‘One what?’
‘Someone who is immune. Someone who was turning, but clawed his way back.’
‘Impossible,’ she said.
‘I was there when it happened. He had the drop on me, was about to kill me, when he managed to resist it, pull back. Since then he’s been normal.’
Elodie slid off the boulder. She spoke urgently. ‘Is he still alive? Does he have a name? Have you done tests on him?’
‘Akhbal,’ he replied. ‘And yes, he’s alive. He’s over there with the others. He’s…’
‘He’s from Afghanistan, has kind eyes and wears a three-cornered hat,’ Lara said. ‘Please don’t dissect him.’
But Elodie was already running across the sand.
Lara took her place on the boulder. He didn’t blame her; the sand was too hot, and even in the shade the heat was stifling.
He gestured to the ship above. ‘What do you think they’re waiting for?’
She glanced up to the alien hulk hovering silently above them. ‘They’re deciding whether or not to take us.’
‘Really?’
‘To be precise, they’re deciding which of us to take. The ship looks big, but if it’s truly interstellar, then space on board is bound to be at a premium. Braxton did a rough headcount when we arrived. Four-hundred-and-seventy souls. Three hundred and fifty kids, a hundred and twenty adults. We’re the last pick-up. There might be thousands on board already. And we don’t know how many aliens live there or are crew. Life support chews up amazing amounts of resources.’
‘The kids… they can’t leave them behind.’
Lara shook her head. ‘They won’t. But as for the adults, like me… You don’t get it, do you, Nathan? She does,’ she said, nodding at Elodie’s form disappearing into the crowd.
‘How could you possibly know that?’
‘Because she works for – worked for – SETI, the Search for Extraterrestrial–’
‘I know what SETI is.’
She looked out to sea, just as Elodie had. ‘Point is, she’s spent her whole career not just looking for alien life, but considering all sorts of scenarios in case they did come a-knocking.’ She bowed her head a moment. ‘I never did tell you about my work, did I? I do appreciate you not asking. At least I think I do.’
Nathan waited.
She spoke to the sand. ‘I used to work for NASA out at Ames, near Mountain View, California. Worked on a couple of Mars missions. I was liaison with the project leader of a new group from SpaceX. Only I took the word liaison a little too literally.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, that much about me you do know. Anyway, a one-night-stand became a fling, then an affair, then it turned sour, big-time. I took a year-long leave of absence. I’d even heard of Dave Strauss, saw him lecture once.’
‘You never said.’
She looked at him. ‘You never asked. But I’m glad you didn’t.’
‘Why tell me now?’
She cleared her throat. ‘Here’s the thing. The aliens in the ship above will think long term, they must. They don’t need many adults, just a few to lead the kids into adulthood. They could take some or all of the kids. Interstellar travel doesn’t just take years, Nathan, it can take generations. You remember what Saxby said? That the other alien ship had been travelling for hundreds of years.’
She eased herself off the boulder and began walking back towards the crowd without looking at him, her body stiff. He followed her.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To say goodbye to Sally.’
‘Why? Why do you think the aliens won’t pick you?’
She whirled around, her face red. ‘Because I’m sterile, Nathan. I can’t… I can’t have children. What use am I on that ship?’ she said, pointing up without looking. ‘You still don’t get it, do you? It’s an ark.’ She turned and walked off.
And in that moment, as he watched her leave, he realised how much he cared for her. They weren’t simply two people thrown together by circumstance who were bonding because the world was crashing all around them – he’d care for her just the same if none of this had happened. Maybe not quite true – he’d probably have missed the signs, screwed it up and let her slip through his fingers. This crisis had opened his eyes. And made him realise something else, too.
He’d not really been awake since leaving Afghanistan.
He ran after her. Before he got far, a churning noise, like rocks being crushed, blasted all around them from the ship above. He looked upwards, hands plastered over his ears. Where there had been smooth metal before, a line appeared across its underside, etching a square that he guessed would become a large, open hatch.
The aliens had decided.
He raced to catch up with Lara, and they sprinted together across scorching sand to join the crowd. They found Raphaela, who’d given Elodie a shot, but now they were supporting each other against the onslaught of the din. Most people, especially the kids, had their index fingers stuck in their ears.
When the noise abruptly ceased, Nathan heard an intense ringing. He tried to say something to Raphaela, but couldn’t hear his own speech properly, as if he was underwater. The ringing became shriller. Everyone else seemed to be having the same problem, people mouthing words, but unable to hear. And then it began to snow. Which made no sense. But as soft, cooling flakes landed on Nathan’s face, forearms and hands, he realised it wasn’t snow at all, and he felt suddenly, desperately tired. Elodie slumped to the ground, unconscious, Braxton was on his knees, slapping his own face hard, but to no avail, as he collapsed forward onto the sand.
And a terrible thought arose: what if this alien ship was, after all, in cahoots with the other one, herding them here, drawing them out into the open so it could make them sleep. But that made no sense. It had protected the children from the other submarine. And then he got it. It was just as Lara had said.
The aliens had chosen who to take, who to leave behind.
He grabbed Lara’s wrist and held on tight as they, too, crashed to the ground. That was when he noticed it. While all the adults were succumbing to sleep, the kids were still upright, watching. Sally ran over to him. She was shouting, telling him something he couldn’t hear, but his eyelids closed, there was no resisting it, and he felt as if he was falling backwards out of his body. He tried to hold onto Lara’s wrist, but she slipped from his grip.




Chapter 24

Negotiation

Nathan awoke on a spongy floor that was neither hot nor cold, as if it was adapted to his body temperature. He checked his forearms and hands – no marks left by the alien snow, whatever it had been. Feeling sluggish, he propped himself against a curved wall and took a look around. He was at the junction of several large and perfectly smooth winding tubes, each one wide enough to drive a Hummer through. Every surface rippled shades of grey interspersed with twisting, electric-blue fissures, like rope strands slowly twining and untwining. Four of the tubes headed in different directions, a fifth rose above him in the ceiling. The sixth one, behind him, descended steeply. Each tube curved out of sight. He couldn’t see where any of them went, yet they didn’t darken, the light seeming to emanate from the tube material itself. There was no sound, and he coughed, to make sure he wasn’t deaf from the ringing, then wished he hadn’t, as it might attract attention. But how had he ended up here, alone? Where was everyone else?
There were no hard edges anywhere. The floor, walls and ceilings of each tube were seamless and silent, as if everything around him was holding its breath. No, that wasn’t it. It was as if the walls, floors and ceilings were listening. The constant snake-like shifting and coiling of the fissures was hypnotic. Dizzy, he rolled his head back against the cushioned wall.
‘The air here’s a little oxygen-rich,’ Raphaela said, walking up the tube that was falling away behind him, the soft floor masking her footfalls. He blinked, because she seemed to be walking normally though the tube, and yet her upright form sloped backwards forty-five degrees.
‘Gravity works differently on the ship,’ she said.
Not his priority. ‘The others?’ he asked.
She held out her hand to help him to his feet. ‘You’d better come with me. We’ve been waiting for you. You’re the last to wake up.’
He stayed put. ‘The others. Did they make it?’
Raphaela’s lower lip quivered before she spoke, and when she did it seemed she kept her voice level through sheer effort of will. ‘Just come with me, please, Nathan.’
‘How do you know which way to go? The tubes all look the same.’
She gave a wan smile. ‘Look again. Go with the flow.’
She was right. The fissures were shifting chaotically in all tubes except one, where he detected a slow pulse moving away from them.
He accepted her helping hand, got to his feet and walked with her. After a few hundred yards they passed a large oval portal. He stopped dead, the headiness returning, verging on vertigo, because they were in orbit, black, starry space giving way to the glowing blue ball that was Earth down below. He couldn’t make out the other alien ship, but he could guess its location – a point hovering above the terminator, the line that separates day from night – because hundreds of thin yellow lines emanated from it, alien young swarming down to Earth in droves. He recalled what his sister Mags had said, barely a week ago.
When the children come.
He walked up to the window. There was no reflection, as if there was no glass or other material. He touched its invisible surface and felt a light buzzing on his fingertips. He leaned his forehead against it, the buzzing now more like a drilling; unpleasant, setting his teeth on edge. He didn’t draw back.
‘How many did they leave behind?’ he asked.
‘Nathan–’ Raphaela began.
‘How many?’
‘Over a hundred adults,’ she replied, sounding defeated.
He banged his head against the force-field. ‘Lara?’
Raphaela paused, then covered his hand with hers. ‘We saved three hundred and fifty kids, and sixteen adults. You saved most of them. We were the only pick-up, Nathan. No one else made it to the other rendezvous points.’
He watched the unfolding invasion, watched the aliens seeding Earth. That’s what the Australians had called it.
‘Why can’t this vessel shoot them down?’ he said.
Raphaela placed a hand on his shoulder, and gazed out as well. ‘I asked the same question. Too many, apparently. More than a million will descend. Most already have. Taking out more than a fraction would deplete this ship’s defensive resources and have no net effect. Each pod has its own shield. That’s why our fighter jets were ineffective against them.’ She turned him away from the vista.
‘Who didn’t make it?’ he asked.
‘Fisher is here. Three of the Taliban from the camp, a dozen others I don’t know. The alien on this ship moved the rest – Lara, Braxton, Akhbal, and even Elodie – to Antarctica. That’s where the largest defence force survives, led by the Australians. It’s the only resistance that matters now. They have a very slim chance…’ Her voice choked off. And then her hand dug into his shoulder. ‘I asked to stay with them, Nathan. I pleaded. I even… I said you’d want to stay and fight as well.’
‘Damn right,’ he said. And then his tone softened. It was unfair to take it out on her. She’d tried to stay behind at Norfolk. He should save it for the aliens running this vessel.
‘Why us, and not the others?’ he asked, recalling what Lara had said.
‘From what I could gather, the alien selected according to a range of parameters, including child-bearing ability in the women, and genetic diversity, basically who would be best to breed the next generation. Eight men, eight women. Adults, that is.’
‘But the kids. If there are three hundred and fifty of them, then surely as they grow older, won’t their diversity be enough?’
She nodded vigorously. ‘I certainly think so. There’s something the alien isn’t telling us.’
‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘You keep saying alien, in the singular.’
‘Yes. It seems there’s just one.’
That didn’t make sense. ‘You mean only one you’ve met.’
She shook her head. ‘No. A single alien. I think he’s the last of his kind.’
It had never occurred to him there would be only one.
She seemed to read his mind. ‘Can you imagine, last of your race, tracking the species that destroyed them, all alone for hundreds of years?’
He couldn’t. But then maybe this alien wasn’t completely alone. Maybe the alien had anger as its constant companion, forged into a singular purpose. He reckoned a human mind would have broken under such conditions. Swallowed a bullet, walked out an airlock, or become consumed by revenge. Then again, a human couldn’t survive hundreds of years. But all this speculation felt unreal, whereas a very real battle – mankind’s end of days – was going on right now, far away beneath where he stood, safe and sound… He’d been kidnapped. Why should he fight someone else’s war, this alien’s?
‘I need to be down there,’ he said.
Her hand slid from his shoulder.
He caught it. ‘Raphaela…’ He gathered himself. ‘I’m glad you’re here. Sorry I’m so angry–’
Her eyes flared. ‘You think I’m not?’ She turned back to the vista. ‘If I could have traded places with Lara, I would have.’
Abruptly he pulled her towards him and held her until the stiffness in her body melted. They stayed like that awhile, as he gazed over her shoulder down to the planet, watching their world being overrun. He held her tighter, thinking of Lara and Braxton and Akhbal, willing them to fight on.
They released each other. His head felt clearer.
‘Realistically,’ she said, ‘there’s nothing we could do down there now that would make any difference.’
He didn’t nod agreement. Because he was thinking. Down there, she was right. But up here? He stared towards the location of the enemy Mothership, seemingly oblivious to the one he was standing in. No, not oblivious, just confident, knowing it wasn’t a threat.
What if he could change that?
He turned from the vista. ‘How fast is that ship moving?’
‘What? Well, in order to follow the night-side, pretty fast, over a thousand miles an hour. I’d have to do the math.’
‘Do it. But first, take me to Fisher.’
‘What about the alien? He’s waiting to see you.’
‘He can wait.’
She looked around at the tubes. ‘This way I think.’
As he followed her, he noticed a change in the electric blue fissures, whose direction they now opposed. They began to swirl and collide like waves in a choppy sea. A few of them glinted red. As if the alien was tracking Nathan and Raphaela, could see they weren’t coming to see him, and was annoyed.
Too bad, Nathan thought. If we’re going to be together a long time, you’d better get used to us having our own ideas.
◆◆◆
 
He asked Fisher some questions, and explained to both of them what he had in mind.
‘Well, my part’s possible, I guess,’ Fisher said. ‘But I’d need one or two of Braxton’s technicians to assist. Plus Braxton himself and the XO to unlock the nuclear codes, and they’re all down on Earth.’
‘Leave that to me. Raphaela?’
‘It’s ingenious, Nathan. How did you come up with it?’
‘A military op. Something we did when we were trying to free a bunch of captured kids from an enemy camp. We were outnumbered and outgunned, but we had the high ground.’ He recalled it vividly. Trescoe had put it in the unofficial playbook. Nathan remembered what he’d called it.
‘Gravity,’ he said.
Raphaela considered his story. ‘This time we’ll call it “momentum”. We could call it Newton’s First Law, but that’s a bit of a mouthful.’
‘Will it work?’ he asked.
‘In theory. But you’re right, there’s quite a lot of math to figure out, and we must agree the plan with the alien. Everything will have to be very precise. Choreographed.’ She brightened. ‘Let’s go see him.’
‘I’ll stay here,’ Fisher said, ‘and work on the details.’
Following the urgent, pulsing swirl of blues and greys, Nathan and Raphaela reached a large dome the size of a football stadium. It appeared to be open to space – he couldn’t see a ceiling, only stars puncturing an oppressive blackness. Turning back, he noticed that a dozen tubes reached this area. The floor of the dome was flat and unremarkable except that it, too, continuously shifted in blues and greys, albeit more slowly. The dome was empty, except for Sally in its centre, sitting cross-legged, facing something he couldn’t at first make out.
As he approached he took in the hooded figure opposite Sally, also sitting cross-legged, noticeably tall with a slightly elongated head. It seemed to be wearing a voluminous cloak of the same rippling, blue-grey material as the surroundings. The cloak met the floor… no, it was attached to the floor, melding with it. The figure rose and turned fluidly, effortlessly, like a dancer.
Sally stood as well. ‘Nathan, this is Ares. He said that’s what we should call him.’
‘The God of War?’ Nathan looked the creature up and down. Legs, whose feet also bled into the floor, with arms of smooth, curving platinum-coloured metal – at least it looked like metal. The hooded face had a mouth and something resembling a nose, but was concave and empty where the eyes should have been.
‘I’m guessing here,’ Raphaela said, ‘but it’s an intelligent polymer-based being. I think the whole ship is made of it, at least on the inside.’
‘A close enough analogy, Dr Strauss,’ the creature said. The voice had softened since Nathan had last heard it over the radio back at Norfolk, but it was still deep, as if coming from far away. A silver hand extended towards Nathan. He didn’t take it. He was in a negotiation. And the best way to get what you want, he’d learned in Afghanistan’s markets, was to start by aiming high.
‘Take me back to join the others,’ Nathan said. ‘In Antarctica.’
Raphaela cast him a sharp glance, but said nothing.
Sally was instantly alarmed. ‘Nathan, you can’t leave us!’
‘Take me back,’ he repeated.
The alien form faced him with its eyeless face for a long moment, then bent its head to the floor. Nathan followed its lead and watched as the floor began to shimmer in new colours of soft pastels, an image forming. He saw a planet, different from Earth, with scarlet-and-blue continents, emerald oceans as still as lakes. No moon, he supposed. Colossal, spire-filled, glittering cities rippled with the same shifting colours as on the ship, but with a more varied palette. The image zoomed in, and he saw long-legged creatures with stubby torsos and elongated necks where there were patches, just like he’d seen on a giraffe once. Smaller versions, their patches less defined, tore around the place on all fours. He guessed they were the children. The buildings moved occasionally, slowly, with – to him at least – unknown purpose. Bridges formed to allow the aliens to cross bubbling jade rivers leading to doors in octagonal houses.
There was no denying the planet’s beauty, this species’ harmony in its chosen way of life. But Nathan guessed what was coming. The other alien ship arrived, and the cities succumbed one by one. Battles were fought and lost as the Infected of this race killed their own kind, drowning their young in the rivers and seas until the waterways were clogged with corpses. Oddly, the best defence was put up by the buildings themselves, allowing the young in and then barring entry to their deranged parents, or else creating bridges to temporary safe havens for the uncomprehending, terrified children. But in the end there was nowhere to hide, as the adults successfully overrode their own engineered safety measures, and killed every last child.
As he watched the ransacking of this planet, far quicker than on Earth, Nathan had to admit it was a highly effective war strategy. You didn’t need an army; just a way to turn the native, indigenous creatures against each other, wait until there was no serious resistance, and then move right in.
‘None of the young survived,’ the platinum creature – Ares, Nathan reminded himself – said. ‘All adults came to worship the invaders who took their children’s form, and did as they were bid. A civilisation that had endured fifty thousand of your years lost its history, its culture, and its identity in a matter of days. The invaders lobotomised an entire race. The ‘Infected’, as you call them, on your planet will similarly worship the alien children, and be enslaved by them. Your world is already lost.’
‘You survived,’ Nathan said. ‘And forgive me for saying, but you don’t look like those we just observed.’
‘I am not organic. I am an artefact, a legacy, a memory. And I never sleep. I was constructed by the last of my people, more than four hundred of your years ago, and sent in this ship to try to stop this predator from spreading its progeny to other worlds.’
‘And how do you do that, exactly?’ Nathan asked.
The artefact remained silent.
Nathan didn’t care to perish in space. He preferred to take his chances and die on home ground. ‘Take me back,’ he repeated.
‘You are needed here,’ Ares said hesitantly, making Nathan believe the artefact wasn’t fully convinced of the truth of that statement. Rather, it was as if Ares needed Sally, and knew that Sally wanted Nathan to stay.
Sally took his hand. ‘We do need you, Nathan. I need you.’
He turned to her. ‘You don’t, Sally. You kids are doing just fine.’
Her lips tightened. ‘You still have things to teach me.’
She was right. He thought about his new plan. But he still needed to gain some high ground in this conversation; he had the feeling it would set the precedent for the rest of the trip.
‘We have a saying in the Forces,’ he said. ‘No one gets left behind.’ He faced the artefact, this relic from a race he’d rather have dealt with directly. ‘I’d like to speak with Ares alone.’
Raphaela went to take Sally’s hand, but the girl withdrew it and addressed Ares. ‘You want my cooperation, he stays.’ She pointed at Nathan, then left with Raphaela.
He waited until they had left the dome. ‘Ares. You’re a war machine, aren’t you?’
‘I am what you would think of as an artificial intelligence. I was designed by a highly evolved race of pacifists.’
‘But you must have been given mission parameters. Goals.’
‘Yes, to help other worlds avoid–’
‘Bullshit! How are you helping us by saving a few hundred kids? Where will you take them? What chance do they stand? How many other worlds have you “helped” in the past four hundred years?’
The voice deepened. ‘Two.’
‘The races you helped... did they thrive? Did they even survive?’
Silence.
‘What do you really want the kids for?’
‘I have told you.’
‘I think you’re lying. You call yourself Ares. Of all the names you could have picked from our cultures, you chose that one. You want to stop the other alien race. And I think you want revenge.’
‘I am an artefact, an artificial intelligence. I do not have–’
‘Your people. You called them “your” people. I’ll tell you what I think you want. You want to destroy the aliens, and not just these ones, but all the others on every planet they’ve seeded. You want to stop that ship and maybe others like it from spreading their disease across the galaxy. That is your goal. You’ve enlarged your original mission parameters. That’s what always happens in war.’
The silence lengthened. He walked in a slow circle around Ares.
‘You want a weapon, a way to destroy the enemy. But you can’t do it, can you? Something in your programming stops you. Your creators were peaceful. They programmed you to help others, but not to destroy.’
‘My ability to help is… limited.’
‘Because they constrained you, and I’m guessing you can’t change that. It’s in your basic coding, woven into your fabric. But it’s illogical, isn’t it?’
Ares’ head swivelled to face him. ‘If I could stop them, once… once… and f–f–f–f…’ Its voice stuttered. The flooring in the dome flickered. Without warning, the ship lurched, knocking Nathan off his feet. He got straight back up.
‘You’re part of the ship, aren’t you?’
‘I am the ship,’ Ares said, his voice sounding momentarily robotic. ‘And, as you surmise, there are safeguards built into my programming.’
‘But not ours. If we could help you fight the aliens, would that disrupt your program?’
The ship lurched again. But less so.
Nathan aimed for something smaller. ‘If we could take back our planet, not now, but at some time in the future, and in so doing, neutralise the aliens. Would that work?’
No lurch this time. Just a tremor.
‘That would appear to be within acceptable parameters,’ Ares said, his voice smooth again.
‘Then I need to train the children, and I can’t do it alone, without more adults.’
‘How many do you need?’ Ares asked.
‘How many can you take, the maximum?’ Because he wanted to take everyone.
‘How long do you need to train them? The longer the training, the fewer I can take.’
Nathan had to think on his feet. What was he talking about here, really? Train an attack force. Raphaela and any other scientists would have to create new weapons. But with Ares’ help, they could do it, if they could find ways to work around its non-violent programming. It came down to the children. They’d need to be ready, in the eighteen-to-twenty-five-years-old bracket, the classic age of infantry. He wished Raphaela was here, Braxton too. But he had to make the call, and he knew the longer the timeframe he gave, the fewer Ares would allow on board. It was a balancing act. He felt like a politician, but he spat it out anyway, picking the least time to ready the kids, so as to maximise the human payload.
‘Ten years,’ he said.
‘Twenty more people,’ Ares replied. ‘I know you are negotiating, Nathan. I have studied your species. But I am a program. When I say twenty, I mean–’
‘What if I knew a way to damage the alien Mothership. Today. Cripple it, before we leave.’
Nathan was knocked off his feet again. He heard kids’ shouts and yelps from down the tubes.
Ares was still for a full minute, like a piece of software temporarily overloaded. Eventually he spoke, in a metallic whisper. ‘Explain.’
Nathan went through the plan, the basics, and while he did so the floor began drawing it, like a military playbook, only more complex, with alien writing appearing around the two ships showing – he presumed – trajectories, closest point of approach, escape velocity, the stuff Raphaela had mentioned earlier when he first told her about his plan.
The playbook vanished. ‘You negotiate well, Nathan. Thirty more adults. My final offer.’
Nathan decided not to push his luck. ‘Agreed.’
‘There is a condition. Sally must be involved. Not as a participant, but as a witness. Treat it as a training lesson for her.’
Nathan had already considered it. ‘Done. We need to go to Antarctica first, then back to the island,’ he added.
‘We are already descending. The base in Antarctica is in its daylight phase. We will be hidden from the Mothership, as you have named it, on the night side. We will remain several hours at the base, then arrive at the island at dawn.’
‘We may need radioactive shielding.’
‘I am fabricating it as we speak.’
Nathan couldn’t think of anything else for now.
‘Nathan, when it comes to execute the attack, I will not be able to do it. I will need to take myself offline, or else risk irreparable core algorithm damage. I will set various parameters and safeguards, but you must be in control.’
‘You would do that? Cede control to me?’
‘The reward justifies the risk. And do not get any ideas, Nathan. My system will be offline for sixty seconds, that is all. I shall then reconnect automatically.
‘I’ll do it.’
‘Very well.’ Ares began morphing into the floor, slowly losing shape until he was a mound, until the floor was flat, as if he’d never been there. Nathan was alone.
Or was he? He spoke to the floor. ‘What are they called, the alien invaders?’
No response.
He persisted. ‘The kids will need a focus, something to call the enemy.’
A single word appeared on the floor, as if written in magnetised iron filings that coalesced into letters of ash.
Axleth.
Nathan presumed it referred to the species. He gathered it was all he was getting for now.
Although he felt nothing move, the view from the dome altered. Earth swung into view. The ship dipped, racing down at a vertiginous speed as it hugged the contour of South America, slid down the coast of Peru, then Chile, and then swooped lower across a vast field of eye-stinging white ice. Antarctica. The others were there. Lara, Braxton, Akhbal, Elodie. He began walking back to the tubes, and then broke into a run.




Chapter 25

Salvage

Nathan, Raphaela and Fisher descended silently on a smooth, round platform to the icescape fifty metres below. The chill reminded him of those bitter mornings in the Hindu Kush mountains when they’d gone out on extended missions. He had to remind himself this was the peak of summertime in the Antarctic. At least Ares had fashioned hooded thermal blankets that emitted heat, but they didn’t need them for long, as his ship began bathing the area in warmth, raising the temperature to a balmy ten degrees Celsius. He surveyed the bleak landscape surrounding the snowed-in buildings directly ahead – flat in every direction, eddies of snow dusting a frozen sea of blinding white. On the way down, he’d seen a blue-hazed mountain range in one direction, the edge of the ocean in the other, with impossibly steep cliffs of ice towering above relentless crashing waves. A massive chunk of ice had sloughed off, momentarily turning the sea into boiling white foam. But for now, as they settled on the ground, all he saw was an endless bone-white plateau containing the last vestiges of organised uninfected society, huddled inside a sprawling compound of single-storey blocks connected by overground tunnels, barely shielded against the inhospitable cold. In just over a week, humanity’s dominion had been reduced to this.
As he, Fisher and Raphaela trudged their way across crisp snow towards the buildings, he detected a dull orange glow, and heard someone grunting as he shoved a door open. It was Braxton, in a thick blue parka with ski mask and mittens. Others piled out in full snow gear, sensing the warmth from the ship. Lara, parka hood down, wearing snow goggles, darted out from behind Braxton and ran towards Nathan, and unashamedly gripped him in an embrace as he draped the thermal blanket around them both.
‘You came back,’ she said, her voice trembling, whether from cold or emotion, he couldn’t tell and didn’t care.
‘To take you with us,’ he said, releasing her as others arrived, their hoods all down now, ski masks off. Elodie was at the head of a cluster of twenty people, Braxton and Akhbal right behind her, closer together than he would have expected.
‘Thanks for the warmth, Nathan,’ Elodie said. ‘I was born and raised in Cairns, lived all my life in the tropics, so, you can imagine…’
Nathan got straight to the point. ‘Thirty. We can take thirty of you. And Braxton, we’re going to give the other alien ship a kick in the ass before we leave.’ He grew more serious, raising his voice as more people spilled out from the building. ‘I aim to take out their energy beam weapon, give those of you remaining here a fighting chance.’
Braxton slapped a gloved palm down on Nathan’s shoulder. ‘Now we’re talking.’
Nathan watched Elodie, also hoping for a positive reaction, but she showed only the faintest of smiles, dampening the moment. He turned to Akhbal, who looked gaunt, as if the life had been sucked out of him, though his eyes were still defiant.
‘Nathan,’ Elodie said. ‘We should talk. Raphaela, you too.’
‘Fine,’ he said, distilling the exuberance out of his voice to match her mood. She was the leader down here, after all. ‘Fisher, can you brief Braxton on the plan?’ He turned to Lara, and said, almost whispered, ‘You’re coming with me on the ship, right?’
She nodded. ‘Just try and stop me.’
That was better. ‘There are some provisions to come down from the ship. Lara, can you assist? Sally’s in charge up there for now, just talk into this.’
‘Sally’s in charge?’ she said, bemused.
Nathan shrugged. ‘Ares is grooming her for leadership, I think.’
She let it go, and he handed her something that looked like a polished stone, except it rippled blue and grey in her hand. Then he and Raphaela followed Elodie and Akhbal through the throng of anxious, depressed, and cautious faces, back into the building. Nathan was immediately hit by the heady odour of people crammed into a place too small for them, and proceeded quickly down a corridor jam-packed with winter clothes and stacked cardboard boxes of tinned supplies, to a small room with a single table, a few chairs, a solitary light bulb, and a functioning laptop. Elodie closed the door.
‘Hope can be a dangerous thing, Nathan,’ she began, then caught herself. ‘But it is good to see you, and it means a lot to us all that you came back.’ She cleared her throat. ‘When are you leaving?’
‘In four hours.’
She stared at him, her eyes unwavering. ‘And when will we see you again?’
Nathan’s mouth was suddenly dry. ‘Ten years.’
She nodded normally, as if he’d said ten days, as if making a mental note, one whose awful consequences would be digested later. ‘You’ll have your thirty people, though many want to stay here.’
‘That includes me, Nathan,’ Akhbal said.
Elodie’s face warmed, and she glanced at Akhbal with tenderness, then spoke to Raphaela. ‘You handed us a marvel, Dr Strauss, in more ways than one.’
Raphaela leaned forward on her elbows. ‘A vaccine? You synthesised a vaccine?’
Elodie held out her palms as if pushing something down. ‘You know that’s not possible in a couple of days. And it’s not a virus in the conventional sense. But his plasma: it already has antibodies of sorts that interact with serotonin, dopamine and melatonin, and a few other natural hormones and neurotransmitters. It’s complicated, but the bottom line is they prevent the brainwashing, prevent it getting a foothold in the left hemisphere of the brain. It will take months to map everything out, but for now we’ve stopped all new infections. The people here can sleep. We’re ready to send emissaries out to the remaining pockets of resistance who are clinging on.’
Nathan regarded Akhbal. He must have given a lot of blood. No wonder he looked gaunt.
Raphaela was suddenly back on form, more excited than Nathan had seen her in days. ‘You must share the research. Even Ares – the “friendly” alien – will be interested.’
Elodie pushed a sturdy-looking computer tablet across the table. ‘It’s all here. Along with what we at SETI used to call a culture pod.’ She turned to Nathan. ‘It’s a terabyte of information, on us: humanity, all our culture, history, even music and, would you believe, some Netflix.’
Raphaela picked it up gingerly, as if it was priceless and fragile. ‘So the children don’t forget.’
Elodie nodded. ‘Saving humanity isn’t only about the species. It’s about who we are, how we got to where we are today, our mistakes, our passions, and all those who have gone before us.’
‘We’ll teach them,’ Raphaela said. ‘Every day.’
Nathan had been wondering who would look after the kids’ education – he and Braxton would see to their military training.
‘You’re staying, aren’t you?’ he said to Elodie.
‘Have to.’
She could easily have said somebody has to, and he was relieved she hadn’t. He felt enough guilt as it was.
He needed to be sure, though. She was a key asset. He wouldn’t mind her being on board to help him keep Ares in check. He still wasn’t sure about the alien AI’s motives. But then Earth needed a resistance leader. If anyone could hold it together for ten years, it was Elodie. Still, he had to ask.
‘Elodie, you worked for SETI. You must have spent all your life dreaming of meeting alien life.’
She looked away, and for the second time he saw vulnerability in her. He realised he had a ton of respect for this woman he barely knew. She was the scientific equivalent of Matheson. Maybe more. But clearly she had made up her mind, despite the personal cost.
He glanced at his watch. ‘Well, there’s things to do. Planning with Braxton, organising the thirty.’
Elodie turned back to him. ‘Of course. I will see to it, Nathan.’
‘Good.’ He paused. There was time. He cleared his throat. ‘But first I think you should tour the ship. And meet Ares.’
Her eyes softened, just for a moment. Akhbal placed his hand over hers. She let it rest there.
‘Thank you, Nathan,’ she said. ‘I’d really like that.’
Outside, alone with Raphaela, as they watched the platform carrying Elodie and Akhbal enter the ship, she again put her hand on Nathan’s shoulder. ‘Sometimes, you surprise me, Nathan.’
He cleared his throat. ‘We have work to do with Braxton and Fisher. Well, you do, to make the calcs for attacking the Axleth ship.’ He felt a smile emerge. ‘I finally get to see if rocket science is all it’s cracked up to be.’
◆◆◆
 
Four hours later, as they descended through thin strips of cirrus cloud towards the tiny Caribbean island, Nathan stood with Lara at one of the portals. He’d worried needlessly about fighting breaking out amongst those desperate to be amongst the thirty. Many chose to remain, and in the end, they only took twenty-seven more souls on board. Saying goodbye to Akhbal and Elodie had been hard, but Akhbal had reminded Nathan that those who remained could no longer be infected. They would seek others, and reach out to those bunkered in the Eschers when they surfaced and resumed external contact. And they would fight. With Elodie’s brain and Akhbal’s military savvy, hell, they would put up a good fight. Even Braxton had shaken Akhbal’s hand before their departure.
But now it was their turn. The ship slowed its descent as the island rose to greet them, no longer lush green, the dense foliage seared away leaving charred, smoking logs and branches on a thick carpet of ash. No matter, they weren’t going on land. But even with the ship’s shield, the radiation below was intense, and it quickly became apparent that salvaging the sub’s remaining nuclear warheads was going to be problematic.
As they discussed it with Braxton and Fisher, in the end it was Sally who came up with the solution.
‘Why don’t we just bring the whole sub aboard, up into space, and then get the nukes out?’
Braxton spread his hands wide and laughed in disbelief. ‘Oh, I don’t know, maybe because it’s a 180 yards long, in two pieces, together weighing nearly nineteen thousand tons. And that’s without the water now inside it.’
Sally wasn’t fazed. ‘Why don’t we ask Ares?’
Braxton’s hands went to his bald head. ‘If he could only take thirty more people, how is he going to accommodate an entire nuclear sub, even if it’s cut in half?’
‘We need air, water, food and heat. Once you’ve taken out the nukes, the sub doesn’t need anything except room, and we can always leave it in orbit or drop it back to Earth when we’re done.’
‘She’s got you there,’ Raphaela said with a smile. ‘Maybe we should ask Ares. What have we got to lose?’
Braxton made to get up, but Sally got there first. ‘I’ll go. It’s my idea, and if it’s a stupid one, I should be the one who gets to look foolish.’
Braxton let her go, then went down the tubes to ‘get some air’, whatever that meant under the circumstances. Fisher tagged along.
Raphaela nudged Nathan’s hand. ‘In ten years, Sally will be running this ship.’
‘Tell me about it,’ Nathan replied.
◆◆◆
 
Ares agreed to Sally’s plan, and Nathan and the others watched from one of the larger portals as massive silver claws thrust down into the sea, then slowly hoisted the two jagged halves of the USS Dakota’s black hull from its watery tomb. Braxton had his brow against the portal, ignoring the buzzing pain Nathan knew it induced, as his broken sub was hauled up, water gushing from the open wounds in its two halves. A single body poured out, like a ragged doll, tumbling back into the waves. It was Diston, the female Junior Grade Lieutenant who’d fired the torpedoes and cruise missiles. Braxton closed his eyes a moment as his lips moved in private, silent prayer.
As the sub disappeared beneath them, Braxton and Fisher went to find it and the rest of the crew who would begin salvaging the nukes. Nathan was about to follow when Raphaela held him back.
‘Nathan, I’ve been thinking. Ares might have an ulterior motive here.’
‘Besides revenge?’
‘I mean about the sub. It has all our latest military hardware and software aboard. Pretty much everything we know about advanced technological warfare is in there, in one form or another, including cyber warfare.’
‘Okay, but if Ares reads the culture pod Elodie gave us, and I’m sure he will, all the relevant science must already be in there, too, right?’
‘It’s not the same thing. The pod contains the theory, the physics. And no doubt Ares would understand it easily. But he was built by a race of pacifists. His coding must reflect that, and might limit him. I’m not convinced he could so easily imagine and create destructive weapons. That requires ingenuity, the marriage of know-how and motivation. It’s very human. It’s what makes us smart, survivors, but also reveals our darkness, our ability to harm each other in devastating and cruel ways.’
Nathan was beginning to see what she was getting at. ‘You can’t understand what war really is by reading a book,’ he said, thinking about his own experiences.
‘Exactly. The sub, on the other hand, is theory made real, into an incredibly powerful war machine. Ares could learn so much more from the sub.’
‘Let’s say you’re right. Is that a bad thing? In the next decade we’re going to have to develop military hardware if we’re going to come back and fight the aliens.’
‘I understand that. But what if Ares has his own agenda? Builds the weapons he craves for revenge, and no longer needs us?’
‘Ares can’t pull the trigger.’
‘So he needs us right now to do it for him. But afterwards? I’m sorry, Nathan, the military mindset – and that includes you – is all about bigger and better weapons and winning the war, and never about what happens afterwards. No real exit strategy or transition plan back to peace. What will Ares’ role be if we return and somehow win back our home? Is he going to just take his ship and fly off into some kind of galactic sunset, his job done? He’s called himself Ares, Nathan, the god of war.’
Nathan had no answer; she was right about the military mindset. But he had an idea.
‘Let’s see if Ares keeps the sub.’
◆◆◆
 
Nathan found Lara, staring out one of the portals. ‘I have a question,’ he said.
‘A bit formal, but okay, shoot.’
Nathan had been chewing on it awhile since talking to Raphaela, who’d been called away to finalise the plans for the attack.
‘Can an AI learn to care?’
‘Wow... That’s a big one. What we call a “known unknown”. Why didn’t you ask Raphaela?’
He smiled as an answer bubbled up to the surface. ‘She’s a scientist; you’re a realist.’
Lara gave him an appraising stare. ‘Okay, here goes. First you have to separate reality from hype. AI is currently very good at crunching numbers, and can mimic human thinking to a degree. But the real AIs we’d like to have around are autonomous learning systems, what we call generalised AI. They build up their knowledge and formulate their own ever increasingly complex algorithms, based on risk-reward trade-offs.’
Nathan recalled what Ares had said earlier – the reward is worth the risk.
‘The trouble is, those algorithmic structures become unfathomable to us. AIs can sometimes make better decisions than us, but we don’t always understand their reasoning. Which means…’
She paused. He filled in the gap. ‘We can’t entirely trust them. But you haven’t answered my question.’
‘I’m getting there. The hardest part is to teach a machine human values. A military AI in a battle can choose between saving many lives and a few in a micro-second, and will make the call. Even if it’s the right call, one predicated on the intrinsic value of life, it’s not necessarily the call we would make, and the AI making the decision doesn’t feel anything for those that perish. It’s just crunching numbers.’
‘So why have one around?’
‘Because sometimes an AI can come up with brilliant solutions, ones we’d never see, and can barely fathom. And they’re very fast. They don’t dither, and can make complex decisions and act before an enemy could blink. If you put them in charge of weapons in a war scenario… But there’s the rub. You’d have no chance to second-guess them. You’d just have to accept whatever they did.’
‘And they might make the wrong call, because they don’t care the way we do.’
‘It’s still hotly debated between the theorists, but to truly care, maybe you need to be organic, with hormones and endocrine systems, organs. You can’t have a gut feel if you have no gut.’
Nathan weighed it all up. ‘So, it can’t care.’
She blew air out through her lips. ‘Known unknown, like I said. For human-generated AIs, right now, definitely not. But Ares comes from a civilisation thousands of years ahead of us. And you said he’s beginning to understand the lust for revenge, a very visceral and often irrational value. Animals don’t have it; only us.’
He stayed quiet, pondering.
‘One more thing,’ she said. ‘Well, two actually. First, back to my original point. You can never trust Ares, because even if he explains himself, it’s going to be way more complicated than that.’
‘Second point?’
‘Well, this is just me, my opinion, not scientific theory, just an intuition…’
Which was, he realised, why he’d asked her and not Raphaela. Both women were very smart, but whereas Raphaela was far more disciplined, a scientist to her core, Lara dabbled in science but was unfettered by it, willing to go beyond theory and evidence.
She drew a breath. ‘…Ares is so complex, and so old, and will have been – forgive the term – “ruminating” for hundreds of years, that I’m not sure he can even trust his own reasoning any more.’
‘Great. So, what you’re saying is that we’re on a ship carrying humanity’s hope and it’s driven by a psycho AI?’
She shook her head. ‘No, not psychotic, it’s just that with current AIs, we have to train them and engage with them, to keep them on track. Otherwise they can go off into their own little cyber-worlds, so to speak. Have you seen the way he interacts with Sally? He craves contact, Nathan. He’s lonely.’
‘Now you’re making him seem human.’
‘Not necessarily. But perhaps he’s developed a personality. AIs are learning systems, programmed with a thirst for data and knowledge. But they’re not simply databases. Like us, what they learn changes them. They grow. The point is, if you want to keep Ares on target, you need to stay close to him over the next ten years.’
‘How will we know if he’s going off track?’
She smiled. ‘I think that’s my job. You, Sally, Raphaela, even Braxton, stay close to him. I’ll remain distant. I’ll watch him, you, and the kids, see how you all behave, notice any subtle changes.’
He wondered if that might be dangerous for her. They both turned as Fisher came running around the bend.
‘We’re ready,’ he said.




Chapter 26

Momentum

Nathan entered the control deck, as Braxton had christened it, an area as large as a basketball court, empty except for three mushroom-shaped structures rising from the floor, each with an opening on one side so a person could stand inside. At first, Nathan had wondered if they had been fashioned just for them, since Ares was integrated into all the ship’s systems. But if so, they were very elaborate, and not very ergonomic. Additionally, although they were made from the same blue and grey material as everything else on the ship, the colours of these vertical command consoles were faded, the fissures thinner and more intricate. They seemed unchanged and older, a permanent fixture from the ship’s original design. For Nathan it raised an uncomfortable possibility – that this craft had originally been built for the inhabitants of the previous planet culled by the Axleth, and not only for Ares. Either none had been able to board in time, or else none had survived the trip. He decided to keep it to himself for now.
The control mushrooms, as Sally called them, were too tall for the average human. Nathan and Fisher could just about operate one. The way they worked, as Ares had demonstrated, was that you stood inside on a platform that rotated, so you could scan three-sixty degrees via the curved screen inside the mushrooms’ heads. There was a remote joystick, shaped like a small barbell fashioned from the ubiquitous blue and grey material, which he held in both hands. By twisting, pressing together or squeezing the two ends, or tapping a certain area, Nathan could rotate and zoom in and out of the display’s field of vision, as well as manage the direction and speed of the vessel, and even operate a short-range defensive energy weapon.
Braxton was the first to try the joystick; technically these were his nukes about to be put in play, and Nathan reckoned Braxton would want to be at the controls to avenge his missile officer, Diston. But he’d quickly become dizzy and nauseous. Nathan hadn’t. There were two supporting mushrooms, currently occupied by Fisher – as tall as Nathan – and Raphaela, who had to stand on a small stool. Nathan would be in control of the ship, Fisher the nukes, while Raphaela would maintain surveillance on the Axleth Mothership.
The rest of the forty or so people gathered in the cavernous room watched a three-dimensional hologram, showing the two ships in their respective orbits above Earth. Few turned to gaze out of the room’s domed roof, because the control deck was basically a blister that looked out directly at Earth. What it showed was a planet no longer theirs, dominated by the aliens. Like all the portals on the ship, you couldn’t see the glass – apparently it was an electromagnetic field – so it appeared as if the room was open to space. During trials when Nathan had been learning how to control the ship, people had fallen over. The kids found it particularly hard going, hence most had left to watch from a sealed room, overseen by a dozen adults. Nathan had heard that quite a few astronauts threw up on their first spacewalk. He could see why.
He ducked his head outside the mushroom to take a quick look at the hologram, to orient himself. Then he immersed himself back inside. Sound was immediately dulled, and he checked that he could still hear the other two.
‘Fisher, Raphaela, how are you doing?’
‘Ready,’ Fisher replied crisply.
‘Almost there, Nathan. I’ll be fine.’
He hoped so. This was a one-shot operation. They’d have to high-tail it out of there as soon as the attack run was over, whether or not they succeeded. He’d asked Ares if the other ship had superior weaponry, if it could destroy Ares’ ship. Ares had replied enigmatically as usual, saying he’d survived for four hundred years, but didn’t normally get so close. At that point Nathan had gathered the gang leaders and the adults together to ask them if they were still up for it. Sally had been the first to answer.
‘We need to give the others down there a fighting chance. We need a planet to come back to, where we still have some friends.’
At that point, one of the adults had laughed, and replied for the rest: ‘What she just said goes for us all, Nathan.’
And so here they were. Ares stood apart from the hologram, but could communicate directly with Nathan’s mushroom.
‘We will be in range in thirty seconds, Nathan. At that point I will begin my shutdown. It will take five seconds. Afterwards, Fisher can release the warheads. You then have a further twenty seconds to make the run. I will be offline for sixty seconds. It must be well over by then. I cannot stress how important it is, Nathan, that–’
‘Sixty seconds. Don’t worry. Set the timer in my field of vision.’
There was a pause. ‘Of course.’
‘One more thing,’ Nathan added. ‘Can you blank the view above us? It’s going to be a pretty wild ride, and I don’t want anyone reeling over backwards at a crucial moment.’
‘Done,’ Ares said. ‘You now have control of my ship.’
Nathan focused on the curved screen, and zoomed in on the Axleth Mothership. Following it at this angle, all he could see was the aft section, which had six sides and was flat except for a hundred or so curved and elongated golden pyramids, each one tapering to a needle point facing Nathan. Engines, he presumed. He had no idea how they worked.
Nathan had asked the name of Ares’ ship. After a barely noticeable delay, the AI had replied ‘Athena.’ It was Fisher, surprisingly, who’d provided the likely reasoning, pointing out that the Greek goddess had been, amongst other things, a brilliant military strategist.
‘Now,’ Nathan said to Ares. A digital counter that had been reading 01:00, flicked to 00:59, then 00:58…
Nathan slewed the Athena in an ‘S’ move, at first accelerating away from the Axleth ship, then – following predefined trajectories supplied by Raphaela and Ares – looping it back around at a fierce velocity so that he was on a collision course with the enemy vessel that was the length of Manhattan Island. Now that he could see it more clearly, in cross-section, the earlier dragonfly metaphor seemed apt. It had four bulbous reflective domes at the front, like insect eyes, and a long thin body that, like the aft section, was broadly hexagonal, made up of twenty or so sections connected by thinner shafts. Almost all sections were dark. The last one, near the ‘head’, was lit from inside, and was the source of the remaining capsules. These weren’t being dropped from the section itself, but via translucent arms that stretched out into open space, looking almost like wings.
Raphaela had conjectured that the ship’s form might be representative of the species itself, which might be insectoid in nature. She’d asked Ares who, surprisingly, said he did not know, that he had never seen them in their original form, nor did he know the location of their home planet. Raphaela had hastily discussed it with Elodie via radio link while Nathan had been learning how to control the Athena. Elodie said that SETI had never really considered that an invading species might take the form of the local inhabitants and remain in that form. Nathan could think of one reason, namely that they were hiding from the Eye, which Ares was still reluctant to discuss.
‘No change in the enemy vessel’s course or speed,’ Raphaela shouted, though she didn’t need to. All was as they’d predicted. The enemy ship was highly shielded, Athena’s advanced sensors rendering the protective cocoon visible. Only the wings penetrated the shield, so the capsules could be released. It meant that trying to ram the Mothership would do little damage, except to the Athena itself, and the Axleth onboard would probably be glad to be rid of it. They had to get the Mothership to drop its shield, or else the nukes would be ineffective.
‘Missiles hot, ready to go,’ Fisher added.
Nathan kept his speed constant, on collision course. The Axleth didn’t blink; their shield stayed up. He eyed five of the capsules just released from the Mothership. The invasion was almost complete, so the capsule release had slowed to a drip-feed. But these capsules were near the head of the ship, and he had a hunch these ‘children’ were perhaps more important than the rest. In war, the generals usually arrived last.
00:45.
‘Fisher! Now!’
Nathan’s curved screen showed the nine nuclear warheads and one Tomahawk cruise missile slip out into space behind the Athena, not under power, but travelling very fast in the ship’s wake. ‘Momentum’, as Raphaela had said. These had been all they could salvage. Three remaining warheads’ casings had fused into the submarine’s hull, and they’d been unable to extract them. He hoped ten nukes would be enough. He waited until 00:30, then accelerated and dived towards the capsules. The warhead cluster continued on course.
‘Raph–’
‘No reaction yet.’
‘Fisher!’
‘Twenty-five seconds till impact.’
He tore the ship downwards, aiming straight at the capsules, a long way ahead of him, in formation. They accelerated, then fired thrusters and separated from each other like a blossoming firework. Just as expected. He tracked one of them, the one that had been at the apex, not that it mattered which one he singled out. He ignored the others. He chased after it as it zigged and zagged, like a cheetah running down a gazelle singled out from the pack.
00:18.
‘Do it, Nathan!’ Raphaela shouted.
He knew what she meant. He had to draw fire from the Mothership, make the Axleth blink, drop their shield and bring out the energy beam weapon, so they could try and disable it with the Tomahawk.
But on board the capsule was a child. An alien child. He recalled Faroujah, the hospital, the boy who had saved him and the other kids by closing the door. And for the first time ever, he remembered the boy’s face.
‘Nathan!’ Raphaela shouted.
00:12.
He squeezed the ends of the barbell and tapped simultaneously with his thumbs, as Ares had shown him earlier. The capsule flared in blue flame then burst apart like a meteor shower, blazing red as the debris struck the lower atmosphere.
The retaliation from the Axleth ship was almost instantaneous. The shockwave of the energy beam striking the Athena made Nathan’s knees buckle. He tilted the barbell control and veered the Athena towards the next capsule. A warning sound, like a klaxon, boomed throughout the room. Too much heat stress on the Athena, because Nathan still had the ship diving straight through the atmosphere, straight for Earth.
‘Fisher!’ he shouted.
‘I see it!’ he said. ‘A few more seconds.’
Nathan fired close range at the second capsule, and watched it explode. Behind its scattering fireballs, he could make out the Great Lakes.
‘Fire in the hole!’ Fisher shouted.
There was one more capsule, right in front of him, dodging his aim like a mosquito, desperate to stay alive. The klaxon grew louder. Warning lights danced in front of him. He ignored them. Ignored the fact that he could see the outline of the city of New York. One more…
‘Nathan, for God’s sake pull up!’ Raphaela screamed.
Nathan caught himself, but he had one more trick. He accelerated, then began pulling up. Athena’s ‘tail’ caught the third capsule, whipping it off its axis, sending it into a death-spin. He tugged at the barbell, suddenly heavy in his hands, trying to use the lower atmosphere to bounce Athena back up into space. It was working, though the floor juddered with the effort of the engines. He steered her away from the Axleth Mothership, all the while waiting for a second energy strike.
It never came. He heard cheers from outside the mushroom as he zoomed out and watched half of the Mothership engulfed in dazzling atomic shrouds, then he zoomed in closer to see the Tomahawk flash inside the bay housing the energy beam, where it blossomed an eye-watering white.
00:02.
He accelerated away, but a part of him wondered. Wasn’t this the best chance they might have to completely destroy the Mothership?
00:00.
No longer his call. He kept pulling the ship away from Earth and then headed for the moon, waiting for Ares to take back control.
+00:10.
Sally appeared below him, tugging his arm. ‘Something’s wrong.’
Nathan dipped his head to see Ares exactly where he’d been, but completely immobile. He hadn’t come back online.
‘Nathan,’ Raphaela said, her voice nervous. ‘The Mothership. You’d better take a look.’
He ducked back inside and zoomed in. Six of the pyramids – which he’d thought were part of its engine – had detached themselves from the Mothership. They began turning to point directly towards the Athena.
‘Sir, I think we’d better make a run for it,’ Fisher said.
+00:20.
The pyramids suddenly sprang forwards. Nathan twisted the barbell to maximum acceleration, but the pyramids stayed on course, approaching faster than the Athena could escape. He thought about zigging and zagging, or trying to get behind the moon, but there was no time.
He came out from the mushroom, barbell in his hands, to use the hologram display instead, because at these speeds it was more efficient. People cleared a path for him so he could stand with his head just inside the holo.
Athena accelerated towards its maximum speed, but the pyramids remained in pursuit.
‘Head for the sun,’ Raphaela shouted, also out of her mushroom. ‘Its outer edge!’
His hands twisted the barbell so hard he thought he might break it. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Sally tugging at Ares’ arm, trying to wake him up. But Ares remained still, perhaps dead, his software irrevocably corrupted.
The holo showed the Athena aiming straight for the sun’s corona. Six blue dots – the pyramids – were closing, very slowly. The vista stayed that way for ten long minutes while they passed the orbits of Venus and Mercury, though the planets were nowhere to be seen, presumably on the other side of the sun. Fisher and others offered to relieve Nathan, but he declined, unwilling to release the barbell from its maximum speed for even a fraction of a second.
As the sun grew brighter with violent seas of oranges and yellows swirling beneath them, practically filling the holo, Ares finally stirred. His head jerked spasmodically, making Sally jump backwards. His voice was a metallic rattle.
‘When… I… say… turn… hard.’
Nathan waited. The pyramids were so close, the holo auto-zoomed in, so he could see there was still some distance, maybe a hundred miles. But they were still closing.
‘Turn!’ Ares gasped
Nathan twisted the barbell fully, and the Athena swung around, hugging the outline of the sun. The pyramids followed suit. He’d been right not to zig and zag earlier; they’d have caught up quicker.
They were now fifty miles behind. Just as others pointed to the holo, he saw it too. Something shot ahead and down from the Athena, straight into the sun. It took Nathan a fraction of a second to realise what it was. The sub, with its remaining nuclear warheads.
‘Ares!’ he heard Sally shout.
Ares was on his knees, then on all fours, his body wracked by violent tremors. ‘Hold…’ he gasped.
Nathan strained, but held the banking turn, even as he watched the nukes detonate, a geyser of white-hot flame bursting from the sun’s surface just ahead of them.
‘Flee…’ Ares said, the word choking in his throat.
Nathan drove the ship forwards, out of the turn, pulling away from the sun as the solar flare erupted behind them, engulfing the six pyramids. They each flashed an incandescent green in the erupting fountain of fire, then were lost in a sea of red fading to black.
There were cheers all around, more distant ones down the corridor. Nathan felt suddenly weary, his legs and arms weak. Several of the adults gathered around Ares, collapsed on the floor, to help him to his feet, but were unable to move him. Braxton patted Nathan on the back. ‘Maybe I need to make some new medals,’ he said.
Nathan felt reamed out, but kept the ship going for another twenty minutes, the holo slowly zooming out until they passed Mars on the other side of the sun. At which point Braxton politely threatened to deck Nathan unless he took a break. He acquiesced and sat on the floor with Raphaela and Lara as the Athena swung past Saturn, and marvelled at the beauty of its rings. It was another seven hours before they exited something Raphaela called the Oort Cloud, leaving the solar system far behind. Nathan finally relaxed. Braxton handed back control to him. Sally lay asleep next to Ares’ inert, huddled form, under a blanket Lara had fetched earlier.
As time wore on, everyone else had left, including Raphaela, who was studying star charts somewhere to try and plot a course, or possibly just to make sure they could find their way back. She’d suggested they could slow down now, that nothing was following them, but he stayed the course and speed, putting ever more distance between them and their home planet. Home planet. It wasn’t home any more. But it would be again, one day, when they were ready, when they had a counter-measure against those pyramids.
‘Ares ditched the sub,’ Lara said quietly, so as not to disturb Sally. ‘Raphaela told me about your conversation.’
‘I know. A good sign. Then again, he’d be dead along with us if he hadn’t.’
‘You think he isn’t? That last little stunt might have fried his code for good.’
Nathan didn’t agree. ‘His makers wanted him to survive. To survive you need to be able to adapt. Maybe they relaxed some of the hard coding, gave him some room to manoeuvre.’
‘Wriggle-room. Interesting,’ she said, putting a hand on his. ‘I love it when you’re smart. Ares is, too, as just demonstrated. If his makers did relax some of the coding barriers, he’ll figure that out too.’
As if hearing his name, Ares twitched, then stirred. He rose slowly to his full height, then stared down at Sally’s sleeping form. ‘Why is she here?’
‘We call it keeping a vigil,’ Lara replied. ‘She cares about you, Ares.’
Ares stared a moment longer at the girl, then turned to Nathan. ‘I have control again. You may rest.’
‘Ares, did you know about the pyramids?’
‘I did not, Nathan.’
‘Well, good thing we know now. We can prepare.’
‘I must repair my ship. There was much damage. Please begin training the children as soon as you are all rested.’ Without further ado, Ares melded with the floor again and was gone.
‘Ares is back to his old self,’ Lara said. ‘Should we wake Sally?’
‘Let her sleep,’ he replied. ‘I have the feeling she’s going to need it.’
And Nathan and Lara lay down too, asleep before they knew it.




Epilogue

Three months later

Lara coiled her fingers around Nathan’s chest hair. ‘They’re waiting for you.’
He didn’t budge. ‘Braxton and Fisher can start drilling the kids without me.’
She rested her head on his chest. ‘You know, Raphaela and Fisher have been spending a lot of time together lately.’
He’d noticed. ‘Good for them.’
She levered herself up on an elbow, kissed him, then drew back. ‘It’s time, Nathan. You need to open the message.’
She was right, of course. A message in an encrypted radio wave data packet had arrived the previous evening. Raphaela had come to tell him privately. A video message from Earth. Probably six weeks old, she’d said, something to do with how long such a transmission would take to catch up with them. He’d asked if it could be decoded. Apparently Elodie had left a cipher in the SETI data-pod she’d bequeathed them, just in case. Raphaela was working on it, said it would be ready by 8am, and it was already 9.
‘Are you going to watch it first?’ Lara asked.
He said nothing. Taking a sneak preview was what a commander should do. Check what it contained before showing it to everyone, in case it was bad news. In case there was no hope back on Earth. In case all was lost. See the message, edit it, destroy it, and deny its existence if necessary, for the sake of morale. That’s what he should do, that’s what Trescoe might have done, or if not him, certainly those in charge.
He sat up. For the first time in a long time he thought of his sis, Mags, and Phil and the two boys. And then he knew what he had to do. He touched a pad on the table by their bed.
‘Raphaela, gather everyone. We show the message in half an hour.’
◆◆◆
 
Nathan and Lara arrived in the Dome, which had been converted into a training ground almost from day one, except when it was used for communal eating. The flooring could morph into various shapes at ease. Ares stood to one side watching as the children, led by Braxton and Fisher, were winding up daily drills in army manoeuvres and hand-to-hand combat, a prelude to learning more remote and technology-based warfare strategy. All training bouts had ended except one. Sally and Michael. All eyes were on the two, both semi-crouched and immobile in a face-off on the raised square dais. Both were armed with commando knives, their blades razor sharp.
Sally was particularly adept, becoming a champion, and not only in her age group. Whilst in the adults’ eyes you didn’t need physical prowess to be a natural leader, all agreed it certainly didn’t go amiss. Michael, easily a foot taller than her, attacked with a savage diagonal slash aimed at her neck. Sally whirled like a dervish, his knife scything through empty air. Trapping his wrist and using his own momentum, she brought him to the ground with a resounding thump. He ended up flat on his back, her blade against his throat.
Nathan glanced at Ares, serene as always, but guessed the AI would be pleased – all was going to plan.
During relentless applause while Sally helped Michael to his feet, Raphaela joined Nathan.
‘Do you ever wonder if we’re doing the right thing here, Nathan? I mean, the Axleth turned adults into child-murderers, and here we are, turning children into killers.’
‘To take back our planet.’
‘I know. But we’re talking about a whole generation becoming soldiers. I just wonder about the long-term effects on us. On humanity.’
This wasn’t their first round on this topic. He changed tack. ‘How are the weapons coming?’
She folded her arms. ‘I’m working on a hand-held version of the energy weapon we used against the capsules. Another month, we’ll have a working prototype.’
‘That’s great! We’ve only been gone three months.’
‘You’re making my point for me. Ares and a few of my own weapons development team are already suggesting cybernetic augments for the kids – AI implants. They all point out that the Axleth won’t sit still while we’re gone. It could give our kids an advantage–’
Nathan had heard the arguments. ‘The answer’s no.’
‘Actually, I’m relieved to hear you say that. But what happens when the kids come of age? Who’ll get to decide? Sally and Ares spend a lot of time together. You need to do something about that.’
‘I’m working on it.’ He turned to face her. ‘Have you watched the transmission from Elodie?’
She shrugged. ‘I’m the one who decoded it, so yes.’
He studied her for any hint, but her face remained neutral.
‘Okay, let’s do this.’
As he turned to leave, she touched his arm. ‘Dave, Coles, Matheson… all of them – they didn’t die for nothing.’
Nathan walked to a podium Ares magicked up out of the floor, while everyone else settled down on curving smooth benches that radiated away from him like ripples. On the lectern he watched as the image unfolded, a much larger holographic version appearing above him in the ether.
‘We received this encoded message yesterday evening,’ he said. ‘Like you, I am seeing it for the first time.’ He nodded to Ares to begin.
Elodie’s wizened, yet still elegant face formed, her jade eyes sharply focused, as if she was staring across the void to see them all.
‘Nathan, Raphaela, all of you – humanity’s promise,’ she said, with a radiant smile. ‘Greetings.’ Her smile lingered, and Nathan watched some in the crowd before him reciprocate, clearly relieved that she was – so far, at least – upbeat.
‘First, we all want to thank you. When you attacked the Axleth ship, you not only damaged their principal weapon, you also destroyed their broadcasting system – they can no longer infect people. We are sleeping sound once more.’
Her expression became more serious. ‘It is now six weeks since you left. As for the Eschers, three were compromised, but people from the three others surfaced uninfected, and have made contact with us. Seattle, London and Riyadh. Together we have put together a picture – a rather sobering one, I’m afraid – of the status of what we have begun to call Free Humanity. She paused, as if summoning the courage to speak the number. Nathan guessed the crowd before him were imagining likely figures. The world population had been approaching eight billion. His own mind began trying out some for size: a million, two hundred thousand…
‘Fifteen thousand,’ she said.
There were gasps from the crowd. Nathan felt he’d just been punched in the stomach. And yet, it could have been worse.
It could have been zero.
‘There are likely isolated individuals, perhaps leading to a doubling of that figure, but they are being quickly rounded up, and summarily killed.’ Her eyes wavered a moment. ‘We still don’t know, or understand, what these aliens want from this planet and the Infected. Certain industries have resumed – agriculture, basic manufacturing, limited transport, a global telecoms network, and construction. Massive, windowless buildings are being built on five continents. We don’t know what for. Our best guess is weapons and space travel, but we really have no idea. Everything else is completely utilitarian.’ Her eyes steeled again. ‘All of infected humanity is being repurposed; we simply don’t know what for.’
She glanced sideways at someone off-screen. ‘I’m running out of time. We’re piggy-backing this signal from an old military satellite, and the Infected are onto us.’ Her features grew stark. ‘This may be our last message.’ She paused, and lifted her chin again. She looked almost regal. ‘Which is why we wanted to tell you something of the utmost importance. While we, of course, wish you to return, it’s not the best strategy. You carry our hope. That is what keeps us alive. We can and will keep fighting, knowing that no matter what, all is never lost, because you have escaped, and humanity will prevail, out there somewhere. You should find a new planet, rebuild, propagate, thrive.’ Her face drew closer to the screen, amidst shouting from somewhere behind her. Her voice became urgent. ‘Nathan, all of you, the future of humanity is in your hands. You don’t have to come–’
The image froze, then blanked. Nathan glanced at Raphaela, who with a curt nod told him that there was no more.
Nathan’s gaze swept in all of those around him, the future of humanity as Elodie had just named them, and recalled what Raphaela had said to him, that Dave and the others hadn’t died for nothing. Her vote would be to follow Elodie’s advice, to start afresh, because going back risked Free Humanity’s oblivion. At present, their trajectory would take them on a loop around Alpha Centauri, travelling at somewhere approaching light-speed, returning to Earth in just under ten years. This was their promise, even if Elodie and the remnants of humanity had just released them from that bond.
He cleared his throat. ‘We will discuss this in Council tomorrow, and make a decision.’
Nobody seemed inclined to move. Sally stood up. ‘What’s your decision, Nathan?’
He suddenly felt the weight of a stolen world on his shoulders. More than that, he realised. It was the weight of the entire future of humanity, those in front of him, those as yet unborn, and, if they made the wrong decision, those who might never be born.
There were dozens of pros and cons, and no doubt they would go through them all tomorrow in Council, yet he already knew his decision. No amount of debate would change it.
‘We’re a democracy,’ he said, ‘so my voice is but one of the twelve in Council. I don’t wish to sway anyone right now.’
Sally remained standing. ‘We don’t have a voice in Council, Nathan.’
A sticking point, something he was working on with the other Council members. Not everyone saw the kids as grown up as Nathan did.
The people gathered before him grew restless. They also wanted to know.
He stood tall. ‘I’m a soldier,’ he said. ‘We are all soldiers, now. Soldiers don’t leave people behind.’
◆◆◆
 
Nathan sat with Ares in the blister at the tip of Athena’s prow. He’d thought the stars would move faster, or at least move. Day after day he could barely detect any change, despite the terrific speed at which they were travelling towards Alpha Centauri. The only thing he noticed was a central star, their destination, no longer a pin-prick, now a dot, brighter than the others. Other stars could have been visited, but then they’d have had to exceed lightspeed – something Raphaela had argued was impossible until Ares began inducting her into his race’s more advanced grasp of physics and wormholes. Nathan didn’t really follow it, but knew it meant that time would pass quicker on Earth if they went any faster, for example by eighty years instead of ten. Elodie and the others would be long gone by then.
He’d asked Ares why they were going to visit Earth’s neighbouring star at all; they could just as easily venture out into open space and then return. Apparently, Sally had asked for it, on behalf of the kids, who said they wanted to see another sun. Fair enough. Besides, Raphaela also relished the opportunity, perhaps in memory of Dave, who had always dreamt of humanity visiting the stars. Which reminded him why he was here with Ares. The Council meeting had voted to return to Earth, but it had been a close call, and Raphaela had raised a critical point, which he now took up with the alien AI.
‘If we go back, we’ll need more than weapons,’ Nathan began.
Ares said nothing, imperturbable as usual.
‘We need a cure. We can’t kill billions of Infected, even if we wanted to, which we don’t. We need to disinfect them somehow.’
Still Ares did not speak.
‘Can it be done? You have more experience than us. You’ve seen other worlds taken over by the Axleth. Did–’
‘Yes,’ Ares said. ‘It can be done. I have studied your brain chemistry, and the biochemical analysis of the blood of the one called Akhbal. The infection, as you call it, can be undone.’
Nathan stared at Ares. He hadn’t honestly held out much, if any, hope.
‘But,’ Ares said, then stopped. He pointed to the vista of stars, suddenly occluded by an image of a world. Ares’ world, Nathan realised. It looked healthy, the aliens going about their business, the flowing landscape and autonomous buildings stunning and serene in equal measure.
Nathan didn’t get it. ‘Why are you showing me your planet before the invasion?’
‘Not before,’ Ares replied. ‘After. I did not follow the Axleth ship immediately after they took our world.’ His face tilted towards the floor. ‘And I was not originally alone.’
Nathan had suspected it, ever since their flight from Earth. The control room had clearly been built for the people who had made Ares.
‘We also sought a cure,’ Ares said, raising his head again. ‘But life on our planet became… smoother. More efficient. Devoid of conflict. United in purpose, to prepare for the coming war with the entity known as the Eye, still many generations away. The captain of this vessel, and the entire crew, developed a retrovirus, and tried it out on several captives. All of them rebelled. A few went mad, recalling what they had done to their offspring. Some took their own lives. The rest begged to be re-infected.’ He shut off the image. The stars returned. ‘The crew of this ship realised their attempt to win back their home world would tear it apart. They eventually gave up, and joined the rest of their kind.’
Nathan felt as if the void outside now inhabited him. He sat, pondering for a long while. Ares was right. Even with a retrovirus, it would not be easy.
‘Do we have a chance?’ he asked finally.
‘I believe so,’ Ares replied. ‘Otherwise I would have left you to your fate. What happened to my crew – I do not wish to witness that again.’ Ares rose to leave the blister.
‘What’s different this time?’ Nathan asked, staying put.
‘You saved children, Nathan. That is what is different. It is they who will fight for their birthright. Whatever the cost.’
Ares left.
Nathan sat alone with his thoughts and the stars. He had done something, but had told no one except Lara. Before Council, he’d canvassed the gang leaders, one by one, on what they would choose to do. Every single one had said they wanted to return and fight, and that there wasn’t a kid on board who thought differently.
How was it that Ares, an alien AI, understood human children so well?
◆◆◆
 
Nathan watched the kids train. They were quick, brave, smart. And they were growing up fast. Ares sat apart, observing as he always did, though Nathan knew he and Sally had plenty of one-on-one time. It was two years now since they’d fled Earth. In that time, they’d developed new weapons, and Raphaela was close to an infection counter-measure.
Ares still hadn’t told them any more about the Eye, except that it was a mortal enemy of the Axleth, and if humanity took back their home, the Eye would ignore them, and that the Eye was decades away in a different part of the galaxy. Nathan didn’t know whether or not to believe Ares. Even Sally had been unable to gain any further intel. Nathan could understand why Ares might keep it from all of them, though. Fighting two enemies at the same time, a war on two fronts, usually had only one outcome. Besides, Ares wasn’t the only source of intel. In eight years, Nathan would ask the Axleth themselves, if he got the chance.
He glanced around. A dozen of the adult women were pregnant, a few had already given birth, Lara amongst them. Ares said he had ‘repaired’ her, and had said no more. Nathan and Lara both harboured the suspicion that somehow it was a manipulation by Ares, a tiny move in a centuries-old chess game between Ares and the Axleth. But neither of them cared. Their son David gave them joy they’d not felt in years.
His gaze landed on Sally. She was the leader-to-be, everyone knew it. Taller now, and more mature than her years, she was the champion of her generation, and a formidable presence in Council. Michael was never far from her side.
Nathan recalled the Axleth girl he had spoken with, in appearance not much older than Sally. It felt like another lifetime. Someone else’s. Yet inevitably there would be a violent clash, a battle of wills, a war. Not so much between the adults of either species, but these children and their Axleth counterparts.
Another eight years. They would pass quickly enough. The children, forged with a singular purpose – to win back their home – would come of age before then and take the reins. And then they would all see if Council had made the right decision, if Elodie, Akhbal and the others had prevailed against awful odds, if the Infected could be wakened from their servitude, and if the Axleth could be displaced from the planet. The day of reckoning was coming. He could feel it; they could all feel it. Eight more years, and it would come to pass.
When the children returned.
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