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      Dedicated to Chris Treise, who nagged and nagged until I gave in and finished writing this book.

      

      Happy now, Chris?!
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      They knelt on the sand, hands bound at their backs, the twin suns scorching their naked skin. Thirty or more adults, their grey flesh bruised, their dark hair matted with blood.

      Just a few feet away their children cried and cowered and clung together in the dirt. The dust of the dead swirled around them, stinging their wide eyes and snagging at the back of their throats.

      And between them, in the gulf that separated parents and children, stood the demon.

      He had come from the stars, bringing his whole world with him. It had grown in the sky like a tumor, its land masses blackened, its seas a crimson red. For three days it hung there, unmoving, as the people of Khershoun gazed up in fear and wonder.

      The attacks began on the third day. Small groups of metal-clad warriors materialized in offices, in shops, in schools, in homes. They killed relentlessly and indiscriminately, hacking and stabbing and ripping, as fire rained from the sky, and the screams of the dying echoed around the world.

      On the fourth day, silence descended. The once great cities of Khershoun had fallen. Its governments lay crushed, its communications networks forever silenced. Thousands of years of civilization and eleven billion souls wiped out in a few bloody hours.

      The demon surveyed the naked figures kneeling before him. He had appeared on the Network an hour before the first attacks, his face hidden behind skull-like black armor. His voice was gruff and alien, and even though they didn't know the words, the people of Khershoun had understood their meaning. This man brought darkness and death and the end of all things.

      And now here he stood, towering above them, contempt clouding the lenses of his mask. He stood alone. No guards. No army. He no longer needed them. Perhaps he never had.

      “Pay attention,” he commanded. “You understand me because I have assimilated your archives and your language. I have plundered your databases and absorbed your knowledge. I have harvested your history, your traditions, your culture and I have stripped them bare. I have taken everything that you were.”

      Behind him, one of the youngest children began to howl, scared not by his words but the boom of his voice. An older girl—a sister, maybe—clutched the baby to her chest and rocked it back and forth.

      “Shh, now,” she whispered. “Shh.”

      “You may think me a monster,” the invader continued. He began to pace back and forth before the kneeling adults, his armor clanking with every step. “But none of this was personal.”

      He turned and gazed up at the planet that had swollen to fill the sky. “All I do, I do for Skalgorth. For my people.”

      “And what of our people?” sobbed one of the prisoners.

      “You have no people,” the invader replied, almost absent-mindedly. “You are the last of your kind.”

      Wails of despair burst from bloodied lips. The armored figure took a moment to savor the sound.

      “I have spared your lives for a reason,” he said, finally tearing his eyes from his home planet. “You are to be my ambassadors. You will venture to other worlds and you will tell them what I have done.”

      He cast his gaze across the prisoners. “And you will tell them that I am coming. You will tell them to hold their loved ones close and to make peace with their gods. You will tell them to be afraid.”

      He paused, just for a moment, to let this sink in. “What I have done here I will do again. And again. And again. Other worlds shall fall. And others still. And yet,” he said, lowering his voice, “I am not without mercy.”

      He turned to the children. They drew back, recoiling from the leer of his skull mask. “Little ones,” he said, the words trailing off into a hiss. He stepped aside and gestured toward the adults. “Go to your parents,” he instructed. “Go. Be with them.”

      The children didn't go anywhere. They cowered on the sand, too terrified to move, even as their mothers and fathers beckoned to them, sobbed, wept and cried out their names.

      And then, at last, the girl with the crying infant rose shakily to her feet. She pressed the baby tighter to her chest. Avoiding the invader’s gaze, she took a few tentative steps toward the adults. This was the cue the others needed.

      They moved like a single organism, suddenly scrabbling and scurrying through the dirt. Some ran upright, others scampered on all fours, their tears cutting track marks down their dust-covered faces.

      Behind his mask, the invader watched the children’s bare feet churning up the hot sand. He studied the expressions of the adults as their terrified offspring ran and ran and ran toward them, lips babbling, arms flung wide.

      And then he saw what he had been watching for. It flickered there in the eyes of the parents: hope. The hope that the worst was over. That everything was going to be OK.

      “You think me a monster, but I am not,” the alien said. His voice was low, but seemed to roll across the sand like thunder. He raised one gloved hand. “I am something worse.”

      The girl with the baby went first, her flesh sizzling and blistering as they both became bone, then ash, then nothing at all. The wave of heat washed backward, scorching the sand, peeling the skin from the children mid-run. Those at the back tried to stop, but they were already burning, crumbling, turning to dust.

      A few seconds later, the invader lowered his hand. The children were gone. The sand before him had melted to blackened glass. It cracked into jagged splinters as it began to cool.

      There were no screams from the adults at first. They could only stare in mute shock at the flurry of blackened flakes floating off on the breeze.

      And then, with a piercing squeal, a mother found her voice. “No!” she wailed, leaping to her feet and hurling herself at the child-killer. “No, no, no, no!”

      The invader clamped a hand on the woman's head, stopping her dead. She tried to pull back, but his fingers splayed across her skull, his thumb pressing in against her eye socket.

      “I am High Ruler of Skalgorth,” he said. “I am the World Killer. And I have spared your miserable lives.”

      The woman yelped as he forced her head back. The narrow slits of his eyes stared at her through the lenses of his mask with something close to amusement.

      “And you,” he told her, caressing her cheek with the back of his hand, “shall be the first to show your gratitude.”
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      He lay on his back watching the universe spin in slow, sluggish circles. The whole of infinity stretched out above him, although he was too young yet to fully appreciate the scale of it all. He was dimly aware, though, that each pinprick of twinkling light offered whole new worlds of possibilities. He'd seen Star Trek. He knew the score.

      The merry-go-round beneath him was old and tired. It sagged lower at one side, meaning it never stayed spinning for long. Unless you positioned three fat kids in just the right spots. Then it'd spin forever. Or at least until someone puked.

      There were no other kids to help balance things out now. There was just him and the rest of the universe, and after four more lazy revolutions the merry-go-round shuddered and squeaked to a stop.

      He didn't know the time, but he knew he was probably in trouble. His dad had told him to be back home before the clouds turned purple, but there had been no clouds that day, just a faint summer haze that had eventually cooled into night.

      One by one his friends had been called home. One by one they had gone, until there was only him left. Him, Daryl Elliot. Alone with the rest of the universe.

      He should go home. Face the wrath. Take the punishment. Maybe he could still get away with it. Maybe his dad would be too asleep to notice the time, or too drunk to care.

      Or maybe he was standing by the window, staring out, anxiously chewing his nails. Or pacing the streets, torch in hand, desperately calling Daryl's name into the darkness. Or even just sitting in his usual armchair, idly wondering where his son could be at such a late hour.

      Nah.

      The rotten wood was cold against the back of Daryl's head. He cupped his hands at the base of his skull, the fingers threaded together. He stared at the stars and the stars stared back. It was Sunday. Bath night. School tomorrow.

      But out there—on that merry-go-round, looking up at that universe—school didn't exist. Bath night didn't exist. Sunday didn't exist. There were a million twinkling lights and there was darkness in between, and just for that moment, nothing else mattered.

      A breeze blew around the playground, sending sweet wrappers scampering across the wood chippings, and wafting the smell of days-old dog mess across his face. He held his breath and waited for it to settle back to stillness. That was when he noticed it.

      Above—way above—one of those pinpricks of light peeled from the darkness like a glittery scab. It shifted to the left as if buffeted on the breeze, then drifted right until it was level with its original position, but closer to the horizon.

      Daryl kept holding his breath.

      The star moved straight down the sky. It crawled at little more than a snail's pace, but the fact it was moving at all made it faster than any star Daryl had seen before. It covered only a few inches of the darkness, but even with his limited grasp of the scale of the universe, Daryl knew it must've traveled a good bit farther. A hundred miles. Or a thousand. Probably even more.

      Still, it kept moving, picking up speed on its downward trajectory. The star grew steadily brighter, as if a dimmer switch were being cranked up to full. The glare made an ache form at the back of Daryl's eyes. He turned his head and saw his shadow scurry off across the wood.

      And then the star was all around him, a brilliant blinding glow that lit up the world in all directions. Daryl screwed his eyes shut tight, but it made no difference. That light was still there, still everywhere.

      And then it wasn't. Without warning, it was gone, leaving not so much as an imprint on his eyeballs. He blinked cautiously then sat up and gazed at the sky. A thick layer of cloud now blocked out the stars.

      Daryl jumped to his feet and ran for the entrance to the park where he'd abandoned his bike a few hours earlier. He discovered that the gate had been secured with a chain and padlock. He rattled it like he couldn't quite believe it was real. He'd come to the park at least three times a week since his third birthday, and in those three years, he’d never once seen the gate locked.

      Fortunately, the adults didn't know about the hole in the fence. He squatted down, dodging the dog mess, and pushed outward on the wire mesh. A moment later he emerged onto the path and realized with a sinking feeling that his bike was missing.

      Great. Now he really was in trouble.

      A damp fleck skiffed across his cheek. He looked up just as a mist of fine rain began to fall. Daryl shivered in his thin t-shirt. Ducking his head, he ran for home.

      He was two streets away—past the five-a-side pitch, but not yet at the bus stop—when he realized the streets were empty. The kids his age had all gone home, but the bigger kids got to stay out later, and the teenagers later still.

      But not tonight. It could've been the rain, but the rain never stopped them before. He'd often hear them as he lay in bed, laughing and swearing and fighting until the early hours of the morning.

      But not tonight. No one tonight.

      He passed the bus stop. He ducked through Old Tony's garden—an eight-foot by ten-foot rectangle of tangled grass and weeds—and then turned onto his street.

      He stopped in the shadows of Old Tony's house. His street was a hive of activity. Vans were pulled up all along it, two wheels on the pavement, two wheels on the road. Three police cars were parked farther along, their blue lights sweeping across the front of a house.

      No, not a house. His house. The police cars were right outside his house.

      Daryl's feet began to move. Slowly. Plodding. Forward. The door of the closest van opened and he saw the letters “BBC” on the side. A man clambered out and stretched. Daryl was close enough to hear the little groans of satisfaction the man made as he arched his back and limbs.

      Daryl stopped in the shadows and waited to see what the man would do next. When he had finished stretching, the man reached into the van, took out a large plastic cup, and swigged from it as he strolled off in the direction of the police cars.

      The rain began to rattle against the van, like a drumbeat urging Daryl onward. Moving on their own, his feet carried him out of the shadows and past the van marked “BBC”. Another man dozed behind the steering wheel. Daryl watched him through the glass as if some clue as to what was going on would be written there across his face.

      “Here, wait, is that... is that him?”

      The voice was female. Daryl turned and saw a woman he recognized hurrying toward him. She was off the telly. He didn't remember which program, exactly, but she was definitely off the telly. She clutched a microphone and pounced at him like a hungry tiger.

      “Daryl? Daryl? Is that you, Daryl?”

      Daryl backed up to the van. He heard the driver's door open and slam closed on the other side, then the woman from the TV was right up at him, almost ramming her microphone down his throat.

      “It's him!”

      The second voice was male. It came from further away and was followed by a clatter of eager footsteps. Daryl tried to look, but the woman angled herself to block his view.

      “Daryl, where have you been?” she demanded. Excited. Urgent. “What happened to you? Where have you been?”

      The question came at him again, same words, different accent, as a man in a dark grey suit pushed another microphone toward him. A camera flashed, dazzling him. More flashes went off. Pop, pop, pop. More microphones were shoved in his face.

      “Where were you, Daryl?”

      “Where have you been?”

      Daryl blinked. “The... the park. I was... I was at the park.”

      A riot of questions were fired at him, all at once so he couldn't hear any of them. The reporters tightened like a knot around him, braying and shouting as they fought to get to the front. Daryl tried to pull back, but the beady eye of a TV camera blocked his escape. A red light blinked above the lens, and Daryl suddenly got the sensation that a million people were staring directly at him.

      “Move! Out of the bloody road, the lot of you.”

      Two men in dark blue uniforms shoved their way through the throng. A strong arm wrapped around Daryl's shoulders. “It's OK, son,” said the policeman. “You're OK now. You're safe.”

      Daryl let himself be led past the crowd. Another flash went off and the other policeman stopped to hold the journalists back. More people in uniform ran up. A blanket was draped across his shoulders. An umbrella was held above his head. The rain thudded against it like fingers drumming on a desk.

      And then they were at his front gate. Daryl looked at his house. The lights were on in every window. He felt a knot form between his stomach and his chest.

      “Is... is my dad OK?”

      “He's fine, son. He's inside.”

      Daryl looked up at the policeman. He'd never been this close to one before. He'd always thought they would be taller. “Is this about my bike?”

      Before the policeman could answer, the front door opened and there was Daryl's dad. He hesitated just for a moment, then bounded down the step and raced along the path. The stale smell of sweat and smoke and too-much-beer wrapped around Daryl as his dad dragged him into a bear hug.

      “Daryl, son, Daryl, son. You're all right. You're all right!” he babbled, and Daryl was shocked to see his old man crying. Properly crying, like he had when Daryl's mum had died. The sight of his dad in tears made Daryl cry, too. He didn't really know why.

      “See, what did I tell you, pig?” his dad said, pointing a finger right in the policeman's face. “I didn't do nothing to him. It wasn't me.”

      “I'm just glad he's back safe. But I think we should take this inside, Mr Elliot, don't you?”

      “Dad? What's happened? Why are the police here?”

      “We've been looking for you, son,” the policeman said, before Daryl's dad could reply. “We were all very worried about you.”

      “You... you were?”

      The policeman nodded. “Of course we were. Everyone was.”

      “But... I wasn't that late. I was only out for a few hours.”

      The man in the uniform frowned. Daryl's dad released his grip and leaned back. Both men exchanged a glance.

      “What are you talking about, son?” his dad muttered, and Daryl felt the cold air tingle across his cheeks. “You've been gone nearly three weeks.”
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      Daryl wiped the steam from the bathroom mirror, squeezed a slug of toothpaste onto his brush, and set to work.

      Halfway through brushing, his hand slowed, then stopped. He studied his reflection, the toothbrush still pressed against his foamy teeth.

      Something was… not wrong, exactly, but different. A niggle, an itch deep down in his brain told him that something about him had changed.

      Daryl put down the toothbrush, rinsed, spat, then examined himself more closely.

      His hair was the usual reddish-brown, or ginger as most of the kids at school insisted on calling it, even though he was pretty sure it technically wasn’t.

      His pale face was the site of a long-standing battle between the opposing armies of Acne and Freckle. The tide looked to be very much turning Acne’s way at the moment, but then that had been on the cards for a while, so nothing unusual there.

      He was tall for his age, which was good, but stick-thin, which was not. It was as if his body had focused all its energy on growing upward and completely neglected to get any wider. From certain angles, he almost looked like a lollipop.

      Daryl examined his bare chest. Hairless as ever. It wasn’t that he wanted a hairy chest, but it’d be nice to at least have the option. He rubbed his chin, in case there was any action happening there, but other than the wispy beginnings of a ging—of a reddish-brown mustache there was, as usual, nothing to report on the facial hair front.

      He quickly ran through his Top Trumps stats.

      
        	Height: 8

        	Physique: 5

        	Looks: 4 (Maybe 5 under certain lighting conditions.)

        	Skin: 2

      

      He raised an arm and took a deep sniff of his pit.

      
        	Body odor: 10. Or 0, depending on your scoring system. He smelled absolutely perfectly baby-fresh clean, so under his system that made him a 10. His one top score, and the only one he could take any real credit for.

      

      No change to the stats, then. There was nothing different. He shrugged his narrow shoulders. Wishful thinking, that was all.

      There was nothing unusual elsewhere in the house, either. Daryl walked into the kitchen to find his dad asleep at the table, an overflowing ashtray and a haphazard pyramid of beer cans beside him.

      Once upon a time he’d have tiptoed around the kitchen, but he had long since learned that a full brass band would have trouble rousing his dad now. He cleared away the cans while he waited for his toast to pop, then took it and a cup of milky tea through to the living room.

      Yesterday’s edition of The Sun lay draped across the armchair by the window. It had slipped down off the back and spread out across the seat, giving the impression it had melted. Daryl balanced on one foot and used the other one to slide the paper onto the floor.

      The springs groaned beneath him as he sat down, and he had his usual moment of stomach-knotting panic when he feared today was the day the chair would finally give up the ghost. It held firm, though, and he relaxed against its threadbare back and sat the toast down on his lap.

      It had been his mum’s chair. He remembered sitting on her knee, all scrunched up against her, while she read him stories and pointed out funny bits in the pictures. At least, he thought he remembered it, but his dad had spoken about it so many times he sometimes worried that he’d made the memory up.

      He couldn’t really picture anything else about his mum. There were just occasional snatches here and there that would rise up through the murk at the back of his memory, then dart away when he tried to hold onto them.

      He missed her, though. That much he knew for sure.

      Daryl took a bite of his toast and drowned it with a glug of tea. The TV was on, the volume turned all the way down. The Scottish woman with the friendly face was on. She looked very animated this morning, but then from what Daryl could gather, it didn’t take much to get her excited. A colorful hat often did the trick, or any recipe involving chocolate.

      He took another bite of toast. There was a slightly sour edge to it. He wasn’t sure if it was the bread or the butter, but something was definitely on the turn. He dumped what was left back on the plate and nursed his tea.

      Spots of rain began to dot the window. Over the roofs of the neighboring houses, dark clouds were drawing in. Daryl vaguely remembered the weatherman promising several days of sunshine recently. Showed how much he knew.

      The TV was showing what looked like a scene from a new film. That American teen pop sensation/talentless idiot that every girl in the world seemed to always be going on about, was standing on top of an expensive-looking American car and laughing like a maniac.

      Beams of orange light were streaking from the palms of his hands and up into the night sky. A few years ago it might have been an impressive effect, but anyone with a decent computer and access to Photoshop could do that these days.

      The camerawork wasn’t up to much, either. It looked as if it had been shot on a mobile phone. Then again, that sort of found-footage stuff was all the rage in Hollywood. They’d probably shot it on state-of-the-art HD equipment, then spent ten million dollars making it look terrible.

      The guy on the car looked like he was having the time of his life. He swung his arms around, sweeping the beams across the sky like searchlights.

      What was his name again? Daryl couldn’t remember. He should know it. The girls in school were always talking about him, and he was all over the newspapers on a near-daily basis, usually for something completely pointless. Like the time he’d sent a jet to Italy to bring him back a single bowl of ice cream, or the week when he’d brought a fully grown adult pig with him everywhere he went.

      Twat.

      Daryl finished his tea and went back to the kitchen. He slid the toast into the bin, then had a sniff of the butter and dropped that in, too.

      He was loading the dishwasher when he heard his dad groan awake.

      “Hey, you’re up. Morning.”

      “What?” said his dad. His throat sounded as if it were lined with crushed glass. He blinked and squinted up at the clock. “Time is it?”

      “Twenty to nine. I’m heading to school. Want me to make you a quick coffee?”

      Daryl’s dad shook his head. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Right. Good idea.” Daryl took his jacket off the hook by the back door and pulled it over his uniform. “Are you going near the shops today?” he asked. There was no reply from his dad. “We’re out of butter. And other stuff.”

      “You can pick it up on your way home, can’t you?”

      Daryl nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Course, yeah. I can get it.”

      His dad got up and stumbled over to the cupboard where the painkillers were kept. He pulled open the door and fumbled inside.

      “You be in later?” Daryl asked.

      His dad turned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Just… I was just wondering. I could make us something to eat.”

      There was a pause as his dad knocked back a couple of painkillers. “Don’t know yet.”

      “Right,” said Daryl. He smiled and nodded. It was his automatic response to most situations. “See you when I see you, then.”

      He turned and opened the door. A gust of damp air swirled in from outside.

      “Daryl.”

      “Yeah?”

      His dad’s bloodshot eyes scrutinized him. “There something different about you?”

      Daryl looked down at his sparrow-legs in his too-short trousers. “No,” he said. “No, don’t think so.”

      “No,” said his dad. He gave a shake of his head and kneaded his temples with his fingertips. “See you later.”

      “See you,” said Daryl, then he nodded, smiled and stepped outside into the gathering storm.
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      Daryl ran the last hundred feet to school through a downpour. At the main gates, he weaved through a throng of jacketless Year Sevens who stood looking up to the sky and laughing, acting as if they’d never seen rain before in their lives.

      He puffed and wheezed up to the student entrance (Stamina: 4) and gave the heavy double doors their usual hard shove. They flew open and banged against the walls beyond. Daryl stumbled headlong into the foyer, thrown off balance.

      The gleeful gazes of a dozen or more pupils turned his way as he fought to stay on his feet, then they turned away in disinterest when he miraculously pulled it off. Daryl looked back at the doors as they swung slowly closed with a clunk. Huh. Lighter than usual.

      There was a sharp knock from nearby. The school secretary glared at him through her window. She stabbed a brightly-painted fingernail in the direction of the doors and shook her head in disapproval.

      Daryl auto-piloted a nod and a smile, then turned and scurried off in the direction of registration. The bell hadn’t gone yet, but if he set off early he might avoid running into—

      “Where you off to, Pidge?”

      Kenzie.

      Daryl pulled his bag higher on his shoulder and quickened his pace. Some days, if he pretended not to hear her, she lost interest and found someone else to have a go at. Some days.

      Not today.

      “Oi, Pidge. I’m talking to you,” she said, striding fast to catch up, no two bits of her wobbling the same way (Obesity: 8). She fell into step beside him, right in close because she’d long ago figured out it made him uncomfortable. “All them spots clogging up your ears or something?”

      Kenzie had been on his case since primary school. She’d joined his class in the final year, and had immediately set about making herself top dog. She’d spent that year and every year since picking on pretty much everyone, but Daryl was her favorite target by far.

      He wouldn’t have minded so much if she had been a boy. If it had come to it—if  there had been absolutely no other choice open to him—he could at least have had a bash at fighting a boy. He could never fight a girl, though. It wasn’t right.

      Besides, she was enormous—as tall as him and three times as wide. She’d mash him into a paste.

      “I’m going to class,” Daryl said.

      “Bell’s not gone yet.”

      “So?”

      “So why you going to class? Why don’t you hang out with your friends? Oh wait, I forgot,” she said, slapping herself on the forehead. “You haven’t got any friends.”

      From behind him, Daryl heard the sniggering of Kenzie’s pack. He was sure those four girls had once all had names of their own—possibly even rudimentary personalities—but now they were Kenzie’s gang and nothing more.

      In fact, ‘gang’ wasn’t even the right word. Kenzie didn’t need a gang. She was the size of a gang all on her own. The other girls were there to be the one thing she did need—an audience.

      “See the news this morning?” she asked. “Ash Stone was on it. You well fancy him, don’t you?”

      Daryl shook his head. Ash Stone. That was him—the light-show guy on the TV. Ridiculous name. He should have remembered.

      “You do,” insisted Kenzie. “You well fancy him.” She began machine-gunning questions at him. “I bet you think about him in the shower, don’t you? Do you even have showers? When did you last have a shower?”

      “This morning,” said Daryl.

      “No, you didn’t,” snorted Kenzie. She held her nose. “You’re stinking.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are so. You should borrow your mum’s perfume.”

      Daryl’s feet stopped walking all on their own. Kenzie put her hand to her mouth, only half-hiding the smirk behind it. “Oh no, I forgot,” she said. “Your mum’s dead, isn’t she?”

      Something stirred in Daryl’s stomach. Even Kenzie didn’t go down the mum route very often. She’d done it maybe once or twice since primary school, but had otherwise steered clear of the subject.

      Her minions sniggered, but the tone was different. It sounded nervous now, like they weren’t entirely comfortable with the direction things had taken. They knew better than to speak out, though.

      Daryl turned to face Kenzie. His chest went hot, then his neck, then his cheeks, as if all his blood was surging up into his head.

      The corridor was still mostly empty, but the chatter of the other pupils seemed deafening, as if someone had cranked Daryl’s hearing up all the way up. They laughed, they joked, they spoke about homework, about the telly, about Eleanor Murray from Year Twelve getting caught in the store cupboard with one of the music teachers.

      Daryl could feel the heat of Kenzie’s breath on his face. A voice in his head urged him to let it go, to turn and walk away, but the rain rattled on the windows like war drums and he felt his heart beat faster in his chest.

      “What you staring at, Pidge?” asked Kenzie.

      “He looks like he’s going to cry,” said one of the pack.

      “You going to cry, Pidge?” Kenzie snorted.

      Daryl swallowed. His hands balled into fists. His limbs felt light, as if there were nothing in them but air.

      He despised her. She had come crashing into his miserable life five years ago and immediately set about making it even worse. He should hit her. He wanted to hit her; had surely earned the right to hit her, girl or not.

      The bell rang. The doors at the far end of the corridor opened and a stream of other pupils piled in. And like that, the moment passed.

      Daryl relaxed his fists. He adjusted his bag.

      “Just leave me alone, Kenzie,” he told her, and he hurried off to registration.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Line up, single file, behind the white line.”

      Daryl shuffled into position behind nine or ten of his classmates. The P.E. teacher, Mr Collins (Psychotic tendencies: 10; Mustache: 7), stood to the right of the basketball net, legs wide, clenched fists resting on his hips. He shook his head and scowled as the class tried to arrange itself into a line.

      “What a bloody shambles,” he barked. “One behind the other, it’s not difficult.”

      If anything, that just made matters worse as everyone hurried to get into position and avoid the teacher’s wrath.

      “And no talking,” Collins continued, even though no one was. “This is a sports queue, not a pension queue. Am I right?”

      “Yes, sir,” chimed the class, just as they had been drilled to do so many times, and even though the teacher’s statement made little or no sense whatsoever.

      Sports queue. What was that? Mr Collins came out with that sort of thing all the time. Daryl could never decide if the sports teacher was A) winding them all up, or B) a complete headcase.

      All things considered, though, it was probably B.

      When the line was to his satisfaction, Mr Collins picked up a basketball and tossed it underarm to the girl at the front of the queue. To Daryl’s disappointment, she caught it confidently in both hands.

      “Kenzie, approach the red line and shoot. Quickly.”

      Kenzie took three steps, aimed, jumped, tossed.

      Miss it, thought Daryl. Miss it.

      No such luck. The ball swished through the hoop to a nod of approval from Collins.

      “Good. Get a ball, practice dribbling.”

      Kenzie grinned triumphantly as she strolled over to the plastic bin where the balls were kept. Mr Collins bounce-passed the ball to the next person in the queue. “Nick, red line, shoot, go.”

      Nick was one of the shorter boys in the class, but he was alright at basketball. He bounced the ball up to the red line, took aim, then launched it. It clattered off the backboard then dropped down through the hoop.

      “Good. Bit quicker next time. Go with Kenzie,” Collins said.

      The queue shuffled forward. The next boy took his turn, the ball narrowly missing the target.

      “Terrible. Go to the back, practice shooting. I want five in a row.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the boy, almost snapping to attention. He scurried off to the plastic bin, then raced to the back of the gym hall.

      And so it continued down the line. Those who scored a basket were congratulated and sent to practice dribbling. Those who missed were banished to the back to try to redeem themselves.

      By the time Daryl reached the front of the queue, the hall echoed with the smacking of basketballs hitting the floor.

      “Right… Darren, isn’t it? Off you go,” said Mr Collins, tossing him the ball.

      “Daryl.”

      “Hurry it up, haven’t got all day.”

      Daryl bounced the ball a couple of times, getting a feel for it. He approached the line and took aim at the basket. He wasn’t great at basketball, but he wasn’t terrible either. His shooting ability was six out of ten on an average day, sometimes creeping as high as eight.

      He focused on the basket. He took aim. He could do this. He could do it.

      PHEEEEEP!

      A sharp blast from Collins’ whistle broke his concentration. All around the hall the balls began to fall silent as all eyes turned to the teacher.

      “Too slow,” Collins snapped. “Pass the ball behind you, get to the back and practice shooting. And hurry it up!”

      Reluctantly, Daryl passed the ball to the girl behind him. The clatter of the other basketballs began to fill the hall once more as he turned and trudged toward the plastic bin.

      He was half-way to the back, ball in hand, when he heard Kenzie shout.

      “Oi, Pidge!”

      Daryl turned in time to see Kenzie's ball rocketing toward him. It spun through the air like a cannonball, hurtling straight for his face, barely three feet away and closing fast.

      There was no time to duck or dodge or do anything but throw up his hands and close his eyes and try to shield himself from the force of the impact.

      He gritted his teeth. He screwed his eyes tighter. Here it came. Any second now.

      Any second.

      A series of gasps went up from around the room, amplified by the acoustics of the hall. One by one, the balls stopped bouncing.

      Daryl slowly opened first one eye, then the other, keeping his hands up. Through the gap in his arms he saw Kenzie’s ball. It hung in the air directly in front of him, just a few inches from his raised hands.

      “What the Hell?” muttered someone at the back of the hall. The sentence seemed unnaturally loud in the sudden silence.

      Daryl’s eyes left the ball and darted around the room. Every single person in the class was staring. Most of them were staring at the ball, but a few had begun to look at him. Silence had fallen over the hall now. Even Mr Collins had been struck dumb.

      Over near the door, two girls who had forgotten their kit stood up from the bench where they had been sitting. One of them raised her mobile phone, the camera pointed in Daryl’s direction.

      Lowering his hands, Daryl backed away. The ball stayed where it was, floating in empty space, swaying ever so slightly back and forth like a balloon on a soft spring breeze.

      The moment of silence passed as an excited mumbling rumbled around the hall. Daryl heard his name whispered from all corners. Kenzie was leaning in close to one of her cronies, saying something low and quiet into her ear.

      Daryl felt his blood begin to race and his limbs go light again. The room spun around him, the swirling sound growing louder and louder in his ears. He stumbled further from the ball, which continued to just hang there.

      “It… it wasn’t me,” Daryl said.

      “Darren!” bellowed Mr Collins, cutting through the growing chatter. Daryl’s eyes—wide, startled—flicked to the teacher. He came storming up the hall, mustache bristling, brow furrowed in confusion, anger or possibly a bit of both.

      “It isn’t me, sir,” Daryl insisted. “I’m n-not doing it.”

      The floor lurched and rolled beneath his feet even as the ceiling began to spin. The voices of his classmates were all around him, mashing and merging into one collective noise that was punctuated with his name—Daryl, Daryl, Daryl, Daryl—over and over and over again until he felt as if he was drowning in the din of it all.

      He clamped his hands over his ears. “It wasn’t me!” he shouted, swallowing back a wave of nausea. “It wasn’t me!”

      With a sudden jolt, the ball shot away from him as if struck by some giant invisible bat. It slammed into Mr Collins’ face, bursting his nose and knocking him backward off his feet. The teacher and the ball hit the floor at the same time, and silence instantly returned to the hall.

      Daryl stared down at the teacher writhing in pain on the floor, his blood seeping through the fingers he clutched to his face.

      “It wasn’t me,” Daryl insisted. He backed up to the door, all eyes and the mobile phone camera following him every unsteady step of the way. He stumbled into the door. “It… it wasn’t me.”

      The door squeaked open then closed as Daryl fled the hall. The girl with the phone lowered it, then tapped her fingertips across the screen.

      “Right,” she said, addressing no one in particular, “that is totally going on YouTube.”
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      Daryl slammed the back door and pressed his weight against it, leg muscles burning, chest heaving in and out. He looked around the kitchen. How had he got there? The last thing he remembered was running from the gym hall, racing along the corridor and then… What?

      There was a tension surrounding his brain, like an elastic band squeezing it around the middle, tighter and tighter until he wanted to scream. He grabbed at his head, pressing his fingertips against it, as if he could reach right in through the bone and pluck the band free.

      “What’s h-happening?” he slurred, before a jolt of agony seared up his spine and went off like a bomb at the base of his skull.

      The scuffed lino raced toward him. He grabbed for a chair, pulling it over on his way to the floor.

      BANG. The side of his head thumped against the vinyl and a piercing squeal screeched in his ear. Another wave of pain washed over him, starting at the feet this time and tearing upward until it erupted out of him as a scream.

      He felt as if he were being violently stretched in every direction at once, all his muscles being pulled and ripped and torn apart. He tried to shout for help, but the pain fuzzed his brain and made finding the words impossible.

      He tried to scream, but his lungs cramped up and his breath shriveled in his chest. His body convulsed, the grip on his brain tightened and he felt his teeth clamp together like a vice.

      Something small and metallic whistled by above his head. It hit the back wall with a clunk and dropped to the floor.

      A moment later, something larger rose up sharply and bounced off the ceiling. It clanged off the lino and came to rest right beside Daryl’s head. It was a pot. A dirty cooking pot.

      A stab of agony flipped him over onto his back. He screwed his eyes shut and hissed, panic and nausea rising in his throat. There was a tearing sound, and Daryl managed to let out a long-overdue shriek of agony. His muscles. His muscles were ripping themselves apart.

      Above him, the kitchen was filled with pots, pans, plates, and other debris. They twirled around near the ceiling as if caught in the grip of a miniature tornado. For a moment Daryl felt like he was deep underwater, watching fish swim overhead. But then the pain came again and every other thought was pushed from his head but that.

      And then, as quickly as it had come, the pain stopped.

      The howling sound Daryl realized had been filling his head faded away, leaving nothing behind but the high-pitched ringing in his ears.

      The utensils suddenly found themselves bound by the laws of gravity again. They dropped straight down and thudded off the floor. Daryl turned his head and gazed vaguely at the pot he’d made scrambled eggs in the night before. He knew it shouldn’t be lying there. He appreciated it should never have flown. But, right then, he didn’t care. That was a worry for later.

      For a long time he just lay there, breathing heavily, terrified the pain would come back, and wondering what he would do if it did. Die, probably.

      Then, moving very slowly, he got up onto his elbows. The pain didn’t return. Nothing tried to squeeze his brain to mush. So far, so good.

      He sat up and used the table to pull himself to his feet. The good kitchen knife was embedded deep into the tabletop. Daryl ducked down and saw the rest of the blade jutting out through the wood below.

      A draft swirled around his shoulders as he straightened up again. He reached around to his ribcage and realized his T-shirt had ripped right up to his armpits on both sides. So that was where the tearing sound had come from, not his…

      Muscles.

      Daryl stared at his biceps. He’d been only very vaguely aware of having biceps before. There had been a slightly more fleshy area on his otherwise stick-like arms roughly where he knew the muscle should be. Now though, there appeared to be something like a baby’s head just above the crook of each elbow.

      He twisted his arm around. He had triceps, too—big ones—and his brachialis muscles stood out like ropes on each arm.

      Daryl blinked. Brachialis. Where had he pulled that out of? Some old biology class, presumably, but if you’d asked him yesterday what a brachialis was, he’d almost certainly have said a dinosaur. Probably a herbivore.

      He picked his way past the debris on the kitchen floor and headed upstairs. A lie down, that’s what he needed. He was clearly having some sort of psychotic episode, but it was nothing a quick snooze couldn’t fix. Things would make more sense then.

      At the top of the stairs, he tiptoed past the door to his dad’s bedroom. It stood slightly ajar, and the phlegmy rattle of his dad’s snoring reverberated out onto the landing. His dad had slept soundly through everything that had happened downstairs, but Daryl wasn’t taking any chances. If he woke up now he’d be reasonably sober and very grumpy, and Daryl didn’t fancy having to explain what he was doing home, or why the entire contents of the kitchen were strewn across the floor.

      Not that he could actually explain either of those things, even if he wanted to.

      Stepping into his bedroom, Daryl let out a yelp of fright, then quickly clamped his hand over his mouth. It was a long time before he risked taking it away.

      His reflection stared back at him from his full-length mirror. Only, it wasn’t his reflection. Not really.

      It looked like him—the face was the same and the hair was identical, if a little bit more disheveled than usual. The body, though... A lot had changed in that department.

      His shoulders had widened, and not just by a few inches. The muscles there (the deltoids, he knew, although he once again wasn’t sure exactly how) were rounded and broad, like a character from a comic book. His neck, too, had filled out. ‘Pencil neck’ had always been a popular nickname for him in school, but now he had the neck of a boxer, and a particularly big-necked one at that.

      Daryl pulled off his torn t-shirt and studied himself properly. A six pack! Where his flat but undefined stomach had been was now a rigid washboard. He gave the muscles a prod. Solid.

      "Physique: ten," he whispered, then he shook his head in disbelief. “What the Hell is happening to me?”

      He dropped to his knees and peered into the jumble of clutter beneath his bed. He pulled out a stash of magazines, his old boots and a robotic arm kit he’d started building six months ago but which he’d quickly given up on when it had proved a bit fiddly.

      At last, tucked in near the wall, he found what he was looking for. Hooking his fingertips around the bar he rolled the dumbbell out from under the bed and glared at it like a bitter old enemy.

      It had originally been part of a pair, but he’d agreed to swap one with Jason Bevin from the year above a couple of months back, in return for not getting his head kicked in.

      After that, Daryl had been determined to use the one remaining weight to pump himself up, but realized very quickly that it was quite a lot of hard work, so had given that up, too. The last time he’d picked it up had been six weeks ago. It had nearly crippled him.

      And now there it was, just sitting there, daring him to have another bash. Come and have a go, it seemed to say, if you think you’re ‘ard enough.

      Daryl shot another look at his reflection. Veins stood out along his forearms and across his baby-head biceps. He wasn't freakishly big like a body-builder, but yeah, he reckoned he was hard enough.

      He took hold of the plastic grip, gritted his teeth and yanked sharply. The weight flew upward as if it were filled with Helium, sending Daryl’s arm hurtling backward over his head. Instinctively, he opened his hand.

      The moment of silence that followed was quickly shattered by the sound of twelve kilos of cast iron punching a hole through Daryl’s bedroom door.

      From the next room, the snoring snortled and then stopped. Darren cringed. That had done it. He was in trouble now.

      Grabbing a T-shirt from his washing pile he gave it an experimental sniff, then wriggled it over his head. It stretched across his densely-packed chest, then ripped slightly at the shoulders the second he moved. Still, it would have to do.

      Daryl hurried out onto the landing and snatched up the weight, being careful not to hurl it through a wall this time. He deposited it back in his room, then turned his attention to the door. The hole was vaguely oblong-shaped, with jagged splinters around the edges. There was no way his dad was going to miss it, even with his hangover.

      Working quickly, Daryl took down the Minecraft poster from the wall beside his bed, being careful to keep the BluTac intact. Darting outside, he positioned the poster over the hole. His dad always glazed over when Daryl spoke about Minecraft, so hopefully, the sight of the Creeper poster would have the same numbing effect and stop him from investigating any further.

      Job done, Daryl knocked gently on his dad’s door then nudged it open. His dad was lying half on the bed and half on the floor, still fully dressed. One shoe lay on the floor, but that looked to be as far into the undressing process as he had managed to get.

      “Dad?”

      His dad grunted sleepily.

      Daryl waited by the door until his dad began snoring again, then turned to sneak away. He had barely made it a step when a hiss rose up behind him.

      He spun to see his dad’s body start to tremble. His dad's eyes were closed, but the hissing was coming from between his cracked lips, rising in volume and urgency until it was more like a long, continuous squeal.

      A violent tremble shook Daryl’s dad off the bed and onto the floor. He rolled onto his back, the squeal now a high-pitched shriek of pain or terror or something else entirely. It was a sound unlike any Daryl had heard before, and yet there was something disturbingly familiar about it. It reached into Daryl’s brain and stirred shadows of things long since forgotten.

      “Dad? Dad, what’s happening?” Daryl asked. He should go help him—he wanted to go help him—but something forced his feet to remain rooted to the threadbare carpet. “Dad!” he cried, and he could hear the panic rising in his voice. “Dad, what’s wrong?”

      His dad’s eyes flicked open and he sat upright, bending at the middle like he was spring-loaded. The squeal rose to an ear-splitting pitch, then stopped completely. He stared at Daryl—no, not at him, exactly, more like through him, as if Daryl wasn't really there.

      "They are coming." It was his dad's lips that had moved, but it wasn't his voice that emerged. It was lower and deeper, like a recording that had been slowed down. "Run."

      Daryl took an unsteady step closer. "D-dad?"

      "They are coming," said the voice again. Its tone was as empty and emotionless as the expression on his dad's face. "They will take you. They will hurt you. They will kill you."

      "I don't… What are you…? Who…?"

      "There is no time. If you wish to live then run, Daryl Elliot. Run."

      DING-DONG.

      The sound of the doorbell made Daryl jump. He glanced out into the hallway, then back to his dad in time to see him slumping back down onto the floor, his eyes closing over.

      "Dad?" said Daryl, rushing to his side. He knelt on the floor beside him, instinctively checking for a pulse.

      Still alive. That was something.

      It wasn't unheard of for his dad to act weirdly. In fact, acting weird had sort of become one of his trademarks, especially after a few drinks.

      But this was different. His mouth had moved, but—insane as it sounded—that voice hadn't been his.

      And as for what the voice had said…

      DING-DONG. DING-DONG.

      Keeping low, Daryl crept to the window. His dad's curtains were always closed, but there was a gap at the bottom where they didn't quite reach all the way to the sill. From that angle, he couldn't see down into the garden, but he could see the road outside the house.

      A Royal Mail van was parked just beyond the gate. It was one of the big ones that usually only came when there were parcels to deliver. Daryl relaxed. The postman, that was all.

      He kept watching until he heard the letterbox rattle and saw the postman walking away. Sure enough, he carried a package under one arm.

      Daryl pulled the curtain aside and knocked on the glass. The postman peered around in confusion, then looked up to the window and nodded.

      "It's OK, Dad," Daryl said. "Just… uh… lie there."

      He hurried down the stairs, taking them two at a time. The postman was holding the parcel out as Daryl pulled the door open.

      "Daryl Elliot?" the postie asked.

      He wasn't the usual guy. He was younger for one thing, and heavily-built beneath the red waterproof jacket. His hair had been cropped almost to the scalp, and there was an intensity to his stare that either said he really wanted to deliver the parcel, or that Daryl had made a very big mistake in opening the door.

      "Um, no," said Daryl, his heart suddenly racing. Why had he opened the door? Idiot. "He's not… That's not me."

      The postman cocked his head, but held Daryl's gaze. "You sure?" he asked. "I think you are."

      "Sorry, no," Daryl said. "I think they moved."

      He began to close the door, but the postman jammed it with his foot.

      "I know it's you, Daryl," he said, snapping the words out. "You can drop the act."

      At the edge of his hearing, Daryl picked up a soft scraping noise from the kitchen. It was faint, but sounded like someone messing with the lock on the back door.

      Daryl felt his pulse quicken further. Someone at the front and someone at the back. He was trapped. How could he have been so stupid?

      He looked down at the postman's foot in the doorway. He wore polished black boots, an outline beneath the leather revealing a metal toecap. Daryl doubted they were standard Royal Mail issue.

      "Who are you?"

      "Postman," the man said. "Now you want this parcel or not?"

      Daryl shook his head. The postman shrugged. "Ah well. Suit yourself," he said, then he tossed the box backward over his head, clenched his fists and lunged.

      Without thinking, Daryl moved. He saw his own arms come up, watched as they countered the postman's attack, heard the crack as they slammed his scowling face against the wall.

      The postie fired an elbow back. Daryl blocked it, twisted the arm and flipped the man over onto his back. The postman hit the floor hard, and let out a low huff as the air was knocked from his lungs.

      Along the path, the rear door of the delivery van was thrown open. Three men emerged, all dressed in black combat gear, all sporting the same military-grade haircut.

      Daryl spun on the spot just as the kitchen door was kicked open. Surrounded. Nowhere to go except up.

      "Freeze! Stop right there!" barked one of the men as Daryl bounded up the stairs.

      At the top, he looked back in time to see the men come charging in. Hands raised and…

      Guns! They had guns!

      There were men in his house and they had guns!

      Daryl stumbled into his room and slammed the door so hard the Minecraft poster fell off revealing the gaping hole in the wood.

      The thunder of footsteps came racing up the stairs. Daryl heard the squawk of a radio and the metallic click of what he guessed was a bullet being slid into a chamber.

      He hunted frantically around the room, trying to find something to defend himself with, but he came up with nothing.

      His eyes fell on the window. The key had been lost years ago so it didn't open, but that didn't matter. There was no time. The men were upstairs now. There was nothing else for it.

      Tucking his chin into his chest, Daryl aimed himself at the double glazing, closed his eyes, and ran.
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      The window seemed to explode outward even before Daryl hit it. He found himself flailing through a fog of fragmented glass, the wind whistling past him as he fell face-first toward the garden below.

      He flipped forward. As far as he knew it wasn't intentional, and yet his knees came up and his head ducked down and he turned himself almost all the way around before—

      THACK. His feet planted down on the glass-strewn gravel. His knees bent, his left hand touched the ground, then he was moving again, springing forward like a sprinter and vaulting over the back gate.

      Another man in black was crouched behind the fence, waiting. He grabbed for Daryl, but the auto-pilot that had driven Daryl out of the window was still in control. He fired a foot into the man's stomach, doubling him over.

      There was a crack from Daryl's bedroom followed by a high-pitched whistle. Daryl dodged, and a dart dug deep into the tall fence behind him. He looked up to see one of the men leaning out of the broken window, already lining up a second shot.

      Darts. Better than bullets, but he still didn't fancy being hit with one. Shoving his winded attacker aside, Daryl took off along the alleyway that stretched along the back of his row of houses. The ground seemed to rush past beneath his feet, as if he were running on a moving walkway that was hurtling him along.

      Fences and sheds passed in a blur beside him. His legs fired like pistons, his feet punching the pavement and propelling him onward. The alleyway was dozens of feet long, but he was halfway along it already, closing fast on the main road ahead. He had never run at this speed in his life. He wondered if anyone had ever run at this speed in their life.

      And then, he began to wonder something else. He wondered if he could stop.

      His stomach tightened and he felt his breath go short, not through effort but through panic. The world whistled by him too fast, too out of control. The main road was looming right ahead now with all its cars and vans and smoke-spewing trucks.

      One wrong move, one trip, one stumble at this speed and there'd be no getting up again. He had to slow down, stop, bring his body back under control.

      But his body had other ideas. To Daryl's amazement and horror, he began to speed up.

      "What's happening to meeeee?" he screamed as he bounded from the mouth of the alleyway and raced out onto the road.

      HOOOOOOONK! A horn blasted. Brakes screeched. Without seeing them, Daryl was aware of two long black cars with tinted windows skidding toward him. His legs kicked sharply and he sprang into the air, bringing his knees up to his chest.

      The world below him seemed to grind into slow motion. Daryl watched as the front of one car met the side of the other. He saw the metal ripple with the force of the impact, heard the groaning and grinding of the collapsing steel.

      He landed on the road beside the tangle of metal. One of the drivers' doors began to open and another man in special forces black tried to climb out. Daryl snapped back his foot, slamming the door closed on the man's arm. There was a howl of pain and the clatter of a gun landing on the tarmac, then Daryl was moving again, running along the road toward…

      He stopped. Up ahead, the road was blocked by several more cars and vans. They were all identical shades of glossy black, the windows on each one darkened to prevent anyone from seeing inside.

      Daryl doubled back. He was past the car wreck and the whimpering driver when he saw the other blockade. It cut off the road from one side to another—cars, vans, and a number of mean-looking men in matching black outfits.

      He should stand still, he knew, put his hands up, let them realize they'd made some terrible mistake. Whoever they were looking for, it clearly wasn't him. He was nobody. They'd figure that out soon enough.

      And yet, his instincts told him—screamed at him—to run. It wasn't just the weird warning from his dad, either. There was something about the men that told him they had no interest in listening to reason.

      He shot a sideways look to the alleyway behind his house. There was another exit at the far end, but the men who'd burst into his house were almost certainly along there, racing toward him even now.

      Daryl rose onto the balls of his feet. Whatever he was going to do, he had to do it fast. The longer he took to come up with a plan, the less chance he had of making it work.

      He finally made his mind up to run for the alleyway, when he saw the red dot. It was on his arm when he first noticed it, then a second later it shifted sideways and came to rest in the center of his chest.

      Slowly, Daryl looked up at the houses along the street. It took him a moment, but then he spotted it—the long slender barrel of a rifle poking through a gap in some upstairs curtains.

      Daryl shifted slightly to his left. The sniper followed him, the red dot remaining more or less stationary over his heart. He couldn't be sure, of course, but something told him there were more than darts in that gun.

      "We don't want to hurt you, Daryl."

      The voice crackled from an amplifier somewhere in the blockade ahead of him.

      "But what…? If I try to run you'll shoot me?" Daryl shouted back.

      "Actually no," came the reply. "We're going to shoot you anyway."

      There was a muffled ker-ack. Daryl saw a sliver of silver glinting as it sliced through the air. It was just a dart, after all. He could see it quite clearly: the pointed tip; the dark red bristles; the dart's rotation as it hurtled toward him.

      It was moving fast. Really fast. He could see that. And yet at the same time, it seemed to lumber lazily toward him. He almost found himself growing impatient as he watched the pointed tip close in.

      He reached up and snapped his hand closed a few inches in front of his chest. The dart felt warm against his skin, the metal heated by the friction of its race through the air. He uncurled his fingers and stared down at it resting there in his palm, trying to process what he'd just done.

      "Reflexes: ten," he whispered, then he convulsed in pain as a chunk of cold metal was pressed against the back of his neck, and fifty-thousand volts of electricity tore through his body.
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      There was a needle in the back of Daryl's hand when he woke up. He could feel it in there, digging under his skin, its point deep into one of his veins.

      He opened his eyes, then quickly closed them again. One of the men in the military outfits sat nearby, head down, staring at the screen of the iPad he held in both hands. Daryl heard his name whisper out from the tablet's tinny speaker, then a chorus of muttering in the background.

      The voice of his PE teacher, Mr Collins, almost made him jump, but he kept still, not wanting to give away yet that he was awake.

      "Darren!" the teacher snapped, his voice sounding even harsher on the recording.

      "It isn't me, sir,”—that was Daryl's own voice this time—“I’m not doing it."

      The next part of the video was drowned out by the revving of an engine. The hard bed beneath Daryl vibrated and he realized he was in the back of a moving van.

      There were straps across his wrists. He could feel them pulling tight whenever the van turned or hit a bump. He thought he could feel more down near his ankles, but he couldn't be sure and didn't dare move to find out.

      A sudden blast of music almost made him jump again. The man in the suit muttered, then there was a soft bleep and the music stopped.

      "Hello? Yeah, it's Carter," the man said, his voice clipped and irritable. Daryl could hear some garbled speech down the phone line before Carter continued. "Of course he's out. He'll be out for hours. Is the plane all set?"

      Daryl had to fight to hold in a gasp. Plane? Where were they taking him?

      "Good. I'll… what? No, I don't need to dose him again, I told you he's still… Yeah, but I don't think…"

      Carter sighed. "Fine. Your call, but if he O.D.s it's because you gave the order. He dies and it's your fault, not mine."

      The phone gave another chime as the man hung up. "Idiot," he spat, then Daryl felt him move closer.

      "Wait," Daryl said, flicking his eyes open. His throat was dry and the word came out as a deep croak. Carter stopped halfway between the bench he'd been sitting on and the bed. The only light in the back of the van came from a small bulb mounted on the inside of the roof. It cast long shadows across Carter's face.

      "What the Hell?" he said, in amazement rather than anger.

      "Please, you've made a mistake," Daryl said. "I don't know who you're looking for, but it's not me."

      Carter ignored him. He looked Daryl up and down from his toes to his head and back again. "How are you awake?" he said, but Daryl got the impression the question wasn't really aimed at him, and that the man was talking to himself.

      "Evidence of telekinetic ability and enhanced reflexes but, I mean… you're awake. Metabolism must be off the chart."

      "I don't… I'm not… I don't know what you're talking about," Daryl said. "Is this about the basketball? I didn't mean to hit him with it. That wasn't… I don't think that was me."

      The van hit a bump and Carter had to lean on the bed to support himself. This seemed to jolt him into action. He reached down toward the foot of Daryl's bed.

      Lifting his head, Daryl saw Carter take two small items from a tray. The man glanced at Daryl as he slid a needle into the top of a small glass bottle and drew liquid up into a clear syringe.

      "What's that? What are you doing?" Daryl asked. He tugged on the straps that bound his wrists, his heart pounding against the inside of his chest as if trying to escape all on its own. Daryl tried to squirm away as Carter turned the needle toward him, but the straps were too thick, too tight. The leather creaked as he heaved against them with all his new-found strength, but the bindings held fast.

      "Relax," soothed Carter, bringing the needle in close to the crook of Daryl's arm. "Try not to struggle, you'll make it worse."

      "No, no, don't," Daryl yelped, panic rising in his voice. "Don't, please don't! Please don't! Please—"

      Something shifted in Daryl's head, like a ripple spreading out through his brain. Carter flew backward and slammed with a boom against the van's wall. His head snapped back and he slumped to the floor, the syringe falling from his hand and rolling into the narrow gap beneath Daryl's bed.

      Daryl gaped down at the motionless man all tangled up in a heap. There was no escaping it—that one was definitely his fault.

      "Oh Jesus," he whispered. "Don't be dead, don't be dead, don't be…"

      Carter stirred. Daryl almost cheered.

      "Oh thank God!"

      But even before the words were fully out, Carter's back arched and his eyes went wide. A hiss burst from his lips, rising quickly to something more like a scream.

      And then, as quickly as it had started, the sound stopped. Carter opened his mouth, but the voice that emerged was not his own. It was the same one Daryl had heard coming from his dad earlier.

      "Hold on," it said, then something smashed against the van from below, flipping it off the ground. Daryl heard the muffled shouts of the driver. He saw Carter tumble limply across the floor then up toward the ceiling as the van rolled onto its side.

      The wall beside Daryl buckled inwards with a squeal. He felt a sickening sensation of weightlessness like he was floating off the bed, but the straps pulled tight, holding him down. The inside of the van twisted in a dozen directions at once, his stomach lurched and the wall across from him became the floor, then caved in with a screech of rending metal.

      The light flickered and went out, plunging the inside of the van into darkness. Daryl was jolted violently around on the bed, suddenly grateful for the straps holding him in place.

      With a final crunch the van rolled to a stop. Gravity pulled Daryl toward the crumpled wall beside him, which he guessed was now against the ground. The needle in his hand had been torn free and he could feel blood trickling up his arm.

      The rasp of his breathing was all he could hear at first, exaggerated in the now much narrower confines of the van. But other sounds soon came rushing in—a car alarm; muffled shouting; the distant wail of sirens closing fast.

      "H-hello?" he said into the darkness. The only reply from Carter was a soft unintelligible groan. "What do I do now?"

      The answer came in the form of a noise unlike anything Daryl had heard before. But was he hearing it? Was it a sound or a sensation? He wasn't sure. It felt like a low, rumbling frequency that rattled through his bones and shook his skull.

      The droning deepened and the shaking increased. His whole skeleton vibrated, chattering his teeth together and turning his brain to jelly. He cried out, but the screams were swallowed by the din.

      There was a rush of movement. The world seemed to stretch and contract at the same time. The inside of the van was filled by a brilliant, blinding blue light that forced him to screw his eyes shut tight.

      When he finally opened them again, everything had changed.
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      Daryl was still inside the van. Part of it, anyway.

      The crumpled wall beside him was still there, along with a chunk of the roof and some of the floor. The wall across from him was missing, though, and there was a perfectly smooth straight line along the ceiling, like the slice of a surgeon neatly cleaving the vehicle in two.

      No, not in two. The back doors and front cab were nowhere to be seen either. The van hadn't been sliced in half, the bit with the bed in it had instead been cut out of the vehicle like a tumor.

      Beyond the space where the wall had been was… the past. It was the only way Daryl could think to describe it. He was in an underground train station, but one which had clearly long gone out of service.

      Faded posters hung from the dirty tiled walls, advertising everything from the cleaning power of soap to 'the cool refreshing tang' of cigarettes. Beside those was a larger image with a First World War army helmet on it and an instruction to 'Keep it Under Your Hat', that warned of the dangers of gossiping during wartime.

      Daryl let his eyes wander across the station. He took it all in, from the antique benches and the dusty platform signs, to the wooden hatch of the ticket booth and the girl leaning on the other side of it, resting her chin on one hand.

      It all looked old, but not as old as it should have looked. It was like time down here had slowed to a snail's pace, while the rest of the world…

      Hold up. Rewind.

      Daryl looked back at the hatch.

      "Does this seem awkward to you?" asked the girl. She swapped the hand she was using to support her chin. "It feels pretty awkward. I'm having to sort of bend my knees to get low enough."

      Daryl blinked. "What?" he said, although he felt that wasn't really a fitting response, so he said it again for emphasis. "What?"

      The girl straightened up. She folded her arms, fidgeted, then folded them the other way.

      "No, that's worse," she said, more to herself, Daryl thought, than to him. She let her arms fall loosely by her sides, gave a brief nod, then shot him a shy smile. "Hi."

      "Uh… hi," Daryl replied. He found himself nodding and smiling back at her, entirely out of habit. It seemed to make her happy and her smile broadened.

      The girl ducked her head through the hatch and caught hold of the wooden ledge on the outside. She wriggled and squirmed and clumsily hauled herself through the gap, then let out a brief scream as she slid forward and tumbled to the floor.

      "I'm OK, I'm OK!" she announced, springing back to her feet. "I meant that."

      If he had to guess, Daryl would have said she was around his age, although she moved like an awkward twelve-year-old, all flapping arms and nervous energy and wide, darting eyes. (Gawkiness: 9)

      She wore a purple knitted hat that covered her head down to the eyebrows, with a fluffy bobble wobbling about on the top.

      Her skinny frame was drowned in a thick woolly jumper that came almost all the way down to the knees of her jeans, and she had just a hint of an accent—Australian, he thought, but she hadn't said enough yet for him to be sure.

      "Who are you?" Daryl asked.

      "Oh, yeah, we haven't done that bit. I'm Riley." She thrust her hand out for Daryl to shake, remembered he was strapped down, so diverted into a wave instead. "I helped break you out. You know that big, like, crash underneath the van? That was me! Well, I mean, it wasn't me under the van, that would have been crazy dangerous, but I made it flip."

      She beamed proudly, folded her arms again, unfolded them, put her hands on her hips, then clasped them in front of her and twiddled her thumbs.

      "You could've killed me," Daryl said.

      "Didn't, though," she said, the smile fading. She folded her arms again, and this time she kept them there. "Probably saved your life."

      "Who are you?"

      "Told you. I'm Riley."

      "No, but who are you?" Daryl demanded. "What am I doing here? What's going on?"

      "Perhaps I am better placed to answer your questions," said a voice from somewhere beyond Daryl's line of sight. The voice was low and deep with a slight gravelly edge. The moment he heard it, Daryl was reminded of Simba's dad from The Lion King. He really hoped it wasn't, though. The day had been weird enough. A talking cartoon lion might just tip him over the edge.

      A man stepped into view beside the girl. No, not a man. Something else.

      He was human-shaped, but a good bit larger than human-sized, like he'd been scaled up by twenty-five percent or so. He had to be over seven feet tall, with a dome-shaped head that rose straight up from his broad, muscular shoulders with barely a suggestion of a neck.

      His nose was stubby and bat-like, with wide nostrils that opened and closed as he breathed in and out. Combined with his snow-white skin, it made him look like a vampire from an old horror film, and scored him a very respectable 8 out of 10 on the creepiness scale.

      The creature's eyes were thin slits in his face—the pupils black, the irises a deep crimson red—and as they fixed on him, Daryl found himself unable to tear his gaze away.

      "I am Hath," the creature said. He stopped then as if expecting some sort of response, but Daryl was way too stunned to give him one. "Do you understand my words, Daryl Elliot?"

      Dary Elliot. The voice was a little different, but the way he said Daryl's name sounded exactly the same.

      "M-my dad," Daryl said. "You're the one I heard speaking through my dad. And that guy in the van."

      "It was the most direct way to warn you," Hath said.

      "Warn me?" Daryl said. "You've kidnapped me."

      "Come on," said Riley, leaning in. "Do we look like kidnappers?" She glanced up and sideways at Hath, then back to Daryl. "OK, but do I look like a kidnapper?"

      "I did not kidnap you, Daryl Elliot," said Hath. "I saved you. We saved you."

      "But—"

      "All of your questions will be answered, but we have more urgent matters to attend to. Riley, the restraints."

      Riley shuffled from foot to foot. "What?" Her eyes went wide and she jumped as if she'd been given an electric shock. "Oh, yeah, right!"

      She darted to Daryl's side and unfastened the metal buckles of the leather straps.

      As soon as he was free, Daryl rolled off the bed and backed away toward the edge of the platform, to where it dropped down toward the tracks. "Stay away from me," he said. "Both of you. I'm warning you. I can… do things. You've got no idea."

      "On the contrary, Daryl Elliot. I know all there is to know about your abilities," Hath said. "I am the one who gave them to you."

      "Walked into that one," said Riley. "Am I right?" She held up a hand for a high five. Hath stared at it blankly until she lowered it again.

      Riley cleared her throat. "Hath's OK. I mean, yeah, he looks a bit..." She raised her arms, gnashed her teeth, and mimed something monstrous. "But I've been here for days and he hasn't tried to eat me or anything."

      She shot Hath a worried look. "You haven't, have you?"

      Hath shook his head.

      "See?" Riley said. "He's alright."

      "And that's how you judge if someone's alright, is it?" Daryl asked. "Whether they try to eat you or not?"

      Riley shrugged. "Good a place as any to start." She held out her hand. "Now come on," she said. "You can carry on freaking out like a big girly girl later. There's something you'll want to see first."
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      Daryl stared. He wasn't sure how long he stared for, exactly, but it felt like quite a long time.

      It took him a while to realize that his jaw was hanging open. When he did, he licked his dry lips, cleared his throat and tried to speak, but the words weren't quite ready to come out.

      He could feel Riley staring at him, her eyes boring expectantly into the side of his head.

      "It's a… It's a…" He shook his head and tried a different approach. "Is that… Is that what I think it is?"

      "That depends," Riley replied. "You might think it's, I don't know, a big dog or something."

      Daryl frowned. "A big dog?"

      "Or something," Riley added. "Which it isn't, by the way. A big dog, I mean."

      "Of course I don't think it's a big dog! Why would I think it's a big dog?"

      "You tell me," said Riley, slightly accusingly Daryl thought. "It's a spaceship."

      "It's a spaceship," agreed Daryl.

      "Is that what you thought it was?"

      Daryl nodded slowly. "That's what I thought it was."

      She patted him lightly on the back. "Then, well done, you."

      There could be no mistaking that it was a spaceship. It was long and sleek, with a smoked-glass canopy at the front that looked like a big bulbous bug-eye. It was either silver or black, depending on which angle you looked at it from, and it was roughly the height and width of the mouth of the subway tunnel just a few feet ahead of it.

      It had no wings or tailfin or anything like that, and Daryl could almost have believed it was a high-tech bus or boat, were it not for the fact that it was floating.

      The whole thing—all fifteen or so feet of it—hovered above the tracks. On the Top Trumps scale, it was definitely a 10 out of 10 for coolness.

      "It's a spaceship," Daryl said again. "It's a spaceship."

      "Alright, don't milk it," Riley told him. "I said 'well done' what more do you want?"

      "It's just… I've never seen a spaceship before."

      Excitement blazed behind Riley's eyes. "Actually, you have," she began.

      "Not now, Riley," said Hath, stepping between them.

      "What do you mean I have?" Daryl asked. "When?"

      "All in good time," Hath said.

      "No, not all in good time," snapped Daryl. "Now! Now's a good time. I want to know what's going on. What's happening to me? Who were those men? Who… what are you?"

      Hath pivoted sharply so he was looming over Daryl. "You have a choice, Daryl Elliot," he said. He hadn't raised his voice, but there was a bite to it that stopped Daryl dead. "I can answer all of your questions later, as I have promised, or I can answer them now.

      "But understand this," he continued. "If you choose now, then we will be too late to prevent your seas from being boiled and your lands being blackened and your people being slaughtered in the streets like cattle. Act now, and we may be able to save them. Delay, and we cannot."

      He paused, letting his words settle into the silence that followed. "So choose, Daryl Elliot. Choose."

      "First one, probably," suggested Riley. She shot Daryl a nervous glance. "You think? First one? I'd say first one, definitely."

      "I don't want anyone to die," said Daryl at last.

      "Good. And you can save them," Hath said. "You can save everyone. Starting with him."

      The alien held up a photograph that had been torn from a magazine. It was a black and white image of a topless teenage boy with stupid spiked-up hair and an irritatingly-smug face that had won the hearts and corrupted the minds of a million young girls around the world. It was a face Daryl didn't think he'd ever tire of punching.

      Daryl groaned. "Yeah… you know I said I didn't want anyone to die? He's the exception."

      "You have no choice. He is the key," said Hath. "In order to save the world, you must first save Ash Stone."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      "Welcome back, Riley Harper."

      The voice chimed from somewhere within the ship, warm and comforting like a friendly aunt. Riley waved enthusiastically at nothing in particular, then turned back toward the door. Daryl stood on the platform beyond it, craning his neck to peer into the dimly-lit ship interior.

      "Who said that?" he asked

      "That's Yufo," Riley said, as if that explained everything.

      "Right. So who's Yufo?"

      "The ship. She's sort of alive."

      "It isn't alive," said Hath, appearing behind Riley.

      "She's sort of alive," Riley insisted.

      "No. It isn't. The systems are installed with a rudimentary artificial intelligence interface."

      "She didn't have a name, so I called her Yufo," Riley said, ignoring him. "Get it?"

      "UFO," Daryl said. "Very good."

      "Oh yeah," said Riley. She made gun-shapes with her fingers, pointed them at Daryl, then blushed and shoved her hands in her pockets.

      "Come," said Hath. "We do not have much time."

      He and Riley moved back. Daryl took a deep breath then stepped inside the ship. He half-expected it to bob up and down as it took his weight, but it didn't give so much as a wobble.

      "Welcome back, Daryl Elliot," said Yufo.

      Daryl looked up in the direction the voice had come from. "Back?"

      "Later," said Hath. He spread his hands wide and a curve of green light appeared before him. His fingers danced across it like a concert pianist. "We leave at once. Sit down."

      The section of the ship they were in was more or less empty, with a thin rubber-like coating on the floor and walls. Other than Hath's holographic keyboard, there was no light source that Daryl could see. Instead, a glow seemed to seep from the fabric of the ship itself, casting a clinically white sheen across the faces of Riley and Hath.

      "Sit where?" Daryl asked.

      "Anywhere," said Riley. She flopped backward, as if throwing herself onto a bean bag. The floor beneath her bloomed, spreading upward and outward like a flower blossoming in the sun.

      She landed in something that looked half like a chair and half like a cupped hand. It shifted like jelly around her as she got comfortable. When she had stopped wriggling, two snakes of the gloopy fabric crossed over her shoulders like a harness, securing her in place.

      "See?" Riley said. She raised her feet and the chair extended like a footstool beneath them. "Sit where you like."

      Cautiously, Daryl lowered himself into something resembling a sitting position. He waited, crouched, for something to happen.

      "You look like you're laying an egg," Riley said. "You might want to come all the way inside. You know, so the door doesn't cut you in half."

      Daryl straightened up and walked closer to Riley just as the door swished closed behind him. He crouched again, and this time felt a soft bump as a chair formed beneath him. He sunk down into it and it squidged around his legs like warm sand as it adjusted to the contours of his body.

      "Pretty amazing, huh?"

      Daryl looked over at Riley, just as his harness wrapped around him like a hug. "Pretty amazing," he agreed.

      "And that's nothing. It gets better."

      "Better?"

      "Or, you know, worse," Riley replied. "Better or worse. Depends on how you feel, really."

      Daryl frowned. "How I feel about what?"

      Riley slipped her thumbs beneath her harness and held on. "About roller coasters."

      There was a lurch. It felt, Daryl thought, like falling in a dream and being jolted awake. His body instinctively kicked out in panic as the sudden acceleration forced him backward into the putty-like grip of the chair.

      "I hate roller coaaaasters!" he cried, but his voice came from behind him, as if the ship had already overtaken the words, leaving them trailing in its wake.

      Hath stood upright, perfectly balanced, his hands continuing their complex dance across the controls. He gestured to the left and the ship turned sharply. A high-pitched scream emerged from the back of the ship. It took Daryl a moment to realize it was coming from him.

      He snapped his mouth shut and shot Riley an embarrassed glance, but she had her hat pulled down over her eyes, and if she'd heard anything she wasn't letting on.

      With another motion from Hath the ship banked to the right, squashing Daryl deeper into the chair.

      "S-slow down!" he urged.

      "Impossible," said Hath, not looking up from his controls. "We would hit a train."

      "Train? What do you mean? Don't tell me we're—"

      The ship swung left at Hath's command. "We are traveling through almost twenty-five miles of underground tunnel. I have calculated the necessary timing and velocity to avoid collision."

      Daryl squirmed nervously. "How do you know where all the trains are?"

      "I have studied the timetable."

      "What?" Daryl yelped, almost bursting a blood vessel in his head. "But what if the timetable's wrong? What if they're running late?"

      Hath looked up, but didn't turn around. "That," he said, "had not occurred to me."

      Daryl's face went pale. "Oh God, I'm going to die."

      "Hey, look on the bright side," said Riley, her voice muffled. "If we do crash we'll take a whole subway train out with us!"

      "How is that a bright side?"

      Riley pulled her hat up to show her face. "It isn't. I just thought it might make you feel better. Did it?"

      "Of course it didn't!"

      "Well, that's good. If it had you'd be a terrible person."

      The ship rolled suddenly to the left, and both Daryl and Riley grabbed for their straps. Even Hath was forced to adjust his stance as Yufo hurtled around another bend then raced into a straightaway.

      "Exiting tunnel in seventeen seconds," the ship's voice chimed.

      "Oh, thank God," Daryl sighed, letting his head slump onto the back of the chair.

      "Unexpected train impact in thirteen seconds."

      "What?!" Riley spluttered.

      "Tell me I didn't hear that!" Daryl cried.

      "Visuals," Hath barked, and the whole ship shimmered.

      Daryl looked over at the closest wall. He could make out faint shadows beyond it, almost like the ship was made of smoky glass that let him—

      The ship vanished. It took a split-second for Daryl to realize he could now see the walls of the subway tunnel racing by just a couple of feet away.

      He looked down. There was the track, hurtling by beneath them in a furious blur of metal and concrete.

      Up ahead, past Hath—who now looked to be floating in mid-air—he could see the light at the end of the tunnel, and a narrow semi-circle of the London skyline.

      And just beyond the exit, he could see a train charging toward them, the sunlight glinting off its silver shell.

      "Reverse!" he bellowed. "Hath! Train! Reverse!"

      Daryl glanced at Riley. Her hat was pulled all the way down to her chin now, one hand holding it in place while the other held onto her harness for dear life.

      And up ahead the train clacked and clanged and rumbled toward them.

      "Hath! Stop!"

      Hath adjusted his stance, like a boxer getting ready to fight. He thrust both hands in front of him, fingers fanned wide. The ship shot toward the light. Daryl felt his stomach hit his spine and gasped as the g-force pressed like thumbs against his eyeballs.

      He heard Hath mutter something about timetables, but the words came as snatches of sound that whistled past his ears. The tunnel walls blurred by like liquid. Riley was singing beneath her hat. And the train was almost on them, right ahead, dead ahead, too close, too close!

      Hath raised one arm and the ship climbed steeply and spun at the same time. Metal ground against stone and Daryl ducked as sparks sprayed all around him, before realizing the sparks were on the outside of the transparent ship.

      Sunlight flooded the interior as, below them, the train thundered into the tunnel. With a complex series of gestures, Hath slowed the ship and put it on an even keel.

      Daryl looked down at the floor and wished immediately that he hadn't. The whole of London was spread out below them like a living map, and with the entire ship invisible his every instinct told him he was about to fall to a messy death.

      "The floor," he spluttered. "P-put the floor back."

      "End visuals," said Hath. The sky rippled then vanished as the walls returned.

      Riley lifted her hat just enough for one eye to peek out. It swiveled up, down, left, right, then fixed on Daryl.

      "Did we die?"

      Daryl swallowed. "Let me get back to you on that."

      "Engage autopilot," said Hath.

      "Autopilot engaged, Commander. Arrival in twenty-six minutes."

      Hath strode across to where Riley and Daryl sat.

      "You nearly killed us!" Daryl snapped.

      "We were never in danger," Hath said. "This ship would have cut through that train like it was made of butter. We would have been quite unharmed."

      "But everyone on the train would have been dead!"

      "Which is why you'll notice I avoided hitting it," Hath said, impatiently. "Now, we don't have much time. You must get dressed."

      "Dressed?"

      "Yes," said Hath. He looked down at Daryl's gym shorts and torn T-Shirt. "You'll require something a little more… bulletproof."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Daryl and Riley stood side-by-side, staring at the matching outfits hanging in front of them. They were bright red, with a pattern of black stripes that crisscrossed all over the fabric.

      The material itself reminded Daryl of drawings he'd seen in Biology of people without their skin. Fibers stood out across the surface, giving the outfit the appearance of exposed muscle.

      "Subtle," said Riley. She gave her costume an experimental prod. "What is that? Meat?"

      "It is an organic biopolymer harvested upon the moon of Tarn," Hath said.

      Riley nodded. She touched the outfit again. "I'm pretty sure it's meat."

      "Well it isn't," Hath snapped.

      "Will they fit?" Daryl asked.

      "Yes. I visited you both recently and took your measurements while you slept."

      "OK," Daryl muttered, "well that's not creepy at all."

      "Put them on," Hath told them. "We shall be arriving in a few minutes."

      Daryl took the outfit off the hook and looked around. They were in a smaller room at the back of the ship, but it was just as bare as the one they'd come from.

      "Is there a changing room or…?"

      Hath's bat-like nostrils flared wider.

      "You're standing in it," he said. He marched to the door. "Two minutes. Be ready."

      The door swished closed behind him, leaving Daryl and Riley alone. They shot one another an uncomfortable look.

      "So," Daryl said.

      "So," said Riley. "So, so, so." She clicked her fingers several times, then stopped abruptly. "This is awkward."

      "We'll just turn around," Daryl suggested. "You look that way, I'll look this way, and we won't turn round until we're ready."

      "That could work," Riley agreed.

      Daryl nodded. He realized he hadn't actually stopped nodding since Hath had left the room. He forced his head to stay still. "OK, then."

      "OK," said Riley.

      They turned back to back and walked a couple of paces forward, as if they were taking part in some pistols-at-dawn type duel to the death. The room was small, though, and they were still much closer than Daryl would have liked when they started to get undressed.

      He heard the zip of Riley's jeans and the rustle of the denim as she slid them off. He was dimly aware of his heart beating faster as he hurriedly kicked off his trainers, then pushed down his gym shorts and stepped out of them.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Riley's jumper land on the floor and tried to ignore it. He thought about keeping his T-Shirt on, but it was so shredded now it was practically non-existent. It almost fell apart as he pulled it over his head.

      "Oh!" Riley yelped. Instinctively, Daryl started to turn. "Don't look!" she cried, and Daryl whipped his head back to the front.

      "Sorry! I didn't see anything!" he said. "What's the matter?"

      There was an odd rubbery squelching sound from where Riley was standing.

      "It's the costume. It feels weird."

      "I haven't got mine on yet."

      "So I see."

      Daryl froze. "What? Are you looking at me?"

      "You said to turn around when we were ready," Riley said.

      A glance back over his shoulder confirmedwhat he feared. Riley stood, fully dressed, watching him, still wearing her woolly hat.

      "I meant when we were both ready," he cried, feeling his cheeks sting red. "Stop looking at me! Turn around!"

      "Wow, OK, don't freak out. It's not like you're naked," Riley said, turning her back. "By the way," she asked, "were those Batman boxers?"

      "Shut up," Daryl told her.

      "Holy Batpants!"

      "Not listening."

      Daryl looked down at the outfit in his hands. It was a single piece with feet attached and an opening down the back to allow the wearer to wriggle into it. The legs stretched to fit as he stepped inside and pulled it up to his waist.

      He maneuvered first one arm then the other into the sleeves, and the rubber-like material snapped up over his shoulders.

      "Done?" Riley asked.

      "I can't… How does it fasten?" Daryl asked, struggling to reach around to his back.

      "Here, let me," said Riley, appearing right behind him. He opened his mouth to argue, then decided not to bother.

      "Is there a zip or something?"

      "No," said Riley. She tugged the edges of the material together. "Looks like it just sort of squishes shut."

      "What, like Velcro?"

      "Like magic Velcro!" Riley replied. "That is so cool. Now do me."

      Daryl looked back over his shoulder. "Um… what?"

      "Fasten me up," Riley said. She turned away from him, revealing a v-shaped patch of bare skin.

      "Oh. Right. Course. Yeah."

      Daryl felt his mouth dry out. It wasn't that he was particularly attracted to Riley, but this was the first time he'd ever seen a girl's naked back in real life. Although, admittedly, he was still in two minds about whether this was real life or not.

      His fingers fumbled as he took hold of the edges of the material. "So I just… what?"

      "Push the two bits together," Riley explained. "Then watch."

      Daryl did as he was told. As the edges of the material met they seemed to entwine, as if each side were giving the other a hug. In a moment, it was impossible to see where the join had been.

      "How cool is that?" Riley grinned. She wiggled her shoulders, then turned to face Daryl. "How do I look?"

      Daryl looked her up and down. "Like you're wearing a onesie made of meat."

      Riley shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time." She caught Daryl's look. "No really, it would be the first time. I've never worn nightwear made of animal flesh. I have no idea why I said that."

      With a soft hiss the door to the room slid open. Hath looked at them both in turn.

      "Good. We are about to arrive."

      "Arrive where?" Daryl asked.

      "Nevada."

      Daryl blinked. "Nevada? What, as in the United States, Nevada?"

      Hath nodded.

      "But… we were in London."

      "And now we are in Nevada," Hath said. "Or we will be…"

      The ship slowed sharply, forcing Daryl and Riley to grab the wall for support.

      "…now."

      Daryl shook his head. "No way. We can't be."

      "Would you like to see for yourself?" asked Hath, gesturing toward the floor.

      "No!" yelped Daryl. "No, it's fine. I believe you. We're in Nevada."

      He glanced from Hath to Riley and back again. "Why are we in Nevada?"

      Hath turned and marched back into the main section of the ship. "It is where the PPA are holding Ash Stone."

      Daryl hurried to keep up with the alien's long strides. "And this PPA, what do they want to do? Stop him making any more albums?"

      "They want to dissect him."

      "Well that would be one way to go about it," said Riley.

      Hath twitched, unable to hide his irritation. "The PPA is—"

      "Planetary Protection Alliance," Daryl announced. He frowned. "I… how do I know that?"

      "That is not important," said Hath. "But you are correct. The PPA was formed to protect your world from extraterrestrial threats. Their true intentions are arguably less noble, however. In Ash Stone we see a musician, they see a weapon."

      "He's not a musician," Daryl argued. "I mean… does he play any instruments? No."

      "Enough!" Hath barked, his nostrils flaring, his fists clenched. "This is no time for pettiness. Your opinion of Ash Stone is of no consequence. All that matters is that you get in and get him out."

      Daryl gulped. Hath loomed over him like a giant, glaring down. "Get in where?" Daryl asked, failing to hide the shake in his voice.

      "Visuals," commanded Hath.

      "Not again," Daryl groaned as the ship's surface swam then faded completely.

      "Look down."

      "Do I have to?"

      Hath pointed slowly to the floor. Daryl sighed, then let his eyes follow the alien's finger. Beneath their feet was a whole lot of empty space. A shock jolted the length of Daryl’s spine, like his brain was demanding to know what the Hell he thought he was playing at.

      Fighting back the urge to curl up and start crying in the corner, Daryl focused on the ground several miles below him, at what looked to be some sort of small village. Twelve buildings were dotted around haphazardly, with a network of roads running between them.

      "What am I looking at?" Daryl asked.

      "Tomoe Point Military Base," said Hath. "The PPA's main base of operations."

      Daryl's every instinct screamed at him to for God's sake stop looking down and he snapped his gaze up from the buildings below. "It doesn't look like a military base."

      "It isn't supposed to. Everything important is below the surface."

      "And… what? We're all just going to head down there and break in?"

      Hath shook his head. "No."

      "Right," said Daryl, relaxing slightly. "Well, thank God for that."

      "You two are. I will remain here."

      "You can't be serious!"

      Riley nibbled her fingernails. "I dunno. He looks pretty serious."

      "Why aren't you coming?" Daryl demanded.

      Hath gestured at himself. "Something tells me I might be noticed."

      "Oh what, and we won't?" said Daryl, tugging on his outfit. "We look like we've been turned inside out."

      Hath prodded them both firmly on the shoulder. "PPA enforcement operative," he said.

      Daryl and Riley both jumped as the suits shifted across their skin. The red material darkened and altered its shape and texture. It rustled and ruffled around, until they were both dressed in the black military outfits of the men who had attacked Daryl at his house.

      "That is so cool. I am officially never taking this off," Riley gushed. She was still wearing her knitted bobble hat, the pompom wobbling excitedly on top. "Like, never. Like, not even to go to the toilet."

      Daryl twisted, trying to study himself all over. "That's… How did it do that?"

      "As I said, organic biopolymer," Hath said.

      Daryl's eyes widened. "It's alive?"

      "In a way," Hath nodded.

      "So the suits are alive, Yufo's alive…" began Riley.

      "Yufo isn't alive," Hath said. He grimaced. "And also isn't called Yufo."

      "We'll still be noticed. I mean, we're a couple of teenagers walking around a military base."

      "There are many teenagers working with the PPA," Hath said. "Their biology makes them the ideal candidates."

      "Candidates for what?" Daryl asked.

      "Later," Hath said. He stepped back and raised his voice. "Prepare for matter transport."

      "Preparing for matter transport," echoed Yufo. "Teleportation sequence initiated. Beam-down commencing in seven, six..."

      "What?" spluttered Daryl. "You can't just drop us in there. Isn't there a plan?"

      "Five."

      Hath nodded. "Get in. Get Ash Stone. Get out."

      "What?! That's it?"

      "Four."

      "The suits will mimic the biometric signatures of existing personnel. They will get you through security."

      "Three."

      "But the disguise won't fool the humans up close. Try to avoid being seen. Also, if possible don't get shot."

      "Shot?!"

      "Two."

      "But they're bulletproof, right?" Daryl said. "You said the suits were bulletproof?"

      "They are," said Hath. "Largely."

      "One."

      "Largely?" Daryl spluttered. "What do you mean, 'largely'?"

      But before he could hear the answer, a cocoon of light enveloped him. He felt a warm glow spread out from his stomach, and every one of his atoms scattered like dust on the wind.
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      Daryl was dimly aware of a floating sensation, then the floor beneath him became solid again. He and Riley were no longer on the ship, that much was obvious.

      The room they were in was a narrow rectangle, with a featureless metal door at one end. A fluorescent strip-light on the high ceiling cast a harsh glow across the whitewashed walls and scuffed vinyl floor.

      There was a low bench attached to the wall with a metal bucket tucked underneath it. Other than that, the room was stark and bare, and Daryl's gut tightened as he realized where they were.

      "A cell," he said. "This is… he's stuck us in a prison cell."

      Riley looked around. "You think?"

      "Of course I think! Look at it," Daryl yelped. "He's locked us up."

      "Maybe," said Riley with a shrug. She approached the door and placed her thumb on a small circle of shiny black glass positioned right beside it. "But at least he gave us the key."

      There was a clunk from the lock mechanism and the circle of glass lit up in friendly green. The door opened inwards without a sound, revealing an identical door directly across the corridor.

      Riley peeped her head out into the corridor, looked both ways quickly, then ducked back in. The whole process took less than a second.

      "Well, that wouldn't have looked strange at all," Daryl muttered.

      "Coast's clear, I think," Riley said.

      "You think?"

      "Yeah. I went too fast to actually see anything," she admitted. "I'll have another look."

      She had another look.

      "Yeah, no one’s there."

      Riley stepped out into the corridor. Daryl paused at the door while he checked for himself, then followed her out when he was sure it was safe.

      The corridor itself was long and wide, with six identical metal doors spaced out along each of the two longer walls, a whole lot of white-painted brickwork, and not a lot else to report. There was a single clipboard hanging from a hook across the other side of the corridor with a bundle of paper clipped on. Daryl's eyes flicked over it as he looked around.

      "What now? Where are we?" Daryl asked.

      "Detention level," said Riley, explaining what she knew of the plan. "Hath beamed us into an empty cell. Ash will be in one of the others, but he didn't know which one."

      At the far end of the corridor stood another door. This one was wider than the others and even more heavily armored. A camera was mounted on the wall above it. Even from that distance, Daryl could hear its motors whirr as it rotated to look in their direction.

      "Act natural," Daryl whispered, motioning with his eyes toward the camera.

      "Natural, right," Riley said. She straightened up awkwardly. She leaned against the wall with one hand, then immediately lowered it again and about-turned so she was facing the opposite way.

      "In what world is that acting natural?" Daryl hissed.

      "I've forgotten how," Riley whispered. "It's the pressure. I'm not good with pressure."

      She folded her arms then unfolded them again. She tapped her foot then shuffled slightly sideways. Daryl heard the faint purring of the camera's lens mechanism as it zoomed in for a closer look.

      "Just stop. Don't do anything," Daryl said, his voice urgent and clipped. "They're watching. They're watching and… oh my God, you're still wearing that hat."

      Riley raised her eyes, as if she could somehow see the top of her own head. "It's my favorite hat," she said.

      "We're dead," Daryl muttered. "We're so dead."

      A sudden buzz from along the corridor made them both jump. The door swung open, revealing a figure in a PPA outfit not unlike their own. The only difference being, this one wore a black baseball cap low on their head, and bore the stripes of a corporal on each shoulder.

      "You two," snapped the officer, and Daryl was surprised that the voice was female. It was stern and impatient, but sounded not much older than him or Riley. "Come here."

      Daryl and Riley shot each other an anxious glance. More than anything, Daryl wanted to run, but the only exit was directly behind the PPA agent, and he guessed she wasn't about to step aside.

      There was nothing else for it. Keeping in step, Daryl and Riley made their way along the corridor in the direction of the corporal.

      As they got closer, they could see more of the girl beneath the peak of her cap. She was seventeen or eighteen, Daryl reckoned—maybe nineteen, at a push.

      Her hair was either short, or tucked out of sight beneath the hat. The cap's peak cast shadows across her face, hiding her eyes, and her mouth was set in a grimace. She stood like a man, feet apart, chest forward and fists clenched by her sides. In the Top Trumps 'Intimidation' rankings, she was comfortably a seven-point-five.

      "Who are you?" she demanded, fixing Daryl with a glare that immediately bumped her up to an eight. "What are you doing here?"

      "Uh… cleaning," Daryl replied.

      The girl's dark eyes narrowed. "Cleaning?"

      Daryl felt something like an itch deep inside his brain. "Hannigan and Padley were supposed to be on duty, but they got called away and we got assigned," he said, the words coming out all by themselves. "Cleaning isn't scheduled until eight, but we thought we'd make a start now."

      The corporal continued to stare. Daryl felt the need to keep talking, but he bit the inside of his lip, stopping himself. If he kept talking he'd start babbling, and babbling would only give the game away.

      A crackle of static burst from the girl's hip. Riley let out a little yelp of surprise and the corporal's gaze bore down on her.

      "Corporal Carter, report. Over."

      The girl unclipped a walkie-talkie from her belt and held it to her mouth. Her eyes remained fixed on Riley, who shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot.

      "Carter. What's up? Over."

      "Briefing room," said the voice on the other end of the line, in a tone that suggested it wasn't a request. "There's something you need to see. Now."

      An annoyed look flashed across the corporal's face and then was gone. She clipped the radio back onto her belt. "Don't go anywhere. I'll be back," she said. She nodded in the direction of one of the doors. "And stay away from Stone until we know what he's capable of."

      "Will do," said Daryl.

      Carter stared at them both in turn, slowly and deliberately. "Nice hat," she said at last, then she turned and left. A moment later, the door swung closed behind her and Riley and Daryl both sagged with relief.

      "Where did that come from?" Riley asked. "That stuff about Hannigan and… and…"

      "Padley."

      "Who are Hannigan and Padley?"

      Daryl shrugged. "No idea. They just… I don't know. They just popped into my head.  Along with the cleaning schedule. I think I just sort of glanced at it and remembered it."

      It was Riley's turn to stare. She scanned Daryl's face as if the answer might be written there somewhere. "You're one weird dude," she decided. "And I told you it was a nice hat."

      "It's a ridiculous hat," Daryl said, making for the door that Carter had gestured toward. "Now come on, I think he's in here."

      There was another fingerprint scanner beside this door. Daryl pressed his thumb against it. It went from black to a moody orange, and the door stayed closed.

      "Well come on, then," he muttered. He pressed his thumb against it a second time. The door let out an angry-sounding tone and the scanner turned red, then black.

      "It's not working," Riley said.

      "I can see that," Daryl said. He tapped his other thumb against the scanner. The sensor pulsed orange once again. He tried an index finger this time, but the same angry tone and the same flash of red soon followed.

      "Damn," he grumbled. He stole a glance at the camera back at the main door. It was still fixed on them, still watching.

      "Stand aside," Riley announced. "Let a master show you how it's done."

      "A master of what?"

      "Of… putting thumbs on stuff," Riley said. "Duh!"

      She put her thumb on the panel, then tutted as it turned orange.

      "Not working for me, either," she said. "You must've broken it."

      "How did I break it?" Daryl asked. He pressed his thumb against the sensor. "All I did was—"

      With a clunk from the door, the sensor turned green. Daryl looked at his thumb, then at Riley's. "Needs two people," he realized. "Like a double lock."

      "Guess they want to make sure he stays locked up," Riley said.

      "I'm liking them more and more by the minute," said Daryl, then he pushed open the door and stepped through into the shadowy confines of the cell.
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      There was someone standing at the far end of the cell. Actually, 'standing' wasn't right—he was affixed to the wall by a series of buckles. His hands were pressed against the side of his head and held in place by a pair of complicated-looking handcuffs that fastened around his neck as well as both wrists.

      Judging by the way his cheeks were squished up against his palms, the cuffs were a little on the tight side. His head was down, his gaze fixed on the floor. Despite all this, though, Daryl recognized him at once.

      "Oh great, it really is him," Daryl said.

      Ash Stone raised his head. His eyes were puffy and ringed with red like he'd been crying. It took him a moment to compose himself enough to speak.

      "Finally!" he barked. "You people have thirty seconds to get me my lawyer, or I swear to God I'll have your jobs."

      "Ssh," Daryl urged.

      "Hey, man, don't you shush me. You got any idea who I am?"

      "Sadly, I do," Daryl said. He turned to Riley. "What do we do now?"

      Riley puffed out her cheeks. "Beats me," she said.

      "We're so dead," Daryl groaned.

      "Ha, gotcha," Riley replied. She punched Daryl lightly on the shoulder. "Joking! I'm joking! Wow, you look like your budgie died or something. Relax. Me and Hath had this all planned before we even busted you out."

      "You did?"

      "Of course we did!" She gave Ash a wave. "Hi, by the way. Loved you in Band Camp Bad Boys."

      Ash's perfectly plucked eyebrows knotted in the middle. "What?"

      "Remember that time you accidentally set your hair on fire?" Riley grinned. "I laughed until I was sick. Really. I frickin' hurled everywhere, all over my legs, my shoes, the carpet…"

      She fell suddenly serious. "It was disgusting, actually. And, you know, playing with matches? Not cool."

      Ash's stare shifted from Riley to Daryl and back again. "What are you talking about? Who are you?"

      "We're here to rescue you," Daryl said. "For reasons I'm still not one hundred percent clear on. Riley, what's the plan?"

      "OK, step one," Riley announced, "you disarm his handcuffs."

      Daryl blinked. "What?"

      "His handcuffs," Riley said. She pointed to the metal bonds around Ash's neck and wrists. "You disarm them. That's the first thing. Step two—"

      "Whoa, whoa, let’s revisit step one," Daryl protested. "How am I supposed to disarm his handcuffs? And what do you mean 'disarm' anyway?"

      "Hath reckons they're probably explosive," Riley said.

      "They're what?" spluttered Ash. His eyes swiveled in their sockets, straining to get a better view of the restraints.

      "And what does he expect me to do about it?" Daryl asked.

      "He says you're all, like, superbrain. He says you should be able to figure it out."

      "Should?" yelped Ash. "What's should? I don't want should, I want can."

      "Shut up," Daryl hissed. "Someone might hear."

      "Good!" cried Ash. "Better that, than being blown to pieces. Help!" he cried. "Help, there are people in—"

      Riley's hand shot out and clamped across Ash's mouth. "Remember that episode of Band Camp Bad Boys when your character made so much noise his friends were forced to gut him like a fish?" she asked. Her voice was still light, her mouth still smiling, but there was an intensity to her gaze that drilled deep into Ash's panic-clouded brain.

      Ash shook his head as much as his hands and hers would allow. "Would you like me to remind you?" Riley asked.

      Again, Ash managed the slightest shake of his head. Riley nodded, released her grip, then stepped back. She shot a nervous grin at Daryl. "Off you go, then," she suggested. "See how you get on."

      Hesitantly, Daryl took a step in Ash's direction.

      "Try not to kill us all," Riley added.

      Daryl licked his suddenly dry lips. "I'll do my best."

      It was clear as soon as Daryl looked at the cuffs that they were indeed more than bog-standard restraints. They were made up of three metal hoops, with the one in the middle being three or four times larger than the two on either side. Ash's neck stuck through the center hoop, and with no obvious way of opening it, Daryl wasn't sure how to get him out.

      Not that he was in any rush to just prise the thing open. Whoever had built the restraints looked to have done so in a hurry. Wires were clumsily spliced together and secured in position with electrical tape. Circuit boards had been cut to size and fastened in place with cable ties and solder.

      An LED light blinked on each of the three hoops, each one working at a slightly different speed to the others. The spaghetti of cables was a rainbow of different colors that looped and circled and tied itself in knots.

      Daryl's dad had once thrown their old DVD player at the wall—Daryl had never really found out why—and the casing had smashed completely open. The cuffs reminded Daryl a bit of the inside of that, only several times more confusing.

      "If you get me out of this I'll give you a million dollars," whispered Ash. "I swear. A million clams."

      "Shut up," Daryl said.

      "You know what you're doing, right?"

      "No. Not a clue," Daryl answered, although that wasn't quite true. A second ago he'd had no idea what he was looking at, but the longer he looked, the more it made sense.

      Those little fuse-shaped parts were resistors. The little knobbly brown bits? Capacitors, he thought. He flicked his eyes over the circuits. Yes, capacitors, definitely.

      "How do I know this?" he muttered, as the tangle of components began to unravel itself into something resembling a circuit diagram. Those black cables connected to what was probably an OR Gate. Daryl followed them back through the spaghetti. Each of the wires connected to a different wrist cuff. That made sense.

      The longer he looked, the easier it all became. His mind raced, flooded by concepts he had previously not even been aware of. He understood the resistance of the circuit. He saw the switches and knew how they worked. It was all just waiting there in his head, like there had never been a point when he didn't know it. (Grasp of Electronics: 10. Or 1010 in Binary.)

      "Binary," he whispered. "I can speak Binary."

      "Is that… what? Like French or something?" asked Ash.

      "No," Daryl said. He blinked as new synapses fired-up deep within his brain. "But I think I might be able to speak that, too."

      He shook the thought away and concentrated on the matter at hand. He understood the workings of the entire circuit now, and he grasped at that moment the consequences of making one wrong move.

      "It's not a bomb," Daryl said.

      "Thank you, Jesus!" Ash proclaimed.

      "Let's not celebrate yet," Daryl said. "It's a trigger."

      Riley stepped in close behind him, her head appearing over his shoulder. "A trigger?" she asked. "A trigger for what?"

      "For him."

      A hush fell over the cell. Daryl thought back to the video he'd seen earlier. Had it really only been that morning? A lifetime seemed to have passed since then.

      "That thing you were doing with your hands on the TV. Was that real?"

      "Yeah," said Ash. "Started last night. Power beams or laser blasts or whatever. I blew up a limo. It was pretty awesome."

      "Well, if we mess this up you'll blow up your own head," Daryl said.

      "Awesome!" said Riley. Daryl and Ash both turned to look at her. She seemed to shrink beneath their gaze. "That was inappropriate," she said, fiddling with her fingernails. "Carry on."

      "Can you do it?" Ash asked. "You can do it, right?"

      Daryl tilted his head first to the left, then the right, studying the restraints from different angles. At last, he nodded. "I can do it," he said. "I can get them off, it'll just take me a bit of time to—"

      AWOOOOOGA! AWOOOOOGA!

      Daryl closed his eyes. "Right. Course," he sighed.

      Ash's eyes widened. "Is that an alarm?"

      "Seriously?" said Daryl. "You really need to ask?"

      He cracked his knuckles and cricked his neck and burrowed his fingertips into the tangle of wiring. From beyond the doors he heard raised voices—distant now, but getting closer.

      "Maybe it wasn't us," Riley whispered. "Maybe… Maybe it's a fire!" she said, hopefully. "Maybe someone knocked over a scented candle and the whole place is going up in flames!"

      "How is that better?" Ash gasped.

      "I think the bigger question here is, why do they have scented candles in a place like this?" Riley wondered.

      "They don't! You made it up!" said Ash.

      "Will both of you please shut up?" snapped Daryl. "It's us, they know we're here, they're coming for us, I can hear them."

      Ash's gaze went to the door. "You can hear them? How can you hear them?"

      "Not important," Daryl said. His fingers ferreted furiously through the wiring. "Riley, what can you do?"

      "About what?"

      "Your power. You've got a power, right? That's why we're all here. You flipped the van. You told me before, you flipped the van."

      "Right," Riley said, breathlessly. "I did. I flipped the van."

      Daryl tracked the flow of the circuit. Binary ones and zeroes trampled through his head like ants at a picnic. "How? What's your power?"

      Riley shifted awkwardly. "Rocks," she said.

      Daryl hesitated. "Rocks?"

      "I can control rocks."

      "Rocks," said Daryl again.

      Ash breathed out slowly. "Rocks. Wow. That's totally… Like, I mean…" He shrugged. "That's just stupid."

      "Stop moving," Daryl warned him.

      "It's not stupid," Riley insisted.

      "They're here," Daryl announced, not looking up from the wiring. "Only one right now, but more on the way."

      Riley eyed the door, hopping from foot to foot. "What do we do? What do we do?"

      "They need two to get in. Just give me a few more… Got it!" Daryl yanked on a wire, tearing it free. All three LED lights stopped flashing.

      "Alright!" Ash cried.

      All three lights returned. Red, this time, and no longer blinking on and off. From inside the cuffs came the low hum of electrical current.

      "Hey, that tickles," Ash said. "What's happening?" His hands began to tremble, a faint shake that rose quickly to a violent shudder. Panicked tears sprang to Ash's eyes. "What have you done?"

      "Oh God, there must have been some kind of failsafe," said Daryl. "It's started."

      "Then stop it!" Ash cried.

      "There isn't time."

      "What do you mean there isn't time?"

      "It's… it's too late," Daryl said. "It's too late. It's started." He stared into the wide, red-ringed eyes of the most famous teenager in the world. "It's started and there's nothing I can do to stop it!"
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      Riley stepped back. Ash's hands were vibrating furiously, squashing and stretching the skin around his eyes over and over again. The air inside the cell seemed to tingle, and Daryl felt every hair on the back of his neck stand on end.

      "Do something!" Ash howled. "Help me! Jesus Christ, do something!"

      There was a clunk from the door. As it began to open, Daryl felt the world slide into slow motion.

      He caught the cuffs where they joined around Ash's neck and dug his fingers down into the gap between metal and windpipe. The door was still opening behind him, the people outside still readying themselves to bound in.

      Ash's eyes swiveled slowly down, following Daryl's fingers but nowhere near fast enough to keep up. He said something, but it sounded to Daryl like a long drawn-out groan as if time itself were grinding to a halt around him.

      The cuffs were strong. Daryl gritted his teeth and tightened his grip and pulled with all his might. The lock resisted, but only for a second. With a screech it tore apart, turning Ash's hands away from his own head, and pointing them toward the door instead.

      The room was lit up by twin blasts of energy surging from Ash's open palms. Daryl dropped to the floor, the beams cutting through the air just a few inches above him.

      With a roar of rending steel, the half-open door exploded outward, the metal buckling as it ripped from its reinforced hinges. The PPA agents pushing their way inside were sent hurtling backward, pinned beneath the metal as it spun across the corridor and slammed against the wall on the other side.

      Still the beams fired. In moments, the door began to glow first orange, then red, the metal sizzling and running in rivulets to the floor. There was a hiss and a scream from one of the agents cowering behind the molten metal.

      "Um… you do know you're going to kill them, right?" Riley asked.

      Ash gritted his teeth. "Damn right," he barked, and Daryl saw the flames of fury flicker on behind Ash's eyes. "Teach these assholes to kidnap me!"

      “Stop!” Daryl yelped. He shoved Ash's hands, turning the beams away from the trapped agents. Both blasts arced upward, shattering what was left of the doorframe and smashing through the wall above it.

      Riley screamed as the wall and part of the ceiling came crashing down, filling the cell with dust and smoke and so much noise even the screeching alarm was drowned out. Above her, a chunk of light fitting broke free, a jagged tear of metal scything toward her head.

      "Look out!" Daryl cried. He dived for her, head down, arms outstretched. A ripple passed between them, knocking Riley sideways against the wall.

      Daryl hit the ground and rolled clear, just as the blade of broken metal embedded deep into the rough stone floor.

      With a whoosh that made Daryl's ears pop, Ash's energy blasts stopped. The ceiling cave-in had blocked the doorway, cutting the room off from the corridor beyond. Without Ash's energy beams the cell was plunged into darkness.

      Somewhere in the shadows, Riley coughed. “Well, that all went better than I expected.”

      "You idiot!" barked Daryl. "You could've killed us!"

      "Hey, don't blame her, man," said Ash.

      "I wasn't! I was talking to you!"

      "Me?" Ash spluttered. "How is this my fault?"

      "How is this not your fault?" Daryl demanded.

      "You're the one who knocked my aim."

      "You were going to kill them!"

      "So? Better than them killing us!"

      Daryl opened his mouth to argue, but just shook his head instead. "What's the point?" he muttered.

      Although there were only the faintest whispers of light seeping through the cracks in the rock, Daryl found his eyes adjusting quickly. He hurriedly undid the buckles that pinned Ash to the wall, then waited just a moment for a thank you that never came.

      "You're welcome," he scowled, before turning to Riley. "What now?"

      "Hath will beam us back up."

      "Who'll do what now?" asked Ash.

      "When?" said Daryl, ignoring him completely.

      "As soon as we're up on ground level."

      Daryl felt his stomach tighten. "What? He can't beam us up from here?"

      "What are you talking about?" Ash demanded.

      "Yes and no. It's shielded from his scanners," Riley explained. "He can't get a lock on us. He needs to see us. It's fine, we just need to get above ground."

      "We're blocked in by a ton of rubble," Daryl reminder her. "How are we just going to get above ground?"

      "Easy," she said, and through the gloom Daryl saw her smile. "Rocks are my thing, remember?"

      She leaned over and pressed her fingertips against part of the crumbled wall. A tremor rolled across the floor, then the barrier of boulders rumbled outward, tumbling into the corridor like a landslide.

      Light flooded the room, and the screaming of the alarm returned at full, ear-splitting volume.

      "On the ground! On the ground, now!"

      Through the gap, they could see a dozen or more PPA Agents, all dressed in black and all glaring down the sights of their automatic weapons. They were spread out in a semi-circle around the opening, keeping their distance from the molten mound of metal that was now unrecognizable as a door.

      Ash opened his hands wide. Before he could raise his arms and fire, though, Daryl sidestepped in front of him, blocking his aim.

      "Don't," Daryl warned. "It's no use."

      "On the ground!" repeated one of the agents. "Get down! Get down!"

      Slouching down onto her knees, Riley glanced back at Ash. "Say rocks aren't stupid."

      "What?"

      Riley brushed her fingertips against the debris. The cell was suddenly filled with the whistle of stones speeding through the air. There was a chorus of cracks as each stone struck a different agent, catching them on the forehead and spinning them to the floor.

      She looked to Ash again. He gaped in awe, then pulled himself together. "Rocks are still stupid."

      A tiny pebble pinged off his forehead.

      "Ow!"

      "Come on, let's move," Daryl urged.

      He scrambled over the rubble and into the corridor. Some of the fallen agents were lying motionless on the floor. Others rolled around, clutching at their heads. Blood oozed from their wounds, seeping into their eyes and down their faces, but a few of them were recovering quickly, already grabbing for their guns.

      With a flick of his foot, Daryl kicked an agent's rifle out of reach. "Hurry," he urged, as Riley and Ash joined him in the corridor.

      The door at the far end was wide open. Beyond it, a red light flashed in time with the alarm. Daryl was halfway to it when Corporal Carter stepped around the corner. She trained a small but deadly-looking handgun on him, right between his eyes.

      "Don't move," she barked.

      Daryl skidded to a stop and heard Ash and Riley do the same. Around them, a few of the other agents got to their feet and took aim with their rifles.

      Daryl put his hands up in surrender. The alarm's screeching echoed off the narrow walls. Above the din, though, Daryl could just make out another sound. It took him a moment to identify the soft whirring of the camera above the door turning to focus on them.

      Carter took a step closer, her gun still trained on Daryl. "You're him, aren't you? From the video. With the basketball. I thought I recognized you."

      "I didn't do it," Daryl replied automatically. "It wasn't me."

      His eyes flicked up to the camera again. Come on.

      "You'll forgive me if I don't believe that," said Carter.

      "Yeah, well, I'd love to stay here and discuss it, but we're just leaving."

      He straightened his shoulders and waited. Carter looked him up and down.

      "No, you aren't."

      Daryl shot the camera a pleading look. "Please tell me we're just leaving," he whispered, but before the sentence was fully out of his mouth, a swirl of sparkling color enveloped him, and the corridor, Carter, and all the PPA Agents faded like shadows in the sun.
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      There was a spinning sensation which came to an abrupt and sudden stop. The cry of the alarm was gone, replaced by another cry—this one from Ash. He screamed in terror as the last of his atoms reformed in a spectacular shimmering light show.

      "Welcome back, Riley Harper, Daryl Elliot, and Ash Stone," chimed Yufo, which only served to make Ash worse.

      "Wha--? Who said that?" he spluttered, looking around him. "Where is this? What the Hell's happening?"

      "That's Yufo," beamed Riley. She waved. "Hi, Yufo. She's alive."

      "It isn't," said Hath, turning away from the command console.

      Ash took one look at Hath's bat-like features and let out another squeal. He stumbled backward, tripping over his own feet. The floor rose up to catch him. He thudded into it, then sprang forward in fright. Ash spun, raising both hands, his fingers splayed wide.

      "It's a chair," said Hath. "I strongly advise you don't shoot it."

      Ash's eyes were bulging in barely-contained panic. His breathing came in deep, unsteady gulps. "Wh-why? What'll it do?"

      "It won't do anything. Again—it’s a chair," Hath said. He stepped in front of Ash, looming over him. "I, on the other hand, will be very upset."

      "How did you beam us back?" asked Riley. "I thought you had to see us?"

      "He could see us," Daryl explained. "He hacked the camera. Right?"

      Hath nodded, not taking his eyes off Ash, who was still gibbering in panic.

      "I don't… What is… I mean, this isn't—"

      "It's a lot to take in," said Riley. "Aliens, superpowers, and whatnot. By the way, is anyone else hungry? I'm hungry."

      "Incoming attack vehicles," announced Yufo. "Engagement expected in thirty-seven seconds."

      "Impossible," said Hath, still keeping his gaze trained on Ash. "We're cloaked."

      "Thirty-four seconds. Missile lock detected."

      Hath scowled. "They don't have the technology. How could…?" His voice trailed off. "Damn it!" he roared. "How could I be so stupid?"

      With one hand he caught Ash by the back of the neck and yanked him clean off his feet. Ash yelped and pointed his hands at Hath's face, but the alien batted them away like he was swatting away a fly.

      "Ow, stop!" yelped Ash, before Hath shoved him toward the floor. A bloom of black material swelled up beneath him like a bed. Hath kept his hand on the boy's neck, pinning him down.

      "Engagement expected in twenty-one seconds. Twenty. Nineteen."

      "You!" Hath barked, jabbing a finger at Riley. "Hold him down."

      Riley chewed on a fingernail. "Me? But I don't know if—"

      "Hold. Him. Down," Hath growled.

      "Fifteen. Fourteen."

      Riley darted over and pressed both hands on Ash's chest. "Not my fault," she said, shooting him an apologetic smile.

      Hath spun and reached for an unremarkable looking section of the wall. It parted like a pair of curtains, allowing him to reach inside and pull out what looked like a toy raygun.

      As he turned back he gestured to Daryl. "You! Get us out of here."

      Daryl almost choked. "What? How?"

      "Ten. Nine."

      "Fly the ship," Hath said. He jammed the gun against the side of Ash's head, making the teen's eyes go wide in horror.

      "N-no, don't! Please!" Ash yelped.

      "Seven. Six."

      "Fly the ship?" Daryl spluttered. "I can't!"

      "As of a few hours ago, you are the most intelligent human being on the face of the Earth. So learn. And quickly," Hath barked. He clamped a hand over Ash's face. "Now hold still."

      "Four. Three"

      “You’re not going to shoot him, are you?” asked Riley.

      "P-please," Ash sobbed. "Don't shoot me!"

      "I'm not going to shoot you. I'm going to save you."

      "One. Attack crafts are now within range."

      An impact shook the ship, sending Riley stumbling across the floor. "I'm OK! I'm OK!" she chirped, steadying herself against the wall.

      Daryl staggered, but crouched low so as not to fall. Hath's holographic keyboard floated freely a foot and a half above the floor at the front of the ship.

      Another blast slammed into the ship's hull. It knocked Daryl forward and he half-ran, half-fell over to the control panel.

      "Shield integrity at seventy-six percent," Yufo informed them, a bit too matter-of-factly for Daryl's liking. He peered down at the controls. A confusion of cryptic symbols stood out across the shimmering keys.

      "The shields are designed to repel energy weapons, not those primitive fireworks. Get us out of here!" Hath bellowed. He pressed the muzzle of the ray gun harder against the side of Ash's skull, then moved it down over his cheek and around the back of his head.

      Daryl swallowed hard. He'd seen Hath flying the ship before, but had been too busy trying to come to terms with the fact he was aboard a spaceship to pay much attention. How did he--?

      BOOM! An explosion rocked Yufo hard, tilting the whole ship to the left. Riley was sent stumbling across the floor in the opposite direction, arms flailing wildly like a character in Star Trek.

      "Not enjoying this!"

      "Um… visuals?" said Daryl. The walls wobbled, then vanished. Daryl yelped and ducked as a fighter jet screamed by overhead.

      He looked back over his shoulder. Hath still had Ash pinned down, the gun now pressed in below his jaw. Beyond him, the jet banked sharply right, revealing a second fighter bearing down on them.

      Tentatively, Daryl held his hands out above the floating keyboard. The floor oozed upward over his legs, holding him securely in place. "Right, then," Daryl said to himself. "Here goes."

      He touched one of the cryptic symbols. There was a soft whum from somewhere near the back of the ship. The world outside darkened as the walls once more became opaque.

      And then, with a low whine, the ship began to fall.
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      “We’re falling! I think we’re falling. Are we falling?” babbled Riley.

      Hath moved the muzzle of the gun down Ash’s neck. “Yes, we’re falling,” he confirmed. His eyes flicked to Daryl. “Stop us falling.”

      “I don’t know how!”

      “Then figure it out!” shouted Hath and Riley at the same time.

      “Jinx!” said Riley.

      The gun in Hath’s hand let out a series of high-pitched bleeps. They started slow, but grew more urgent as he moved the gun around on Ash’s neck. “There you are,” he muttered, his eyes narrowing.

      “Can’t speak when you’re jinxed,” said Riley. Hath, Ash, and Daryl looked at her as one. She stuck her thumbnail in her mouth and chewed. “Maybe we should revisit this at another time.”

      “There what is?” asked Ash. “What are you doing?”

      “I told you, I’m saving your life,” Hath grunted. “Now stop squirming.”

      Daryl turned back to the controls. The floating keyboard was a much duller shade of green now. Synapses sparked in his brain. He’d placed the whole system on standby. He could see that now. The symbols still didn’t make any sense, but by reversing what he’d done…

      His fingertips glided across the keyboard’s non-existent keys. Somewhere, near the back of the ship, the engines began to hum. Yufo’s walls slipped away again, and Daryl gasped when he saw the ground. It filled his entire field of vision, stretching out in all directions. It was close, and getting rapidly closer as the ship plunged toward it.

      “Oooh, probably better pull up,” suggested Riley, appearing at Daryl’s side. “You think? I’d pull up if I were you.”

      Daryl’s gaze went from symbol to symbol. “I don’t… I’m not…”

      “I’d definitely be looking into pulling up. Like, now.”

      Daryl thought back to the tunnel when they’d almost hit the train. Hath had sent them hurtling skyward without touching any of the controls. Was that the key to it?

      The air around his fingertips pulsated with green light as he held his hands in front of him. “Here goes,” he whispered, then he threw both arms up above his head.

      Riley screamed. Ash screamed. Even Hath spat out something in a language Daryl couldn’t understand as Yufo stopped falling and climbed sharply at astonishing speed.

      A split-second ago the Earth had filled Daryl’s vision, but now there was nothing but blue sky ahead.

      From down on the floor, Riley let out a groan. “I think you just shattered my pelvis,” she said, but then she pulled herself to her feet and dusted herself down.

      “Gentle movements,” Hath said. “Don’t flail your arms around or—”

      He stopped as the bleeping of the gun became a single long tone. “Got it,” he said. He tapped a button on the side of the device and a series of digits were projected into the air from the back of it. The alien let out an irritated snort. “Wrong one.”

      “Missile lock detected,” announced Yufo. “Impact expected in twelve seconds. Eleven. Ten.”

      Daryl looked around frantically beyond the ship’s transparent walls, searching for… there! One of the jets was hurtling up behind them, a missile rapidly closing the gap.

      Panicked, Daryl dropped his arms. Riley flew upward and thumped against the ceiling as the ship plunged once more. A bloom of black material wrapped around her, holding her securely.

      “Hey,” she wheezed, shooting Daryl a dirty look. “What did I ever do to you?”

      “GENTLE MOVEMENTS!” Hath roared.

      Daryl adjusted his arm position, easing their descent. “Sorry, sorry!”

      “Revised impact expected in four, three, two…”

      With a yelp, Daryl swooped his arms in opposite directions. The earth and sky flipped and rolled overhead as the ship spun. Daryl heard the whoosh of the missile streaking past, then watched in horror as it banked around for another attempt.

      Sparks exploded in the air right beside him as bullets hammered against Yufo’s hull. The other jet was bearing down on them, guns blazing. Daryl gently pushed one arm forward and one back, like he was doing the world’s slowest Hokey Pokey. The ship turned sharply but smoothly and despite the danger, Daryl found himself smiling.

      He was doing it. He was flying the ship! In the Top Trumps scale of most epic things ever done, this had to be the full ten points.

      “I’m actually flying an actual spaceship,” he said.

      “Well fly us out of here,” suggested Riley from up near the ceiling.

      “No! Not yet,” Hath barked. The gun was bleeping again. He moved it roughly through Ash’s scalp, his brow furrowed in concentration. “If we leave, they’ll be able to follow.”

      “Revised impact expected in eighteen. Seventeen. Sixteen.”

      Daryl groaned. “Not again!”

      “Secondary missile lock detected,” Yufo announced.

      “What?!”

      The computerized voice sounded gratingly cheerful, considering the circumstances. “Ground to air defenses also moving into position.”

      “Oh great. How are the shields?” Daryl asked.

      “Shield integrity at twenty-eight percent. Recommended action: avoid further damage.”

      Daryl gritted his teeth. “Thanks for the advice. Really useful.”

      The bleeping from Hath’s gun became a solid tone again. “Come on, come on,” he muttered, studying the readout. “Yes! There it is.”

      “There what is?” demanded Ash. “What have you found? What the Hell is in my head?”

      Hath squeezed the trigger of the gun. Right at the very edge of his hearing, Daryl heard the faintest ripping sound, and Ash yelped in pain. A tiny microchip, about half the size of a baby’s fingernail, was attached to the end of the gun. Hath plucked it free and held it between his finger and thumb, studying it.

      “Impact in Five. Four. Three.”

      Hath squeezed his finger and thumb together. The missile skimmed past the ship, going wide by a few scant feet.

      “Primitive,” Hath said, blowing the remains of the chip from his fingertips.

      Ash straightened up, clutching his scalp. “What the Hell was that? What did you do to me? Do you know how much this haircut cost?”

      “You were tagged with a tracking chip,” Hath intoned. “That is how they knew where we were. We are safe from their missiles now. They can’t see us.”

      Ash’s eyes widened. “They chipped me? Like a dog? I am going to sue their asses off.” He backed away, eyeing up the group. Both arms came up slowly, his palms pointing at each of them in turn. “I’m going to sue all your asses off unless you take me home right now. I’m warning you, I will mess you guys up. Don’t make me--”

      An explosion rocked the ship, hurling Ash against the wall.

      “I thought they couldn’t see us!” Daryl cried.

      “I think that was the problem,” Riley said. She pointed down to where one of the jets was spinning toward the ground, fire spewing from where a wing had once been. “He flew right into us!”

      They watched as the jet’s canopy detached and was caught by the wind. Flames rolled up through the cockpit as the pilot ejected. His parachute deployed just as the rest of the plane’s damaged wing came away. Shards of debris tore through the chute, filling it with holes and tangling it in knots.

      “Hath, do something,” Daryl urged.

      “It’s not our concern,” Hath said, taking his place at the controls. “We have problems of our own.”

      “What?” Daryl spluttered. “You can’t just let him die!”

      “Hey, like two seconds ago he was trying to kill us,” Ash pointed out. “Screw him. He brought it on himself.”

      “No! We can’t just let him fall,” Daryl insisted. He tried to send Yufo into a dive, but the controls were no longer responding. “It’s not working. Why isn’t it working?”

      “Because I’m back in charge,” Hath said.

      “If anyone cares, I’m leaning toward Daryl on this,” Riley announced from above them. “I don’t have much more to add. Just, you know, in case anyone was wondering.”

      Daryl looked down. The pilot was spinning end over end in his chair, hurtling toward the ground far below. A vision of a young girl at a birthday party flashed up in Daryl’s mind. It was fleeting, like a subliminal frame in a half-remembered dream, but he knew immediately what it meant.

      “He’s got a daughter,” Daryl realized. “He’s got a young daughter.”

      “How can you possibly know that?” asked Hath.

      “Oh boo-hoo,” said Ash, miming rubbing his eyes. “The guy who was trying to blow us all up is a daddy. Who cares?”

      “I care! We can’t just let him die!” Daryl snapped. He gestured toward the plummeting pilot, hand open, fingers splayed. “He’s falling, Hath! Catch him, catch him,  catch him!”

      With a jerk, the man stopped falling. Just stopped. Dead. In mid-air.

      Daryl stared, first at the pilot, then at his own hand.

      “Did… Did I do that?”

      Hath sighed. “Well, you caught him. Now what?”

      “Wait, he did that?” asked Ash. “How did he do that? How did you do that?”

      Daryl ignored him, and instead kept his eyes fixed on the pilot, his hand held rock steady. One wrong move and he could launch him like he’d done with the basketball back at school. “Beam him up,” he said, then immediately felt like an idiot for saying that out loud. “Or, you know, whatever you call that thing you do.”

      “I agree,” chimed Riley. “Side note: also, I’d quite like to get down.”

      The black material that held Riley in place stretched until she was back down on the floor. “Thanks, Yufo,” Riley said, as the gloop retracted back into the ceiling.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Hath muttered.

      “Please,” said Daryl.

      For a long time, the alien didn’t reply. Eventually, though, he shook his head and gave a loud tut. “Very well. But the consequences of this are on you, Daryl Elliot.”

      “OK, fine, that’s fine. Whatever you say, just do something before I drop him.”

      Turning away, Hath’s fingers glided across the shimmering surface of the ship’s holographic keyboard. Outside, the pilot faded away in a haze of twinkling lights, leaving his ejector seat to continue on its downward plunge.

      On board, the air began to move, like ripples on the surface of a pond. “You may want to step back,” Hath advised.

      The rippling air formed the shape of the pilot, standing upright in the middle of the room. “It’s OK,” began Daryl, before the man had even fully materialized. “Don’t panic, we’re not going to hurt you. You’re going to be--”

      The pilot appeared. A spray of blood spattered like warm drizzle across Daryl’s face. The man went down hard, wheezing and gargling through what was left of his mouth. A chunk of shrapnel had cleaved part of his face clean off. Blood spat from the wound, oozing into pools in the holes in his exposed skull.

      They had saved the pilot from falling, but now he was going to die right there on the floor in front of them.

      And Daryl had no idea how to stop it.
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      Ash took a step back to avoid the expanding pool of blood and let out a low whistle. “Yikes.”

      Riley didn’t move, just stood there, staring at the dying man on the floor, flapping her mouth open and closed.

      The pilot’s eyes were bulging, his chest rising and falling in fast, frantic gulps as he stared helplessly up at Daryl and the others.

      Daryl dropped to his knees beside him. He reached tentatively for the man’s exposed skull, but pulled back, completely clueless as to how to help.

      He looked up at Hath, helplessly. “Do something.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “I don’t know. Something. Anything!”

      Ash squatted down for a closer look, but kept enough distance that he wasn’t hit by the spurting blood.

      “Aw, man. Half his face is gone,” he pointed out, tilting his head to get a better look. “That’s gross. Look at it.”

      “Hath, please,” Daryl begged. “You didn’t bring him on board just to let him die.”

      “I didn’t want to bring him on board at all.”

      “Well, you did,” said Daryl. “So now he’s our responsibility!”

      With a grunt of irritation, Hath turned away. “Step back,” he said, then, in a louder voice: “Medipod.”

      The floor beneath Daryl heaved, forcing him to spring to his feet. The black material oozed over the pilot, whose breathing came in panicky rasps as the cocoon sealed shut around him.

      Another section of wall parted at Hath’s approach. He reached in and withdrew a silver canister, no bigger than a Thermos flask.

      “What’s that?” Daryl asked.

      “It’s a container.”

      “I can see that. A container for what?”

      “Tea?” Riley guessed.

      “You have no word for them in your language,” Hath said, ignoring her. He pressed the end of the canister into the gloopy mass that covered the pilot.

      “They are a semi-sentient nanotechnology swarm,” Hath continued. The cocoon rippled, pulling the container inside. “They will carry out biological repairs at the atomic level.”

      “So… it’s something that’ll fix him?” asked Riley.

      “See for yourself,” Hath said. “Visuals.”

      Once more, the ship seemed to disappear. Ash panicked and made a grab for the floor as if he could catch it before it vanished completely. Daryl felt his stomach lurch but did his best to ignore it.

      With the whole ship invisible, they could all see the pilot lying in his pod. His arms were pinned to his sides and his body was completely rigid. But it was the wound on his face that held everyone’s attention.

      Bone grew. Flesh knitted together. Skin follicles were painted on, building up layer after layer on his rapidly repairing face.

      “He’s healing,” said Ash. “He’s just… healing.”

      Daryl leaned in and squinted. “There’s something there,” he said. “Like… little black dots. They’re rebuilding his face.”

      Riley looked more closely. “Well, I can’t see anything,” she said.

      For Daryl, there was no mistaking them. They weaved and swarmed across the pilot’s face, leaving trails of rebuilt bone, flesh, and skin in their wake. They reminded him of the tiny baby spiders he’d often see on a rotten log in his back garden, scurrying around much faster than their size suggested they should be able to. The spider-babies had been orangey-red, though, while these things were a metallic black. And smaller. Much, much smaller.

      “They’re there,” Daryl said. “They’re really tiny little dots. I can’t… Dots. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      As he watched, Daryl became aware of just how tiny the things were. His eyes had zoomed in on them, but they were smaller than he should have been able to see without a microscope. Perhaps even smaller still.

      “Eyesight: Ten,” he whispered. Ash glanced at him for a moment, then down at the ground several hundred feet below.

      “Can we put the floor back?” he said. “Please?”

      “End visuals,” Hath said, and the wounded pilot was once again covered as the ship’s floor and walls returned.

      “Dotdocs,” said Riley. Both Daryl and Ash turned to look at her.

      “What?” Daryl asked.

      “Dotdocs. Hath said there’s no name for them in our language. Dotdocs.” She smiled proudly. “They’re like doctors, only they’re dots.”

      Ash scowled. “Lame.”

      “OK, well, what would you call them?” Riley asked.

      Ash thought. “Uh… Medi Specks.”

      Riley let out a burst of staccato laughter. “That’s a terrible name.”

      “It’s an awesome name.”

      Daryl shook his head. “It makes them sound like special glasses.”

      Riley screwed up her eyes and began patting the pockets of her black uniform. “Ooh, what have I done with me Medi Specs? I can’t see a thing without them.”

      Ash held up his hands. “I swear to God, I’ll shoot both you in the face right now. Medi Specks is a way better name than--”

      The gloop squirmed away and the pilot sat up with a strangled cry, almost making Daryl, Ash, and Riley jump out of their skins. He scrambled to his feet, one hand held protectively in front of him, his eyes fleeting across the teenagers, then fixing on Hath.

      His jaw dropped. His hand shook. He backed away, keeping a hand raised. “Wh-who are you? What’s going on?”

      “It’s OK,” soothed Riley. “Relax, we’re not going to hurt you.”

      “You’re… you’re… What is that thing?” the pilot asked.

      Hath’s face darkened. “This thing just saved your life.”

      “What’s your name?” Riley asked.

      The question seemed to snap the pilot to attention. He straightened up. The lines on his weathered face grew deeper and more defined. When his voice came, it was a sharp bark. “Sergeant Jonathan Green. FR19478.”

      Riley frowned. “Say what now?”

      “Sergeant Jonathan Green. FR19478.”

      “Name, rank, and number,” said Ash. “It's what they're supposed to say. When they're taken prisoner.”

      He saw the others looking at him. “What? I know stuff. We did it in an episode of Band Camp Bad Boys.”

      Even the name of Ash's terrible TV show made Daryl grimace.

      “He's not a prisoner,” Daryl said. “You're not a prisoner.”

      “Sergeant Jonathan Green. FR19478.”

      Hath growled. “Enough of this. Get off my ship.” His fingers swiped across the floating keyboard. Sergeant Green looked down as his body began to shimmer.

      “Nice meeting you,” said Riley, but before she could finish the sentence, the pilot was no longer on board.

      Ash stepped into the space the pilot had just occupied. He swished his arms around, searching for him. “What just happened? Did you vaporize him?”

      “Why would I waste valuable resources only to ‘vaporize him’? I returned him to his headquarters.”

      “This is nuts,” mumbled Ash, running his hands through his three-hundred-dollar haircut. “This is just… this is too nuts.”

      Riley rolled her eyes. “Wow, you really are going to just freak out about every little thing, aren’t you?”

      “Yes! Yes, I am! Is that OK with everyone?” Ash barked.

      Daryl tutted. “I forgot to ask him if he had a daughter.”

      “It’s irrelevant,” dismissed Hath.

      Riley flopped down onto a chair that bloomed up beneath her. “He’s bound to. He was a very attractive man.” She smiled shyly, as if suddenly remembering the others were there. “You know, for an old guy.”

      Daryl bent and picked up the silver canister. There were now dozens of small holes in one end, making it look like a large silver salt shaker. He peered inside and gave it a shake, then studied the floor at his feet. “Where are the Dotdocs?”

      “You mean the semi-sentient nano…” Hath looked across the faces of the three teenagers. He sighed. “Oh, what’s the point? The Dotdocs. We’ll call them that.”

      “Yes!” said Riley. “Score one for the naming brigade.”

      She held up a hand for a high five. Several seconds later, she realized nobody was taking her up on it and lowered it again. She cleared her throat. “Continue.”

      “They’re depleted,” Hath said. “They can only be used once.”

      “Are you kidding me?” said Ash. “They’re gone? What if something happens to me? What if I get hurt?”

      “However would we cope?” Daryl muttered.

      Ash spun, chest out, shoulders back, squaring up. “You got a problem with me, man?”

      Hath stepped in before Daryl could reply. He loomed over Ash. “Sit. Down.”

      Ash tried to stand his ground, but Hath took one sudden lunging step toward him. Panicked, Ash stumbled backward, only for the floor to reach up and catch him like a cupped hand. The strangeness of it snapped Ash back to the most pressing issue of the day.

      “Who the Hell are you people? I swear to God you’d better take me home right now, or… I won’t be responsible for what I do.”

      “We saved your life,” Daryl reminded him.

      “You nearly blew my head off!”

      “No, you nearly blew your head off,” Riley pointed out. “We stopped you. You’re welcome.”

      “Enough. Explanations are coming. First, we must return to base.” Hath strode to the front of the ship, then gestured for Daryl to join him. “Watch me. You need the experience.”

      “How come he gets to fly it?” Ash demanded.

      Riley flashed him an encouraging smile. “Maybe we’ll find something you’re good at, and you can do that. That’ll be nice for you, won’t it?”

      Ash scowled and wriggled down into the seat. “Shut the Hell up,” he mumbled.

      Up front, Hath gestured gently with his hands. Daryl felt a slight shifting underfoot as Yufo banked to the left. He waited until the alien had completed the maneuver before speaking.

      “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “The pilot. For saving him.”

      Hath’s nostrils flared in response, but he said nothing. Daryl opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind and closed it again.

      “What now?” Hath asked.

      “What? No, nothing,” said Daryl. “It’s just… the pilot. Did I really do that? Did I, you know, catch him?”

      “You tell me.”

      Daryl looked down at his hands. “I don’t know.”

      Hath turned to him for the first time since calling him up to the front. “Yes, you do.” He returned his attention to the shimmering green controls.

      Daryl tugged at the cuff of his black military uniform. It felt real, but he knew that on some level it was still the red bodysuit. He shook his head. Just one more impossible thing in an impossible day.

      “I was at school a few hours ago,” he said.

      “And now you aren’t,” said Hath. “But if it’s an education you want, then pay attention. You need to know how to fly the ship.”

      “Why?”

      Hath gazed down at him again. “Because everyone’s lives will soon depend on it.”

      Daryl glanced back at the others. “Everyone?”

      With a wave of his hand, Hath conjured a holographic ball floating in the air in front of them. It took Daryl half a second to recognize it as the Earth. With a flick of his wrist, Hath sent the globe spinning. As Daryl watched, the land masses grew darker and the seas boiled away, as if the whole planet were being cooked.

      Daryl met Hath’s eyes and felt his stomach knot as he realized what the alien meant.

      “Oh,” he whispered. “Everyone.”
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      Despite having only been there once before, there was something reassuringly familiar about the place as Daryl stepped through Yufo’s door and onto the platform of the underground station.

      Riley hopped through next. She swung her arms wide and called “We’re baaaack!” at the top of her voice. The sound echoed off the dirty tiles and faded posters, before rolling away along the tunnels.

      Ash poked his head out of the ship and looked the station up and down. “Where are we? The 1970s?”

      “Those are First World War posters,” Daryl pointed out. Ash stared at him, blankly. Daryl shook his head. “Forget it. Yeah, it’s the 1970s. Well done.”

      Hath put a hand on Ash’s back and nudged him onward. There was no force behind it, but Ash made a show of stumbling onto the platform. “Hey, watch it!”

      He spotted the tangle of twisted metal sitting near the ticket booth. “Is that a truck?”

      “Part of a truck,” Riley said. “Long story.”

      “The PPA had me tied up in it. Riley and Hath rescued me,” explained Daryl.

      Riley shrugged. “I mean, you know, not that long.”

      Ash threw up his arms. “Blah, blah, blah. Everyone just shut up!” he said. “Tell me what all this is about right now, or I swear to God I’ll… do something.”

      “What is your problem?” said Daryl. He wasn’t big on confrontation, but something about Ash brought it out in him. “We saved you. We rescued you from a prison cell, where people were going to do… I don’t know what. We all want answers, but have a bit of patience.”

      “Ash Stone is right,” said Hath. “The time for an explanation is overdue.”

      Daryl felt himself deflate. “Right. Yes. I mean… about time, too.”

      “Well, go on. Explain,” said Ash, folding his arms across his chest.

      Hath glanced across all three faces. For the first time since Daryl had met him, the alien’s stern expression became… something else. Not quite nervous, but not too far away.

      “When you were children, I abducted you.”

      Daryl glanced across to Riley, but Hath had her undivided attention.

      “Wait, wait,” said Ash. “How old were we? Was I?”

      “You were five years old,” Hath said. “All of you.”

      Ash’s eyes went wide. “Jesus, that was you?” he said. “Three days. I was missing for three days, my parents were going out of their minds, my sister thought I was dead, and that was you? What kind of freak are you?”

      “You… why?” Daryl asked.

      “Weren’t you listening, pal? Because he’s a sick freak, that’s why!” said Ash. “Isn’t it obvious? Jesus Christ.”

      Riley shook her head. “No. That wasn’t it. It wasn’t like that. He had a reason.”

      Ash laughed. “Oh, did he? Did he? Awesome! I cannot wait to hear this.” He cocked his head and shot Hath a piercing look. “Well? Spill. Reveal all. Tell us why you kidnapped three little kids. I’m all ears.”

      “Because I needed to prepare you,” Hath said.

      “Prepare us? You needed to prepare us?” snorted Ash. “Prepare us for what?”

      Hath’s voice was calm and measured, but it seemed to echo off the station’s cracked tiles. “Prepare you for war.”

      He held his hands in front of him and swept them apart. A shimmering light show appeared in the air. Daryl could make out stars and planets, none of them familiar.

      “I am not of your world,” said Hath.

      “Really? You don’t say,” Ash muttered.

      “My world was—is—a planet by the name of Skalgorth,” Hath continued. The hologram zoomed in slightly on a sphere floating alone through deep space. Daryl took a step closer, but the image was still too far away to make out any of the planet’s details. “It was the shining light of its galaxy, harboring greater knowledge and advancements than in all the other solar systems combined.”

      Ash sighed and shifted his weight impatiently. “Great. Sounds awesome. What’s it got to do with us?”

      “The means by which this knowledge was acquired was… controversial,” Hath continued. “We stole it. Or rather, he did.”

      The image swirled and became a rotating 3D model of an armored figure, his face concealed behind a helmet that looked like a leering skull. Something about him made the hairs stand up on the back of Daryl’s neck. Beside him, Riley took a half-step backward away from the image.

      “Who is that?” Daryl asked.

      “He is the High Ruler of Skalgorth,” Hath said. “But he goes by another title. The World Killer.”

      Hath paused, letting the words sink in. With a sweep of his hand, the figure vanished, and the outer space scene returned.

      “Skalgorth was rich with knowledge and technology because he took it. He descended on other planets, on other solar systems, and he stripped them of everything they had. Of everything they were.”

      Riley spoke, but it came out as a croak. She tried again. “Why?”

      “Because he could,” Hath shrugged. “Because he believed it was his right, as it was the right of his father, and of his father before him.”

      He gazed into the middle distance. “And because no one could stop him.”

      “This is all great. Awesome. Really fascinating stuff,” said Ash. “But—again—what’s this got to do with us?”

      While Ash was speaking, Daryl took another step closer to the hologram. Something about the image of Skalgorth bothered him. His eyes scanned the area around it, searching for something he realized wasn’t there.

      “There’s no sun,” he said. “Skalgorth. It isn’t orbiting anything. It’s just out in space on its own. There’s no sun.”

      Hath gave a single nod. “Over the centuries, Skalgorth has been adapted. Changed. Its warmth now comes from within its core—millions of powerful fusion engines providing limitless energy, turning the entire planet into the largest spacecraft in the universe. Its light is generated by a series of artificial low-orbit suns that bathe the planet in endless day.”

      Daryl blinked. “The whole planet moves?”

      “It does,” Hath said. “When the World Killer identifies a new world to conquer, he brings all of Skalgorth with him.”

      His jaw clenched. “And now he is bringing it here.”

      A hush descended, the only sound was the distant thunder of trains somewhere in the tunnel network. Daryl, Riley, and Ash exchanged glances, as the enormity of what Hath had said sunk in.

      “What will he do?” Riley asked. “When he gets here?”

      “Anything he desires,” Hath said. “He will ravage this world, taking what he wants, destroying that which he has no interest in.”

      Ash stepped forward. “We should tell the army. The CIA, or those guys, the PPA or whoever, we should tell them. Warn them. They can kick his ass back to where it came from.”

      “They are no match for the armies of Skalgorth. I have seen worlds centuries more advanced than this one, fall in a matter of hours. No force on Earth would be able to stop him. Which is why I needed you three.”

      “Us?” said Daryl. “Why us?”

      “Because you were available,” Hath said. “Because you were convenient. I saw you, all three of you, alone and unprotected. And so, I took you. And I changed you.”

      Ash stared at his hands. “You gave us superpowers.”

      “A naïve interpretation, but not far from the truth. I spliced your genes with those of other species,” Hath said. “I took DNA of races far more powerful and gifted, and I merged it with your own.”

      Daryl gasped. “You made us aliens?”

      “I made you better. I made you more,” Hath said. “And I made you the only hope of stopping the World Killer before he claims this planet as his latest prize.”

      Hath cast his gaze across them. “Your abilities lay dormant until I activated them. I had hoped for more time to train you, to help you realize your potential, but time is now running short.

      “Skalgorth draws closer. The World Killer approaches. And if we are to have any chance of stopping him, you will all have to do exactly as I say.”

      “Wait a minute,” began Daryl. “Ash said he was gone for three days.”

      “Me, too,” said Riley. “Give or take.”

      “I was gone for two weeks. Why?”

      Hath shifted uneasily. “There were… complications.”

      Daryl waited, expecting more. “What kind of complications?”

      “You died.”

      Daryl glanced back at the others, but they looked just as shocked as he was. “I died?”

      “Your body rejected the gene-mesh. It shut down. You died.”

      “Oh. Right,” said Daryl. He blinked. “But I got better. I mean, obviously. I’m not dead now.” He swallowed. “Am I?”

      Hath shook his head. “A secondary gene-mesh was carried out. DNA from another donor species was spliced with your own, granting you the ability to heal.”

      “To heal from being dead?”

      “On that occasion, yes,” Hath said. “Although don’t rely on it happening again.”

      Ash raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Hey, wait a minute, wait a minute, wait a minute.” His eyes darted to the corners of the station. “Is this… am I being Punk’d? Is this MTV? I’m totally being Punk’d right now, right?”

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “OK, joke’s over. I’m onto you. Funny stuff, but come on out.”

      Ash turned to find Hath shooting him a withering look. “I have no idea what you are talking about,” the alien said.

      “Whatever, man,” Ash grunted. He thrust his hands in his pockets and turned away. “This is a load of bull. I’m out of here.” He walked a few paces, then stopped and looked around. “How the Hell do I get out of here?”

      “Ash, wait,” said Riley, but Daryl jumped in before she could finish.

      “He’s right. This is… I don’t know what this is, but I’m not staying either. You heard him, he abducted us. He killed me!”

      “And then he fixed you,” Riley pointed out. “I’ve been with him for days, Hath’s an OK guy. If you don’t count the face. I believe him. I think we need to listen to him.”

      “Good luck with that,” Ash called. Daryl hesitated, looked over at Yufo, then turned and began to walk away.

      “I need to make sure my dad’s OK,” he said. “I’m sorry, OK?”

      “Your father is dead,” said Hath, raising his voice. Daryl stopped. He turned, hands shaking.

      “What did you say?”

      “Your father is dead. Your friends are dead. Everyone any of you has ever known is dead.”

      Daryl shook his head. “No. That’s not true.”

      “Not yet, perhaps. But it will be if you don’t help me,” Hath said. “Without all three of you, the World Killer will be unstoppable. He will feast upon your homes, your loved ones, your entire planet, and he will leave nothing but dust in his wake.

      “When the time comes, you will fight with all you have to save them, and you shall all die in the attempt.” Hath’s fist clenched. “Because on your own you are as helpless as anyone else. But together, with my guidance, you can stop it. You can save everyone. And then, when you have saved the entire world, you can go about your business any way you see fit.”

      His bat-like nostrils flared as he looked at the teens in turn. “I am not of this world, but I am prepared to stand and fight for it nonetheless. I am prepared to do whatever it takes to prevent my home planet destroying this one and countless others.

      “The question is, are you prepared to do the same?”
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      An hour later, Daryl, Riley, and Ash sat on folding chairs around a plastic table, eating slices of takeaway pizza. Daryl was pretty sure Dominos didn’t deliver to abandoned subway stations, so where Hath had managed to get the pizzas from was anyone’s guess, but nobody was complaining.

      Daryl hadn’t quite appreciated how hungry he was. He hadn’t eaten since his bite of moldy toast that morning, which felt like a very long time ago.

      Hath had shut himself away inside Yufo, leaving the teenagers to get better acquainted. At least, that was the idea. In reality, they’d spent most of the last thirty minutes sitting in awkward silence, broken only by the occasional argument.

      “So…” said Riley, at last. “I know what we’re all thinking.” She looked across the blank expressions of the two boys. “Love triangle.”

      Daryl almost choked on a slice of pepperoni. “What?”

      “I’m one hundred percent not thinking that,” Ash said.

      “Come on,” Riley said. “Two guys. A girl. An unlikely science fiction scenario. This has got love triangle written all over it.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” said Daryl.

      Riley rolled her eyes. “Of course it does! You two will both fall in love with me, and I’ll have to decide which one is worthy of my affection.”

      “Or we’ll all get butchered by an alien psychopath,” Daryl said.

      Ash raised a hand. “That one gets my vote.”

      “Trust me,” said Riley. “It’s a done deal. There’s no avoiding it.”

      She leaned back in her chair, immediately started to topple over, then frantically clawed for the table. When she regained her balance, she adjusted her bobble-hat and cleared her throat. “Now, if we could all pretend that didn’t just happen, I’d be very grateful.”

      Ash leaned in, conspiratorially. “Want to know what I’m really thinking? I’m thinking… ‘What the Hell?’ Right?”

      Daryl and Riley exchanged a glance. “What do you mean?” Daryl asked.

      “What do I mean? Jesus. I mean… this is all messed up. All of it. Aliens. Superpowers. World in danger,” Ash whispered. “Like, I can see why I got picked, but why you guys? You’re nothing special. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Daryl said, taking another bite of pizza to stop himself from saying more.

      “You were nothing special when you were five, either,” Riley pointed out.

      “Ha!” snorted Ash. “You keep believing that, sweetheart. I may not have caught a break by then, but I was still me. Batface in there knew what he was doing, but… you two? I don’t get it.”

      Daryl felt his fists clenching. He’d hoped maybe he was wrong about Ash—that maybe his arrogant exterior was all an act for the cameras—but nope. He was just as unpleasant in real life as he seemed on TV.

      “On that note,” Daryl said, “I’m going to try to sleep. Hath said we’ve got a big day of training tomorrow.” He stood up and looked down at the others. “And if we really have to save the world, I think we’re going to need it.”
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      Daryl and Riley ducked as a tin can, the table it rested on, and several feet of the ground below it erupted in an ear-splitting explosion of metal, wood, and scorching sand.

      Ash blew on his hand like a cowboy blowing smoke from the barrel of his six-shooter and mimed slotting it into an invisible holster at his hip. “Pretty awesome, huh?”

      Hath didn’t bother to hide his disappointment. “You were supposed to destroy the can.”

      “Well, it looks pretty damn destroyed to me.”

      “Only the can,” Hath sighed. “A blunt instrument is of no use. You must learn precision.” He pointed to another table, further away. A can sat on that one, too. “Again.”

      Ash took aim, closing one eye to look along his arm. “I gotta say, man, this is all disappointingly low tech.”

      Much as Daryl hated to, he had to agree. When Hath had said they were going to spend the day training, he’d been hoping for some sort of X-Men style Danger Room, or the Holodeck from Star Trek.

      Instead, they’d flown out to a rocky canyon in some desert somewhere, so Ash could shoot at a few tin cans. In the Top Trumps rankings of state-of-the-art training facilities, it barely scraped a 1 out of 10.

      Daryl leaned against the wall of the canyon. His back ached from a night spent in a sleeping bag on the subway station floor.

      The sun blazed in the sky overhead, but it was surprisingly cool in the shade of the canyon, and he felt Riley shivering next to him in her meat onesie.

      Ash had said he wouldn’t be seen dead in the skin-tight red outfit and had refused to put his on. He still wore the clothes he’d been wearing when they’d rescued him the day before, complete with blood spots from their encounter with the injured pilot.

      “Bet he doesn’t hit it,” said Riley, her teeth chattering.

      “Just the can or any of it?”

      “Any of it,” Riley said.

      Daryl looked along the canyon to where the table sat. It was a long way off, yet he could make out every detail, right down to the barcode.

      “I reckon he’ll do a wide beam and hit all of it,” Daryl said. They’d been watching Ash for a while now, and Daryl was beginning to get a handle on how the other boy’s powers worked.

      Riley spat on her hand and held it out. “Want to bet on it?”

      “I don’t have anything to bet,” Daryl confessed.

      “I’ll take your soul!” Riley growled in a raspy voice. “Or you can give me a piggyback ride back to Yufo. Either one.”

      Daryl smiled. They shook hands. “Done.”

      They watched Ash adjust his stance and stretch his arms before he took aim again.

      “Quicker,” Hath said. “It should be instinctive.”

      Muttering, Ash fired a blast from his right hand. It screamed through the air, scorching the label of the tin can as it sailed wide.

      “Ha! Told you he’d miss!” Riley cheered.

      Ash spun angrily. “Oh, and what? Think you can do better, do you? I’d like to see you try.”

      Still smiling, Riley stood up. She licked a finger and held it above her head, checking the wind direction. When she was satisfied, she pointed the finger toward the can. Not another part of her moved, but a chunk of stone the size of a bullet pinged free of the canyon wall and rocketed toward the table.

      There was a crack as the stone punched straight through the can and out the other side. A gush of tomato soup splattered from the holes and pooled in a puddle on the table top.

      With the briefest of bows, Riley sat back down. Ash scowled and went back to his target practice.

      “That was amazing,” said Daryl.

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, my friend,” Riley told him. “You’re still carrying me back to the ship.”

      Despite everything, Daryl laughed. “No way. You can have my soul.”

      “Aaargh!” Ash growled, firing three or four bolts in quick succession. They all screeched past the target. He turned to Hath. “Why is no one else doing this? How come it’s just me?”

      Riley stuck up her hand. “Everyone just saw me stick a stone all the way through that can, yes?” she asked. “If you look closely, you’ll notice that it’s right through the O of ‘tomato’.”

      “No it isn’t,” Daryl said.

      “The other O,” said Riley quickly. “And shut up.”

      Ash pointed at Daryl. “OK, but what about him? I haven’t seen him doing anything.”

      “Apart from saving your life, flying a spaceship, and catching a jet in mid-air,” Daryl said.

      “What, you think you’re better than me? Is that it?” demanded Ash, his chest puffing out. “What is your power anyway? Because if it’s supposed to be brains, you’ve been short-changed, buddy. Or did you forget how you messed up disarming those handcuffs?”

      Daryl shifted on the rock. “It’s not brains,” he began, but then stopped. What exactly was his power? So much had changed in the past day, but what had Hath actually done to him all those years ago?

      “Evolution,” said Hath, as if reading Daryl’s mind.

      All eyes went to the alien. He stood on a low rock, making him look even taller. “The gene splice on Daryl Elliot resulted in an evolved evolutionary state.”

      Daryl looked down at himself, still not quite sure what Hath meant.

      “Your body and mind have both reached their full potential, or are well on their way to doing so, at least. You are faster, stronger, and more agile than any person who has ever lived, or likely will ever live,” Hath explained. “While you are also the first human being in history to be able to tap into the full power of your mind, granting you telekinesis and the potential for an intellect unrivaled in this part of the galaxy.”

      Daryl’s lips suddenly felt very dry. He knew he’d changed, but he hadn’t grasped by quite how much. If what Hath was saying was true, Daryl wasn’t just the highest scoring card in the Top Trumps pack, he was in a whole other pack of his own.

      “Cool,” he managed, smiling weakly.

      Ash glanced from face to face. “I don’t get it,” he said. “What the Hell does all that mean?”

      Hath sighed. “It means, Ash Stone, that yes—he is better than you.”

      Ash raised his hands, palm open. For a moment, it looked like he was going to open fire on the alien, but instead, he spun and unleashed a single narrow blast toward the distant target.

      With a metallic clang, the tin can exploded, spurting what was left of the soup in all directions. Ash punched the air. “Yes! That’s how you do it! Ash Stone one, tin can zero.”

      He spun on the spot, bowed dramatically, then gave Hath the finger. “Now who’s better? Training complete. Boom!”

      Hath raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t your training. That was simply a means of attracting its attention.”

      Ash faltered. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      Hath gestured beyond the entrance to the canyon. A cloud of dust was approaching. It was just possible to make out vehicles racing along somewhere in the middle of it all.

      “That is your training,” Hath said.

      Daryl and Riley stood up. “What is that?” Riley asked.

      “Jeeps,” Daryl said. He squinted in the glare of the sun and felt his stomach knot. “And a lot of men with guns.”

      Ash stepped up beside them, cupping his hands above his eyes. “How can you…? There’s no way you can see that far.”

      “Hath, where are we?” Daryl asked, keeping his gaze fixed on the approaching cars.

      “Afghanistan,” said Hath.

      All three teenagers spun on the spot, but the alien was nowhere to be seen. “Afghanistan?” Daryl spluttered. “What are we…? Oh great. He’s gone.”

      “Hath?” Riley called. “Yoo-hoo?” She listened for a moment, then nodded. “Yep, he’s definitely gone.”

      “We should get back in the ship,” Daryl said, turning. His shoulders drooped. “Except, he’s taken the ship.”

      They faced the approaching sandstorm again. It was close enough now that they could all make out the men in the open-top vehicles. They wore dusty camouflage clothing, with balaclavas and black headscarves covering their faces. Over the roar of their engines, Daryl could hear the clack of magazines being loaded into assault rifles.

      “Maybe we can reason with them,” said Riley, brightly. She ducked as a bolt of energy scorched past her from behind. It struck the front jeep, flipping it into the air in a chorus of screams, grinding metal and chattered cries for help. Ash whooped with delight.

      “Or, you know,” Riley sighed. “Maybe not.”

      The jeep smashed to the ground, upside-down. There was a brief sputter of gunfire from within which made Daryl and the others leap back in fright, then the wreckage fell silent.

      “Yeah!” laughed Ash. “Oh man! Did you guys see that?”

      He raised his hand again, but Daryl batted it down. “What are you doing? We don’t know who they are or what they want.”

      “They’re our training, like our ugly mutual friend said.”

      “Hey!” protested Riley. “Oh, wait, you mean Hath. Gotcha.”

      “We don’t have to worry about what they want, we just have to kick their asses!” Ash said.

      Daryl opened his mouth to argue, but then he heard it: the creak of a tendon tightening on a trigger. Grabbing Riley and Ash he pulled all three of them to the ground, just as a burst of machine gun fire ripped through the air.

      Looking up, Daryl could make out the bullets, but only barely. The dart the PPA had shot at him had seemed to travel in slow-motion, but the bullets were a different story. He saw them as glints of hot metal, spinning furiously as they whistled past. His speed may have been enhanced, but he definitely wasn’t faster than a speeding bullet.

      The jeeps skidded to a halt, spraying dust and sand in a vast cloud. Four or five men jumped down, shouting angrily in a language Daryl somehow recognized as Dari as they took aim with their rifles.

      With a grunt of effort and a wave of her hand, Riley rolled a rock between them and the approaching gunmen, just as they unleashed another volley of gunfire. The bullets thudded and pinged against the stone, buying the teens a few valuable seconds.

      “Who are these guys?” Daryl gasped.

      “Who cares?” Ash snapped. “They’re shooting at us. Them bad guys. We good guys. It’s not difficult to--”

      He yelped as a bullet ricocheted off the rock right above his head. “That’s it. I’m taking these guys down.”

      Ash stood up, raising both hands. He roared at the top of his voice as he opened fire, curving his beams across the sand and carving cleanly through two of the approaching gunmen.

      Daryl heard their flesh sizzle as the energy blast sliced them apart. They had no time to scream before they flopped to the ground in pieces.

      “What do you know?” Ash said, his face twisted with glee. “Narrow beams really are the way to go. Burn, bitches, burn!”

      There was a boom and a high-pitched squeal like a balloon rapidly deflating. Daryl peeked over the rock in time to see a rocket spiraling through the air toward them.

      “Missile!” Daryl yelped.

      “On it,” Ash said. He smirked as he swept his beam into the path of the missile. It exploded immediately in a cloud of fire and smoke and molten lumps of metal.

      Ash turned, covering his head with his hands, but he was still in the path of the speeding metal shards. They’d rip through his stupid designer t-shirt—and him—like a pebble through soup, Daryl realized.

      Springing up, he threw himself across Ash’s back. Daryl grunted in pain as the metal hammered into him from behind, followed by the stinging heat of the explosion. The suit took the brunt of the punishment, but he still felt every impact.

      Pushing Ash to the ground, Daryl spun. The men were racing up, guns raised to their shoulders, garbled Dari dialect spilling from their mouths.

      “What do you want?” he cried. “We can talk about this. Put down your guns and we can talk about this!”

      At once, Daryl realized he was wrong. Whoever these men were, they had no interest in reason or discussion. Maybe they had been, before Ash had started murdering them indiscriminately, but now they were there for one purpose only.

      The men’s eyes narrowed. Their fingers tightened on their triggers.

      There came a sound like thunder.
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      The boulder Riley was hiding behind rumbled noisily away from her across the rocky ground. It slammed into the men, scattering them like skittles. Fire spat from the barrels of their guns, sending sprays of bullets zipping through the air in all directions.

      Riley kicked backward through the sand, scrabbling to her feet as the men hit the ground hard. With a grinding of tires on gravel, the other jeeps threw themselves into reverse. Ash opened fire, each bolt sending another vehicle flipping into the air.

      “Whoo! Yeah!” he howled, as more breams streaked from his open palm. A gas tank went up, the explosion drowning out the screams of the jeep’s occupants. “I am the God of Hellfire!”

      The men Riley had knocked over hurried upright and ran, heads down, past the burning wreckage. Ash flexed his fingers and took aim. “Like shooting fish in a barrel.”

      “Will you just stop?!” Daryl yelped, stepping in front of him. He gestured to the remains of the gunmen on the ground, and the tangled wreckage of the jeeps. “We won, OK? Let them go. It’s over.”

      Ash scowled. “We? I didn’t see you doing anything.” He jabbed a finger toward the carnage. “I did that. No one else.”

      Riley raised a hand. “I sort of helped. A bit.”

      “Oh, you moved a rock. Big whoop!”

      “She saved us,” Daryl said.

      “No, I saved us,” Ash crowed. “Or didn’t you notice?”

      There was a sound like a twig snapping in the distance. Before Daryl could turn, he felt a bee-sting at the side of his neck. A mist of red colored Ash’s face.

      Daryl tried to speak, but all that emerged was a bloody gurgle. He stumbled, clutching at his neck, and the ground raced up to meet him.

      He heard Ash say something, then Riley’s face was suddenly up close. She was talking, but he couldn’t make out the words over the crashing of his own pulse. Her face took on a fuzzy edge, and the sky suddenly became much more interesting. Daryl couldn’t tear his eyes away from it. He lay there, shivering, and watched the narrowing strip of blue until the canyon closed in on all sides and drowned him in its darkness.
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      A light. A scream. Daryl tried to open his eyes, but the muscles wouldn’t respond. His heart boomed, crashed, banged. The surface beneath him was soft like putty, not hard like the surface of the merry-go-round.

      It was warm, not cold; light, not dark; here, not there. He tried to sit up, but the softness below squirmed and held him tight, pulling him down.

      At last, he forced his eyelids open. At first, he thought he was still outside, then realized the inky blackness above wasn’t the night sky, but a ceiling. He was alone in a room. No, not alone. He wished he were alone.

      A horrifying figure watched him from the edge of the room. Daryl tried to scream, but no sound emerged. The figure had to be wearing a mask. He had to be. Nobody looked like that. Nobody human, anyway.

      “Welcome, Daryl Elliot,” chimed a female voice. The figure stepped closer. Daryl tried to pull back, but the bed gripped him tightly.

      The man spoke, but in a language Daryl couldn’t understand. There was a hiss and Daryl felt a moment of pressure on the crook of his arm.

      A coldness crept through his veins, then the ceiling slid away. Daryl saw the stars again, much brighter this time, and then they, too, disappeared into nothing.
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      “Waah!”

      Daryl jumped awake, clutching at his arm, then at his neck. There was something sticky on his throat covering a neatly defined circle of pain.

      He winced as he craned his neck to look around, and saw that he was back aboard Yufo. Riley was perched on a putty-like stool, watching him. Her face split into a grin as their eyes met.

      “OK, so the good news is you’re alive,” she said. “The bad news is you’re going to have an insatiable desire to eat human brains. Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.”

      “What happened?” Daryl croaked. The words felt like crushed glass in his throat.

      Riley held out a half-full bottle of water. “Sniper,” she said, as Daryl took the bottle. “Little sips, by the way. Little sips.”

      Daryl gulped down what was left in the bottle in one go. “Or, you know, just neck it,” Riley shrugged. “No pun intended.”

      She pointed to the wound on Daryl’s neck. “Who am I kidding? That was totally intended. I thought that up, like, three hours ago while I was sitting here.”

      “You’ve been sitting here for three hours?”

      “I wish! More like three days.”

      Daryl’s eyes went wide.

      “I’m kidding. It’s been about three hours, yeah.”

      She hopped off the stool and studied the side of Daryl’s neck. “Does it hurt?”

      “A bit. Probably not as much as getting shot in the throat should, though.”

      “Hath put some gloopy stuff on it. He said you heal fast, too. Good job, otherwise we might have lost you, and where would our love triangle be then?”

      “I suppose it’d just be a love line,” Daryl said. He smiled, but it made his throat hurt, so he stopped.

      “Want me to get Hath?” Riley asked.

      “No, I’m fine,” Daryl said. He sat up and swung his feet down onto the floor. The room spun unpleasantly.

      He was still wearing the flesh-like red outfit and noticed for the first time that Riley wasn’t. She was dressed in a floor-length black skirt and an even blacker jumper with holes for her thumbs to poke through.

      “You ditched the meat onesie?”

      Riley looked down. “What? Oh, no. I just figured it out. Look.”

      Leaning forward, she prodded Daryl on the shoulder. “Popeye the Sailor Man,” she said. Daryl shuddered as the fabric swam and slithered across him.

      A moment later, he was dressed like a cartoon sailor, complete with bell-bottom trousers and a tiny white hat. There was a pipe in his mouth, and what felt like a tin can in his inside pocket. He pulled the pipe out before speaking.

      “Um… great. Not really a look I’d have chosen for myself.”

      Riley cocked her head. “No, maybe not.” She pressed him on the shoulder again. “Tell it what you want to wear.”

      Daryl hesitated. He’d never really given any thought to the stuff he wore, it was just sort of there. “T-shirt and jeans,” he decided. The Popeye outfit snaked sickeningly over his skin, and when Daryl next looked down he was wearing the world’s plainest white t-shirt and most bog-standard pair of jeans.

      “You look like my dad,” Riley laughed, then a flicker of something sad flitted across her face. She rallied quickly. “You can be as specific as you like. I think it sort of hones in on what you’re thinking and—poof—makes it happen. It’s clever stuff. You know, for rubber.”

      “It’s not rubber,” Hath intoned. He stepped in through the open door, and Riley moved aside to let the alien examine Daryl’s neck.

      With a rip, he tore the sticky dressing away, taking half of the hairs on Daryl’s neck with it. “Ow! A bit of warning might be nice next time,” said Daryl.

      Hath studied the wound. “Are you planning on getting shot in the throat a second time?”

      “Well… no,” Daryl admitted. “Not if I can help it.”

      “It is healing well,” Hath said, straightening. “It should be gone within a few hours. You are lucky.”

      “Getting shot in the neck’s lucky where you come from, is it?” Daryl asked. He meant it to come out jokey, but there was an accusing tone to it.

      “It could have been your head,” Hath said. “Or one inch to the right. You could have drowned in your own blood in a distant desert, leaving your world to be ravaged by an alien warlord. So yes—I’d say you were lucky.”

      “Fair point,” Daryl admitted. His voice still sounded croaky. He gingerly touched the wound and felt a sting of pain radiate out from it. “Couldn’t you have just used Dotdocs?”

      Hath shook his head. They wouldn’t have just fixed your wound, they would have fixed all of you,” he said. “They’d rewrite your genetic code at the molecular level, stripping you of your abilities, and returning you to the way you were before.”

      “So none of us can use them? Ever?” Daryl asked.

      A look passed between Hath and Riley. She tried to smile, but her eyes betrayed her and she quickly looked down at her feet. “Not yet,” said Hath. “Not until the world is safe.”

      Daryl felt the room spin faster. A wave of heat washed over him, prickling his skin. He began to lie back down. “I should probably rest.”

      Hath’s face suddenly filled his field of vision. “Rest?” said the alien. “You’ve done nothing but rest for the past three hours.” He made a gesture with his hands and the bed rolled into a vertical position, standing Daryl upright. “Rest is over. You have a lot of training to catch up on.”
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      Daryl, Riley, and Ash stood side by side with Hath pacing slowly in front of them. They were all gathered in Yufo, and although Daryl had half-expected them to zoom off to some war-torn Middle Eastern country, there was no sign that the ship was going anywhere.

      As he paced, Hath looked them all up and down in turn, and Daryl felt like a criminal in a police line-up.

      “Your last outing was disappointing,” the alien said at last.

      Daryl touched his throat. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      Hath flinched, annoyed by the interruption. “You all failed. Not one of you reacted appropriately.”

      “Hey, man, I reacted,” Ash said, swaggering forward a step. “I reacted like… BOOM!”

      Hath closed the gap between them in one pace. He glowered down at Ash, barely containing his anger. “Reacted? Yes. Appropriately? No.”

      Ash swallowed hard, but stood his ground. “Felt pretty appropriate to me.”

      The alien’s whole body seemed to stiffen, and for a moment Daryl thought Hath was going to lash out. Ash must’ve sensed the same, because he shuffled back a half-step while trying to maintain the illusion that he hadn’t.

      After a few long seconds of tense silence, Hath shook his head. “It was my fault. You weren’t ready.”

      He turned his back on them and waved his hands in the air. A spinning hologram of the Earth appeared in the air and immediately grew smaller and smaller as the image zoomed out.

      Soon, the whole solar system filled one end of the ship, casting a shimmering glow across Yufo’s dark walls.

      “Pinpoint Skalgorth,” Hath said.

      A dotted line stretched out from the image of Earth, passing right in front of Daryl and the others. Their eyes followed it, until it stopped at an image of the much larger Skalgorth, silently creeping through space.

      At first, Skalgorth didn’t seem to be moving, but if Daryl really looked hard, he could see it was creeping forward. The movement was minute—no more than fractions of a millimeter every few seconds—but now that he’d noticed it, it was unmistakable.

      He looked away from the planet to see Hath watching him. “How long?” the alien asked.

      Daryl glanced at the others. “Until what?”

      “Until it gets here. Based on its current speed.”

      “It’s not moving,” Ash said.

      Daryl looked across at the solar system, then back at Skalgorth. “How should I know?”

      “How long?” Hath asked again. There was an impatient edge to his voice, which reminded Daryl of his PE teacher, Mr Collins, and he suddenly wanted more than anything to get the answer right.

      He looked between the two planets, following the line. There were no numbers anywhere, nothing to indicate distance or velocity or anything else that might help him. There were two spheres, a dotted line, and not a lot else to go on.

      And yet, something in his brain was stirring. Facts and figures he’d read long ago about the size and scale of the universe were rising up from the fog of his memory. He suddenly knew the distance between Earth and the Sun, and so using that as his starting point he could potentially…

      “Sixty-seven hours, eleven minutes,” Riley announced.

      Daryl turned to her and gaped. “What? How… Is that right?”

      Riley nodded.

      “How did you figure that out?” Daryl asked.

      Riley pointed past him. “It’s written on the wall up there in flashy lights.”

      Ash snorted. “So much for the super brain.”

      “The hard way is not necessarily the correct way,” Hath said. “Learn to be more observant.”

      He was disappointed, Daryl could tell, and as he waved away the hologram his face was grim with determination. “I rushed you into live combat because time is running out. However, I cannot risk putting any of you in danger again. Were you to be killed, the effects would be catastrophic.”

      “He means he’d miss us,” Riley said in a stage whisper.

      “So how are we supposed to train?” Ash asked. “I’m bored of shooting at tin cans. Can we go for something a little more high tech this time?”

      Hath took a step back and rocked on his heels. “Something ‘high tech’?” he said. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      The floor shifted beneath their feet. All three teens looked down to find Yufo’s black surface gloop over their shoes and curl up their legs. They tried to pull free, but the blackness sucked them down like quicksand, and the more they fought, the quicker the inky dark crawled upward.

      “What the Hell?” Ash barked.

      “Really not liking this,” said Riley. The gloop had swallowed her up to the waist and was still on the rise.

      The stuff flowed up across Daryl’s chest. He twisted and struggled as he felt it creep like fingertips through the hair on the back of his head. He heard Riley and Ash cry out in shock and turned just as the blackness covered their faces, muffling their screams.

      Daryl gasped as he felt the oozing fabric seep into his mouth like liquid. It flowed down his throat, suddenly icy cold. He thrashed and squirmed and choked, but the black goo had him now, and there was nothing he could do to fight it.
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      Riley opened her eyes and screamed and screamed and screamed.

      Eventually, once she’d got all the screaming out of her system, she stopped. She was wearing her fleshy red outfit, with no sign of the black gloop anywhere.

      She was no longer aboard Yufo or, at least, she didn’t think she was. Instead, she was in… nowhere. There was a bottomless black void in all directions, with nothing or no one to be seen.

      “Well, this is homey.” She shuddered. “Hello? Anyone there?”

      She turned to find Hath standing in front of her. “Wow, you move fast,” she said. “Where is this?”

      “This is the ship.”

      Riley looked around. “We’re still in Yufo?”

      “More like it is in you,” Hath said. “When it cocooned you, it began this simulation. This is where you’ll train.”

      “Wow! It can simulate lots of black nothing!” Riley said, twirling on the spot with her arms out. “This is amazing!”

      She stopped twirling. “That was totally sarcasm, by the way. I could have simulated this just by closing my eyes.”

      “Perhaps,” said Hath. He shrugged and clicked his fingers. “Perhaps not.”

      At the click of Hath’s fingers, everything changed. It was as if a light had been switched on, obliterating the darkness and revealing the real world that had been lurking beneath it.

      They were standing on a rocky outcrop overlooking a vast expanse of uneven sand. It could have been the same place they’d gone for training earlier, but could just as easily have been any other boulder-strewn patch of desert.

      Riley scuffed the ground with her feet, kicking up a cloud of dust. “That’s quite a lot more impressive,” she admitted. “This is seriously a simulation?”

      Hath nodded. “Here, you can practice using your abilities in safety,” he said. “Let’s begin.”

      He stepped aside just as a streak of red slammed into the ground in front of Riley, churning up the rock and spraying deadly shards in all directions.

      Riley stumbled back, holding her hands in front of her then spreading them wide, like a swimmer doing the breaststroke. The slivers of flying stone parted harmlessly around her.

      Something sleek and silver was slicing across the sky. It was a little larger than man-sized and moving at an impossible speed. It banked low, opening fire with another burning red energy blast.

      Riley raised both hands up and the ground shook beneath her feet. A shield of heavy rock bloomed up in front of her, before shattering with the impact of the laser fire. This time, she was too late to deflect the stone chips. She could only cover her face with her arms as a downpour of half-melted fragments fell like hail around her.

      When the pieces had all fallen, Riley raised her hands. The man-sized flying object was still up there, no doubt already lining up its next shot. It was time to level the playing field.

      “That’s all I can stands, and I can’t stands no more. Trigger happy flying dude… come on down,” she said. And with that, she threw a hand to the sky.
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      Ash stared at Hath, then at the city around them. It was night, but the streets were bustling and the neon glow of the lights almost gave the illusion of day.

      “So, what?” he said at last. “This isn’t real?”

      “That is correct.”

      “None of it?”

      “None of it is real,” said Hath. “It is all a simulation.”

      “Like… the city. The people…?”

      “None of it. Even I am not really here.”

      Ash cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, you big jerk!” he shouted. A passing pedestrian turned and glared at him, then gave him the finger.

      Ash and Hath watched the man storm off. “He seemed pretty real,” Ash said.

      “It’s a very convincing simulation,” Hath said. “But a simulation is all it is. It has been designed so you can test your powers without being harmed.”

      Ash’s face lit up. “So you’re a simulation, and I can’t be hurt? Cool. That means I finally get to do this. This is for scaring the crap out of me with that gun thing.”

      He swung high with his fist, catching Hath on the chin. The alien didn’t flinch, but pain exploded at Ash’s knuckles and vibrated all the way up his arm. He leaped back, pressing his fingers beneath the opposite armpit and hopping on the spot.

      “I thought you said I couldn’t be hurt!” he hissed.

      “I said you couldn’t be harmed,” Hath said. “There’s a difference.”

      Ash flexed his fingers and gave his knuckles a rub as the pain eased away. He looked around at the busy streets. “So, what am I supposed to do? Just start shooting?”

      Hath sighed. “These are innocent people. They are not your target. Your target is the man with the hostage.” He pointed past Ash. “There.”

      Ash turned and felt his legs go weak. There, just a dozen feet away, was a middle-aged woman. Her eyes were wide and staring, her cheeks streaked with mascara tears. An arm was across her throat, the muzzle of a gun pressed against the side of her head. Over her shoulder, her abductor’s face was twisted into a sneer.

      “Ash, baby. Help me,” the woman sobbed.

      Ash’s voice barely made it through his tightening throat. “Mom?”
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      “What do you think of the others?”

      Daryl blinked, surprised as much by the question as by the simulation around him. He was standing in the gym hall of his school, listening to the sounds of teenage chatter somewhere out in the corridors beyond. The simulation was perfect in every way, right down to the lingering smell of decades’ worth of sweaty teenagers. Accuracy: 10

      “What do you mean?” Daryl asked.

      “It is not a difficult question. What do you think of the others?”

      Daryl shifted uneasily. “Riley’s OK. She’s, I mean, she’s good. She seems to know what she’s doing, even if she’s a little… whatever she is.”

      “She has been with me a few days longer,” Hath said. “She had a head start. And what about Ash Stone?”

      Daryl screwed up his face. “I was too quick to judge him before I’d met him,” he said. “I used to think I disliked him, but now that I’ve actually spent some time in his company… I really dislike him. He’s just… Yeah. Not a fan.”

      “Irrelevant,” said Hath.

      “What is?” Daryl frowned.

      “Everything you just said. Everything you feel about the others. Like, dislike. Love, hate. It is irrelevant. What you think of them is of no consequence. You shall work together, or you—everyone—shall die. It is that simple.”

      Daryl nodded his understanding and looked around at the hall. “So what’s the training? It’s not basketball, is it? The last time didn’t exactly end very well.”

      “Your task is simply to get to the end of the simulation without dying,” Hath said. He stepped back as the double doors at the side of the hall swung outward into the corridor. For a moment, nothing appeared to happen. Daryl stared into the corridor’s open mouth, wondering what was about to come through.

      Something hit him hard on the back of the head and he staggered forward. He spun, clutching his skull. A PPA operative lunged with the butt of an assault rifle, trying to smash it into Daryl’s face.

      Daryl turned sideways and the butt of the gun swished past him. He caught the barrel of the weapon in his left hand, while driving a panicked elbow into the PPA man’s nose, spreading it across his face in a fountain of blood.

      The man half-gargled, half-roared as he drove a punch into Daryl’s ribcage. Daryl twisted, deflecting the worst of the blow. He tore the gun from the man’s hands and spun the stock one-eighty, smashing the handle into the side of the operative’s head.

      The PPA agent crumpled to the ground, snuffling and coughing back blood. As the man hit the floor, he and his weapon vanished, leaving Daryl completely alone in the hall.

      “Hath?” Daryl whispered, his voice sounding unnaturally loud in the cavernous hall. “Hath, where are you? Is that it? Am I done?”

      From out in the corridor, Daryl heard the clumping of running feet. He spun, just as a full squadron of PPA agents raced in, half-crouched, their weapons trained on him. Instinctively, Daryl raised his hands.

      “Don’t shoot,” he said. It may have been just a simulation, but the crashing in his chest and the fear flooding his veins was all too real.

      “Down on the floor. Hands on your head!” roared one of the men, jabbing his gun toward Daryl as if drawing attention to it. The agent approached Daryl head on, as the rest of the squadron fanned out around him.

      On auto-pilot, Daryl did as he was told, getting down on his knees and placing his hands on top of his head. There were too many of them, and he could see no way of getting out of the situation without being blasted full of holes. Even if the bullets weren’t real, he’d had quite enough of being shot for one day.

      Someone grabbed one of his arms from behind and he felt a handcuff latch around his wrist. As the metal clicked into place, he spun on his knees, catching the man behind him by the arm.

      CRACK! The man’s arm snapped and he howled in pain. Daryl felt a pang of guilt, but his body was moving on its own accord. He felt like a bystander as he bounced to his feet behind the man and sent him pirouetting into another PPA agent dead ahead.

      They collided hard and began to fall. Daryl ran forward, using their falling bodies like a springboard to launch himself over their heads. Gunfire erupted and plasterboard rained down from the ceiling, falling on the PPA agents on either side.

      Daryl ducked, flipped, hit the ground shoulder-first, and rolled upright. He caught a gun by the barrel and drove hard with his right foot into an agent’s stomach, separating the man from his firearm.

      He turned, taking aim, but the gun disappeared in his hands before he could find the trigger.

      “Too easy,” said Hath’s voice from nowhere.

      Fire spat from the muzzle of one of the other guns, and the walls of the hall shook with the roar. Daryl leaped sideways, flipping into a one-armed cartwheel and driving both feet into the chest of another gunman.

      He almost laughed. The front of his mind—the conscious part—could hardly believe what he was doing. His body was completely under the control of his subconscious, which it turned out was really very good indeed at fighting.

      Before the man hit the ground, though, another stream of the agents flooded in through the gym hall doors. There were over twenty of them now, all armed, all dangerous, all out for his blood.

      He ran toward the group before they could take aim, hurling himself into them like a bowling ball. As he fell among them, he thumped himself on the shoulder. “PPA operative,” he said, hoping the simulation extended as far as his outfit.

      Yes! The red fabric swam and squirmed until he was dressed identically to the men around him. They spun in confusion, quickly losing sight of him in the throng of bodies.

      “Where is he? Where did he go?” one of the agents barked.

      “There!” cried Daryl, pointing at another of the men. All guns turned toward the agent, who lowered his own weapon and began to protest his innocence. Daryl saw his chance and ran for the open doorway.

      He dived through into the corridor, then stumbled to a stop as he ended up back in the hall. The agents turned, guns training on him once more.

      “Your simulation only extends as far as this hall,” Hath’s voice told him. “There’s nowhere for you to run, Daryl Elliot.”

      Daryl raised both hands and shoved. He felt a wave pass through the air between him and the gunmen, driving them back. His legs powered him forward, closing the gap in two big strides.

      He kicked, punched, chopped, taking down agent after agent in quick succession. A driving kick to the kneecap sent one folding to the floor. A powerful uppercut lifted another off his feet.

      Daryl cut through them like a surgeon, anticipating each move before they made it, blocking, ducking, bobbing, weaving, making himself an impossible target for them to hit. As each of the PPA operatives hit the floor, they vanished, and soon the group had thinned to half a dozen.

      By the time he’d halved that again, Daryl was breathing heavily. His body was in constant motion, all four limbs working almost independently to take the gunmen out. His brain, too, was in full flow, planning his attacks several stages ahead, and anticipating every possible move the men could make.

      His limbs were feeling heavy. He knew he had to take the last three agents out before he started to get sloppy.

      With a roundhouse kick and a series of powerful open-hand strikes, Daryl dropped the men. They blinked out of existence as they hit the floor. He turned, panting. He’d done it. He’d beaten them.

      He groaned. An entire platoon of black-clad gunmen had appeared in the hall behind him. His own black outfit was chicken-pocked with the red dots of dozens of laser sights. Daryl clenched his fists, but he knew there were too many of them to fight, and he suspected that even if he somehow did beat them, they’d just keep coming.

      “Strength. Agility. Telekinesis,” said Hath’s voice. “There’s more to you than that, Daryl Elliot.”

      Daryl hesitated. What did Hath mean? Get to the end of the simulation, he thought. Get to the end of the simulation.

      “What’s the matter? Did I make it too hard for you?”

      Hard. Fighting the gunmen was hard.

      “The hard way isn’t necessarily the correct way,” Daryl muttered, remembering what Hath had said to him before the floor had swallowed him and the others up. Daryl heard a dozen fingers tighten on a dozen triggers. “Yufo, end simulation!” he cried, just as fire spat from the gun barrels all around him.
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      Daryl gulped in a breath as the black ooze left his lungs. Beside him, he heard Ash and Riley both let out frantic gasps. The black ran down them like liquid metal. It pooled at their feet for a moment, before being absorbed back into the floor.

      Ash looked around frantically. “What happened? Is it over?”

      Wheezing, Daryl looked up at Hath. The alien gave him a curt nod. “It’s over. One of you found a way to reach the end of the simulation.”

      Riley folded, putting her hands on her knees. “Phew. Thank goodness. If I had to smash another flying space-guy with another rock, I… don’t know how to end this sentence,” she admitted, then she leaned against the wall for support.

      Ash approached Hath angrily. “That was out of line, you son of a bitch,” he seethed.

      “It was necessary. You had to learn accuracy and control. Blasting randomly doesn’t get us anywhere.”

      “I should blast you randomly right now,” Ash said.

      “I’m sure we all had it rough,” Daryl said, trying to intervene. Ash turned to face him, his eyes dark.

      “Oh, did you have to watch your mom die?”

      Daryl opened his mouth to say that he had, albeit a long time ago, but he just shook his head. “No.”

      “No, then shut the hell up,” Ash said. He turned back to Hath, but before he could say any more something slammed against the side of the ship, making it roll suddenly to the left.

      “What the hell was that?” Daryl cried.

      “Visuals!” barked Hath. The walls remained exactly where they were. “I said visu--”

      Another explosion rocked the ship. Yufo’s black walls flickered for a moment, revealing an armor-clad figure in a leering skull mask. He took aim with a pistol which looked so oversized it would have been funny, had it not been about to spell their doom.

      “Impossible,” Hath hissed. “It… it can’t be.”

      “What’s happening?” Ash demanded. “Who is that?”

      A long, straight blade pierced the side of the ship and Yufo let out a high-pitched electronic whine. “Hull breached,” she said, surprisingly calmly, Daryl thought, given the circumstances.

      The blade withdrew with a SHHHHNKT. Two metal-clad hands pushed in through the slit and began to force it apart, bending the metal outward. The skull-like face pushed in through the gap.

      “He’s here,” said Hath, his nostrils flapping rapidly in and out. “The World Killer is already here!”
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      Ash raised his hands and fired through the gap in the wall. His energy bolts crackled brightly in the half-dark, and Daryl had to move quickly to drag Riley back from their searing heat.

      Ash was roaring, pouring everything he had into the beams. The black walls on either side of the hole began to glow first red, then white-hot. Smoldering lumps of black goo sizzled as they hit the floor.

      “Did you get him?” Daryl shouted. Ash switched off his beams and peered through the gap. There was no sign of the masked figure.

      “I got him,” Ash said. “I think… I think I got him.”

      “Don’t be so certain,” Hath warned. “The World Killer is strong and cunning and will not be beaten easily.”

      “What are you, his fan club?” Ash snorted. He approached the hole, gaining confidence with every step. “I got him. Boom. Job done. If you’re troubled by evil alien warlords in the middle of the night, who you gonna call? Ash--”

      A hand grabbed through the gap, catching Ash by the front of his bodysuit. Ash opened his mouth to cry out, but there was no time. With a sudden yank, he was pulled through the partially melted wall and out onto the platform.

      Daryl tried to hold Riley back, but she pulled her arm free and raced to the wound in Yufo’s wall. The World Killer had Ash above his head, held there with one hand. Riley and Daryl could only watch as the alien slammed Ash hard against the floor. Once. Twice. Ash went limp, and the World Killer tossed him across the platform. He tumbled through the air like a doll, then hit a tiled wall and crumpled to the floor.

      Curving her fingers into claws, Riley mimed pulling the floor apart at the World Killer’s feet. The ground snapped open like a pair of hungry jaws, and the alien tumbled down into the hole.

      With a strangled cry, Riley clapped her hands together. The whole station shook as the hole in the floor smashed shut. Riley clapped again. Again. Again. Each shuddering impact shook tiles from the wall and plaster from the ceiling.

      She kept smashing, spitting out a word every time she brought her hands together. “Don’t… hurt… our… musical… artists!”

      A rusted light shade fell from the ceiling. A crack raced up the closest wall. Daryl leaped forward, catching Riley’s hands before she could spread them apart again. She glared at him, eyes blazing furiously.

      “You’re going to bring the whole place down,” Daryl said. “You did it. You stopped him.”

      Riley blinked and the rage was gone. Tears welled at the corners of her eyes and she looked down at her hands as they started to shake. “I… I…”

      “You’re OK. Wait here. I’m going to check on Ash.”

      Leaping the narrow crevice in the station floor, Daryl hurried over to where Ash lay. He was bruised and bloodied, and his whole forehead had almost doubled in size where he’d hit the ground, but he was breathing. Each breath was faint and rasping, but they were there.

      “Daryl!” Riley cried.

      Spinning, Daryl saw a gloved hand wrap around Riley’s ankle. It yanked her down toward the hole in the floor and she screamed as something in her knee went pop!

      Daryl launched himself forward, but another sudden yank dragged Riley down into the hole. She caught the floor, her eyes wide and frantic, her fingers clawing at the crumbling edge.

      Diving, Daryl reached for her hand, but as he slid toward her, her head snapped back and her grip slipped away and she fell into the dark gap.

      “Riley!” Daryl cried, sliding right up to the edge of the crevice. The only reply was his own echo and a waft of cool air from the hole below.

      Hath forced apart the tear in Yufo’s wall. He glanced around, taking in the scene before him. “We have to leave, Daryl Elliot. It is not safe.”

      Daryl bounded to his feet. “We can’t just leave Riley, she--”

      The floor began to vibrate, shaking down more plaster and tiles. The edge of the crack collapsed, forcing Daryl to leap clear. From inside the gap, there came a scuffing sound, as if someone were climbing free.

      “Riley?” he whispered, but as a skull-like head rose into view, he felt his blood run cold.

      Flecks of blood splattered the World Killer’s mask as he climbed out of the hole. Red dripped from the end of the helmet’s pointed chin, making tiny flower patterns where it hit the floor.

      “Run!” Hath hissed, but Daryl had no intention of going anywhere. He hurled himself at the World Killer, lashing out with a series of fast kicks and punches. The alien easily dodged and deflected each blow, then crunched a backhand into Daryl’s face.

      Daryl’s nose exploded, flooding his eyes with blinding light and his throat with a gush of blood. He staggered, shaking the pain away, holding his hands up to protect his head.

      A fist smashed into the spot where his stomach met his chest and Daryl felt his lungs go tight. His arms came down, instinct driving them to protect his chest. He blinked through the tears in time to see the leering skull fill his field of view. The head snapped forward, the metal mask destroying what was left of Daryl’s nose and shattering his eye socket.

      Half-blinded, Daryl fell, frantically waving his hands in front of him for protection. Through the haze of blood and tears and snot, he could just make out the World Killer’s arm shape itself into a long silver blade.

      “P-please. Don’t,” Daryl pleaded, but the blade was already drawing back.

      Daryl’s scream became a gargle as the tip of the blade pierced his chest. He felt it tear through his insides and out through his back, heard the cracking of the floor below him, and then there was nothing but the pain, like fire, burning him up from within.

      “End simulation.”

      The black gloop fell away and Daryl dropped to the floor, clutching his chest and sobbing. Ash and Riley were on the floor, too, their faces slick with snot and tears.

      Hath stepped in front of them and Daryl forced himself to look up. The alien towered over him, just as the World Killer had.

      It had been a simulation. A trick. That was all. It wasn’t real.

      “So what did you learn?” Hath asked.

      Ash gulped down shaky breaths. “That… that you’re a Grade A asshole.”

      “That the World Killer himself is off limits,” Hath said, ignoring the insult. “That he is too dangerous for you to take on. That he would kill you all without breaking a sweat.”

      Daryl stood, still holding his chest where he’d felt the icy cold blade slide into him. It had all seemed so real. “Then how do we stop him?” he asked.

      “You don’t,” Hath said. “Your job is to cripple his army and prevent the invasion of Earth. I will handle the World Killer myself.”

      Riley took hold of Daryl’s arm and used him to pull herself upright. “You? On your own?”

      Hath shook his head. “I will have help. I have allies on Skalgorth, who do not like what has happened to their world. When the time is right, they will reveal themselves and we will seize power.”

      “So wait, wait, wait,” said Ash. He was up on his knees, but that seemed to be as far as he had any intention of going. “Couldn’t you have just told us that? Did you have to scare the crap out of us then show us how much we’d get our asses kicked? Was that really necessary?”

      “Yes, it was,” said Hath, matter-of-factly. “Had I simply told you to stay away from the World Killer, you may have taken it as a challenge.” He stared very deliberately at Ash as he spoke. “You may have thought you knew better, and that you stood a chance against him.”

      The alien’s voice slowed down, as he tried to make himself very clear. “If you challenge the World Killer, you will die. It will be a bad death, with no honor or glory, just your broken bones and bloodied flesh and the life ebbing from your body.”

      He looked at them all in turn. “The World Killer is off limits. Is that understood?”

      “Totally understood. Couldn’t be clearer,” said Riley. “Like… I’m on board with this plan like you wouldn’t believe. Staying alive? Yay. Being horribly killed? Boo!” She looked around at the others. “Am I right?”

      Daryl mumbled his agreement. Ash had his eyes fixed on the floor ahead of him, his expression blank.

      “Ash Stone?” Hath said. “Do you understand why you must not challenge the World Killer?”

      Ash blinked, as if waking from a dream. He stood up. “Whatever,” he spat, then he turned and stormed off toward the room at the back of Yufo.

      The others watched him go. When he had left, Riley adjusted her bobble-hat and said, “Someone should go talk to him.”

      Daryl nodded. He was still shaken up from the simulation, but Ash seemed to be taking it worse. “Yeah,” he agreed.

      Nobody moved. Daryl turned to find Riley and Hath both looking at him expectantly. At least, he thought the alien was looking at him expectantly, but it was hard to read his bat-like features. For all Daryl knew, he might just have indigestion.

      “What? I’m not doing it,” Daryl said.

      “It’ll be better coming from you,” Riley said. “You know? Man to man. I’d do it, but I’m not a man. At least not anymore!” She laughed a little too loudly, then pulled a pained expression. “I’ve never been a man. I don’t know why I said that. Kindly strike it from the record.”

      She gestured toward the door at the back of the ship. “Well? On you go, then.”

      Daryl looked at the doorway and groaned. “I don’t even like him,” he muttered, but he began walking anyway.

      He found Ash sitting on the floor with his back against the wall. Ash’s head was between his knees, like he was bracing himself for a crash. Daryl hung back just inside the doorway, not sure what to say.

      Finally, he settled on: “You OK?”

      Ash didn’t look up. “Fine.”

      “You seem, I don’t know. Upset or whatever.”

      “Upset?” Ash looked up. His brow was furrowed and his mouth was pulled into a snarl. “You think I might be ‘upset’? I just watched my mom die, like, a dozen times, and every time she did she was crying out my name. But I couldn’t save her.”

      One of his legs began to bounce and his face went tight, like a toddler about to burst into tears. “And then next thing I know I’m being pulled through a wall and beaten to death by a… a… monster, but all I can hear is my mom screaming over and over and over again.”

      He lowered his head again. “So, y’know, all things considered, I think I’m well within my goddamned rights to be ‘upset or whatever’.”

      “I got stabbed through the chest,” Daryl offered. He regretted it as soon as the words left his mouth. It sounded like he was trying to compete.

      “Good for you,” Ash said.

      Daryl turned away, hesitated, then half-turned back. “If, you know, if you want to talk or anything.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, you know where I am.”

      “Not gonna happen, Oprah.”

      Daryl sighed. “Fine. I don’t care. I was just trying to be nice, OK?”

      Ash raised a middle finger. Daryl shook his head and walked out, leaving Ash on his own in the room.

      Lifting his head a fraction, Ash looked to the door to make sure Daryl had left. Then, when he was sure he was alone, Ash began to cry, burying his face in his arms to muffle the sound of his sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The next forty-eight hours passed in a blur of training simulations, strategy talks, and arguments. They weren’t made to face the World Killer again, and Ash didn’t mention his mum popping up in any of his sessions, but the atmosphere in the station was constantly tense and Daryl spent most of the time on edge.

      His individual sessions were mostly made up of physical work, as he learned to hone his fighting skills against opponents of all shapes and sizes. He was constantly amazed by how his body reacted to attacks almost entirely on its own, and by the end of the second day he was battling his way through whole armies of PPA agents, including jeeps, tanks, and—in the last particularly explosive session—an F-22 Raptor fighter jet.

      Outside the simulations, Daryl was working at better understanding his telekinetic power. He could push, pull, lift, and throw things using just his mind, but no matter how much he practiced, it was all still a bit hit-or-miss. Smaller objects were fine, but when it came to anything larger than himself, he managed to shift it one time out of three.

      “You’re overthinking it,” Hath had said, as Daryl struggled to move an old train carriage Yufo had pulled into the station on the second day. When Daryl relaxed, Hath had accused him of underthinking it, and round and round they had gone.

      The other part of Daryl’s training centered around Yufo. Hath’s strategy involved Daryl, Riley, and Ash splitting up and taking out different targets. Daryl’s would be further away and would be the most heavily defended, so mastering Yufo’s flight and weapons capabilities were vital.

      For someone who’d never had a sense of balance or direction, he took to it quickly. The arm movements required to steer the ship were almost like a form of Tai Chi, he decided. To make it work you just had to learn where the dozens of invisible controls were, the order and direction in which to touch them, and then remember all that when a hundred alien fighters were closing in on you with all guns blazing.

      “Seriously, Hath, get a joystick or a control pad or something,” Daryl protested mid-way through his first lesson. “Trust me, you’ll wonder how you’ve gone so long without one.”

      By the end of the lesson, though, Daryl was getting the hang of it. By the time the third session was done, Hath announced he didn’t need any further training and was ready to fly the ship on his own.

      They’d had joint simulation sessions, too, designed to test how well they worked together against a common enemy. At first, the answer was a definite ‘not very well’ as Daryl and Riley tried to do their own thing, and Ash tried to outdo both of them.

      Eventually, though, following much shouting from Hath, they all began to at least pay attention to what the others were doing. They were still far from working as a team, but at least they were no longer working against one another. It was, Hath accepted, the best he could hope for at such short notice.

      The night before the world was due to end, Daryl, Riley, Ash, and Hath stood inside Yufo, watching the shimmering hologram of Skalgorth’s approach. It was still a way out from the solar system – far beyond Pluto – but the planets were all much bigger now in the hologram. With Skalgorth so close, there was no longer any need to zoom out very far.

      The display on the wall told them there were less than twenty hours left until the planet reached Earth. Hath estimated that gave them around fifteen hours until the World Killer got in contact, broadcasting his message to all the countries of the world.

      It would be a warning, Hath said. Not a warning to prepare for war, but a warning to prepare for annihilation. It would be the only courtesy the alien would show before mounting his attack. The next time anyone would see his skull mask would be up close, and it would be the last thing they ever saw.

      Over the past two days, Hath had revealed snippets of his plan—just enough to explain the training sessions. They knew they were mounting individual attacks at various locations, before coming together to take on Skalgorth’s main forces, but Hath had kept where they were going secret.

      Until now.

      “Show initial attack sites,” he said.

      At his command, three locations illuminated on one of the holographic globes. Riley was the first to notice. The others saw her turn to look and followed her gaze. It was Daryl who was the first to realize their significance, though.

      “You must be joking.”

      Ash looked from the globe with the flashing targets and over to the much more familiar planet spinning in front of him. “What? No way. You’re not serious.”

      Hath’s nostrils flared. “I am always serious, Ash Stone. We cannot wait for the World Killer to come to Earth. We must go to Skalgorth.”

      “But isn’t that, like, a whole different planet?” Ash yelped.

      Daryl rolled his eyes. “Nothing gets past you, does it?”

      “If Skalgorth launches its attack, it will be too late. There will be nothing we can do, no way we can stop them,” Hath explained. “And so, we must go to it and ensure its forces do not leave the surface.”

      “And how the hell are we supposed to stop them from leaving?” Ash demanded.

      For perhaps the first time since they’d met him, something like a smile curved at the corners of Hath’s mouth. “That part, I think you will like, Ash Stone,” he said. With a gesture, he grew the hologram until it filled almost all of the space inside the ship. It spun quickly until one of the flashing lights was directly in front of them.

      “Ash Stone will attack here. This is the launch site for their heavy weaponry. From here, they will send bombers and tanks and terraforming units to Earth to take out military resistance.”

      “Unless I stop them,” Ash said.

      “Correct,” Hath nodded. “The mission is simple enough. Destroy everything you see. Leave nothing intact. Understood?”

      Ash raised his eyebrows in surprise. He nodded slowly. “OK. Yeah, I can do that.”

      “Riley Harper,” Hath said, and the planet spun, as if on cue, to the second flashing light. “You will recall I mentioned I had allies on Skalgorth. Six of them are being held here, deep in an underground prison. I will need their help if I am to stop the World Killer. There are many others, but these six are key to our victory.”

      “So, I’m doing a jailbreak?”

      “Indeed. The prison is buried under half a mile of solid rock. Can you handle it?”

      “Does the pope poop in the woods?” Riley said. Hath frowned. Riley waved a hand. “Forget it. Yeah, I can do it, no problemo.”

      She had a thought. “One thing. What do I do with them when I’ve broken them out?”

      “Daryl Elliot will pick them up on his return from his target.”

      “Which is…?” Daryl said.

      The world spun again, revealing the third and final illuminated target. “This is the central power core for many of Skalgorth’s offensive capabilities,” he said. “Deactivate it, and we will prevent them from beaming their forces to Earth. They will be unable to leave the planet, and so unable to mount their attack.”

      Daryl stepped closer, examining the spot on the planet’s surface. As if reading his mind, it grew so he could make out some of the larger details.

      “So, what? I just destroy it?”

      “No,” said Hath, suddenly behind him. “The core also powers several life-support and planetary stability systems. Flying something as large as Skalgorth through space comes with its penalties. The atmosphere was compromised decades ago. Destroy the core completely and Skalgorth will tear itself apart.”

      “All the more reason to do it,” Ash said.

      Daryl looked at him, then back at the hologram. “I hate to say it, but Ash might be right. Why are we messing around with everything else when we can just take this thing out?”

      “Firstly, the explosion would destroy everything from here to Jupiter,” Hath said slowly, as if explaining to a young child. “And secondly… there are good people on Skalgorth. Innocent people, who never wanted to see their world turn in the direction it has. I will not allow them to perish.”

      “Fair enough,” Riley chirped. “To be honest, you had me at ‘destroy everything from here to Jupiter’. I think we’re all agreed that that would be a bad idea.” She glanced nervously at the others. “We are all agreed on that, yes?”

      “Of course,” said Daryl. “So… what do I do?”

      “I will be in communication with you,” Hath said. “Once you have reached the primary control tower, I will talk you through the steps required to power down the transport system.

      “But be warned,” Hath continued. “The core will be heavily protected. Getting to the tower will not be easy.”

      “Nothing worthwhile ever is,” Riley said, nodding sagely. “Except maybe breathing. Or sleeping. Or going to the toilet, although that isn’t always without problems. Fun fact: in Australia, some people call the toilet ‘the dunny’. Bet you didn’t know that, did you?”

      Ash blinked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Sorry. I babble when I’m nervous,” Riley said. “I’m a babbler. I can’t help it. I’ve always been that way. I just babble and babble and babble--”

      “Jesus, OK! We get it,” Ash snapped.

      “Your attacks will be synchronized, so as to give them as little warning as possible,” Hath said. “Once you’ve taken care of your initial objectives, we will regroup here.” He pointed to a fourth target, which began to blink on the globe. “This is where we will find the bulk of the World Killer’s forces.” He glanced at the floor, then back up. “And the World Killer himself. This is where we will fight the final battle.”

      Daryl reached out as if he could touch the spot. The hologram flickered as his fingers broke the surface. “So, this is where the fate of the Earth gets decided?”

      “Correct,” Hath said. They all stood in silence for a few moments, contemplating the enormity of it all.

      The hush was finally broken by Ash. “Hey, wait a minute,” he said. “If we’re all attacking at the same time, and the targets are spread out all over the whole damn world by the looks of things, how are we getting to them?”

      “Daryl Elliot will take Yuf—will take the ship.”

      “What about us?” asked Riley.

      The half-smile played at the corners of Hath’s mouth once again. “I thought you would never ask.”
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      That night, Daryl lay on the floor of the station’s ticket office, listening to the distant rumble of trains as he tried to get to sleep.

      He’d found he needed less and less sleep over the past few days, to the extent that he didn’t remember sleeping at all the night before. In some ways, he was pleased that he now had much more time in his day, but on the other hand, it was pretty boring being awake when no one else was.

      Riley and Ash were sleeping in Yufo, where the responsive, memory foam-like floor was far more comfortable than the one in the ticket office. Daryl had been in there, too, but had grown increasingly jealous of how soundly they were both sleeping, and had moved outside to be awake and miserable in peace.

      He’d started counting the titles on the ceiling, but it had taken him barely over a second. He’d then calculated how many tiles were in the whole station, and that hadn’t taken him very much longer.

      He turned over in his sleeping bag, trying to get comfortable. It wasn’t that he was tired—in fact, he was wide awake—but his mind had been so consumed with the World Killer over the past few days, that he just wanted to escape it for an hour or two.

      The more he tried to sleep, the more awake he became. Finally, he clambered out of his sleeping bag and walked back into the main station. Yufo’s door slid open at his approach, and as he sat down the goo-like floor rose up to wrap itself around him. If he was going to be lying awake all night, he decided, he may as well be comfortable.

      “Hey,” Riley whispered, opening one eye.

      “Sorry. Did I wake you?”

      Riley yawned and blinked so slowly Daryl thought she’d fallen asleep again. “No. What time is it?”

      Daryl didn’t have a watch, yet he instinctively knew exactly what the time was. It was one of the many new talents he’d started developing. “Just after two am,” he whispered.

      “Where’s Hath?”

      Daryl shrugged. “In the back room, I think. I don’t know if he sleeps.”

      Riley stretched and adjusted her hat. “Is Ash awake?”

      They both looked at Ash, who let out a single snore in reply. “Guess not,” Daryl said.

      “Ash,” Riley whispered. “Ash. Ash.” When she got no answer, she hissed it loudly. “Ash!”

      Ash folded in the middle so he was sitting bolt upright. He raised both hands and frantically pointed them around the room. “Huh? What? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” said Riley. “Go back to sleep.”

      Ash groaned and lay down again. “Ugh. I hate you both,” he said, rubbing his eyes with a finger and thumb. “What time is it?”

      “Just after two,” Daryl said again.

      “Where’s—?”

      “In the back,” Riley said. “Or out somewhere doing weird alien stuff. We’re not sure.”

      Ash sat up, suddenly more awake. “We should get out of here.”

      Daryl and Riley exchanged a look. “What?” Daryl asked.

      “I literally can’t spell it out any clearer than that,” Ash whispered. “We…” He gestured to all three of them. “Should get out…” He pointed to the door. “Of here.” He pointed to the floor.

      “But Hath needs us,” Riley said. “The world needs us. We can’t just run.” She glanced at Daryl. “Can we?”

      Ash sighed and swung his feet down. His bed retracted back into the floor as he stood up. “Of course we can. Do you really want to go through with this? Do you really think we can just zip over to an alien planet, kick their asses, then fly back home like nothing happened? We’re going to get ourselves killed.”

      “If we don’t stop them, everyone’s going to end up dead anyway,” Daryl pointed out.

      “You know what? Not my problem,” Ash said, shrugging like a moody toddler. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want it to happen—if I could choose if everyone lived or died, I’d want them to live—but realistically? There’s not a damn thing we can do about it.”

      “We can try,” Daryl said.

      “Great. And then we can die,” Ash spat. He stabbed a finger upward. “And if I get to choose to die millions of miles away on an alien planet, or at home with my family, then I choose here. I choose to go out with people who care about me, not as part of some wannabe Justice League—or worse, completely alone.”

      Daryl and Riley exchanged another look.

      “You two have got to have families, right?” Ash said. “Tell me you don’t want to go see them.”

      Daryl realized he was wringing his hands and stopped. The truth of it was, he did want to see his dad, even if only to say goodbye. He wanted to tell him what he was doing—what he was—and maybe, at last, make him proud.

      “I don’t have any family left,” Riley said. She looked at the others in turn and tried to smile. “I killed them.”

      Ash stepped back. “You did what now?”

      “Why?” Daryl asked.

      Riley shook her head. When she spoke, her throat was tight. “Not on purpose. I… there was a landslide. There were a lot of rocks. I didn’t know it was… I didn’t know I was doing it until after. I mean, how could I know?” She looked at them hopefully. “Right? I couldn’t know.”

      Daryl shook his head. “Um, no. No, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “It was his,” said Ash, stabbing a finger toward the door at the back of the ship. “He did this to us. He abducted us and changed us into… whatever the hell we are. I didn’t ask for this. None of us asked for this. And her family is dead because of it.”

      Silence fell. Riley looked at the floor, chewing on her thumbnail with her arms folded in front of her. It was a long time before anyone spoke.

      “And what about your family?” Daryl said, at last.

      “What about them?”

      “They’re alive, right?”

      Ash nodded. “Yeah, so?”

      “So they’re not going to stay that way. This time tomorrow, or maybe the next day, or the day after, they’re going to be dead, along with you, me, and everyone else.”

      Ash shifted on his feet and opened his mouth. He closed it again, choosing not to reply.

      “Hath’s plan is good. It can work. We can make it work. We can go up there, and we can stop it. We can save everybody.” Daryl stood up. “I’ve never been anything special—”

      “Well that’s obvious,” Ash auto-piloted.

      “—and I’ve never really wanted to be. I just wanted to fit in and be normal, but none of that matters now. I don’t even know if there is a ‘normal’ anymore. There’s just a choice. We use the powers we’ve been given, or we let the world die. That’s the choice we’ve got.

      “And yes, it’s probably a pretty good bet we’re going to die whichever one we choose, but there’s a chance we won’t. There’s a chance we can save everyone. And, well…” Daryl realized Ash and Riley were both watching him intently, and felt himself blush. He sat down. “…I think I’m probably going to give it a go.”

      “That was shaping up to be a pretty great speech,” Riley said, her voice still sounding a little wobbly. “But it sort of fizzled out at the end. Still, marks for trying. Oh, and I’m totally in, by the way,” she said. “Even if nothing else—alien planet! Am I right? You know I’m right.”

      She and Daryl both turned to Ash. He shook his head, then cast his gaze up to Yufo’s featureless ceiling. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Let’s go kill ourselves in outer space.”

      He turned toward the door. “But if you think I’m spending my last night alive in a hole in the ground, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “Where are you going?” Daryl asked.

      “You mean where are we going,” said Ash. “I’ve got a house here. We can go there. Get a hot shower, change of clothes, phone home, whatever. Nice food. Whatever you want.”

      “Sounds good,” Riley admitted. “Where is it?”

      Ash hesitated. “Hmm?”

      “Your house. Where is it?”

      “London,” Ash said. “It’s my London pad. I’ve got houses all over.”

      “Well, obviously it’s in London,” Daryl said. “But where? What’s the address?”

      Ash stayed silent.

      “You don’t know, do you?” said Daryl.

      “You don’t know your own address?” Riley asked. “How old are you? Four?”

      “I’ve got lots of addresses,” Ash protested. “Someone picks me up at the airport and drives me there. Why would I need to know where I’m going?”

      “Great,” Daryl said, sighing. “Just great. Do you remember anything about it? Anything at all?”

      There was a long pause as Ash strained to remember the details of his house. “There’s a six on the gate,” he said. He frowned. “Or is that Paris?”

      “Well, that’s a massive help. Well done,” Daryl said.

      Riley slumped back onto her bed of living foam. “I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

      “Wait, no, don’t,” Ash said. “So we don’t know where my house is. So what? My point still stands. I’m not spending my last night alive in a hole in the ground.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “So, the three of us? I say we hit the town.”
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      A little over an hour later, Daryl, Riley, and Ash stood huddled together under the neon gaze of Piccadilly Circus, wondering just what part of town they should hit, exactly.

      “I thought it’d be busier,” said Ash, gazing around at the almost empty street. A couple of homeless people had curled themselves up in doorways, and they could hear drunken singing off in the middle distance, but other than that—and the occasional black cab speeding by—it was a ghost town.

      “To be fair, it’s three in the morning,” Daryl pointed out.

      “But come on, it’s London,” said Ash. “It’s a party city.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a Tuesday. No one parties at 3am on a Tuesday, do they?”

      Ash shrugged. “There must be something to do. Bars or clubs or something.”

      “We’re fifteen,” Riley reminded him.

      “So? I can get us in. No problem,” Ash crowed.

      “Right,” said Daryl. “So you—a guy currently all over the front pages of newspapers worldwide, and being hunted by a covert military organization—are going to stroll right into a nightclub and say, ‘Let me in. Don’t you know who I am?’ That’s your plan, it is?”

      Ash shifted. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know. We can’t just stand here all night.”

      “No, but we could’ve stayed back in the ship,” Daryl said. He turned. “I’m going back.”

      “No, wait,” said Ash. “There’s got to be somewhere we can go.”

      “What about there?” suggested Riley. She pointed to a neon yellow M above a brightly-lit shop front. “I could go for a burger.”

      “At three in the morning?” said Daryl.

      “Every time is burger time,” Riley said.

      Ash puffed out his cheeks and looked around, just in case a better opportunity was about to present itself. When it became clear that one wasn’t, he shrugged. “Fine. Yeah. Better than nothing.”

      “Daryl? You in?” Riley asked.

      “Yeah,” Daryl said. “Yeah, why not?”
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      Five minutes later, having realized they only had enough money on them for a child-sized chicken nugget meal, Daryl, Riley, and Ash sat around a table, slowly picking away at the fries.

      “This place sucks,” said Ash. “McDonald’s back in the US has a way bigger menu.”

      “Not that it would’ve made any difference to us,” Daryl pointed out. “Since we barely had three quid.”

      “OK, I get it. I didn’t think the cash thing through,” Ash said. “It’s not something I usually have to worry about.”

      “What do you usually have to worry about, exactly?” asked Daryl, taking a bite of his single chicken nugget. “Anything?”

      “I’ve got worries. You don’t know about my problems, OK? You don’t know the pressures I’ve got to deal with.”

      “Which yacht to buy, which country to have your private jet collect ice cream from…” Daryl said.

      Ash snorted. “Believe what you want. Do you honestly think I sent a private jet to Italy to get ice cream like the papers said?”

      “Yes,” said Daryl. “I saw the photographs.”

      Ash hesitated. “Well, I mean, yeah. On that occasion, maybe. But that was one time.”

      “Was it good ice cream?” Riley asked.

      Ash dipped one of the fries in a little plastic tub of ketchup. “Don’t know. By the time it got back, it’d melted.”

      Riley laughed. It started as a stifled giggle, then grew until it sounded like it was coming all the way from her toes.

      “What?” Ash asked. “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s frickin’ hilarious,” Riley wheezed. “All the way to Italy. And it melted.”

      Ash shook his head, but couldn’t stop himself smiling, too. “Yeah, yeah. Go ahead and laugh it up. At least I’ve got a private jet.”

      “Pity it hasn’t got a freezer,” Riley said, then she exploded with laughter again. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She tried to compose herself, but every time she came close she’d burst into a fresh fit of the giggles. Daryl started to chuckle, too, laughing as much at Riley as at Ash’s melted ice cream.

      “You’re both total dicks,” Ash said, which only served to set them both off again.

      Eventually, the laughter faded. Riley wiped her eyes. “Wow. I enjoyed that.” She popped her chicken nugget in her mouth and chewed on it. “Some last meal, huh?”

      Daryl and Ash both looked down at what was left of the Happy Meal. There hadn’t been much of it to start with, and now there were just a few fries and a single chicken nugget left.

      “Yeah. Some last meal,” Daryl said. “But it won’t be our last meal. I trust Hath. His plan can work.”

      “Oh, you trust him, do you?” said Ash. “He abducted you, all of us. He killed you. But you trust him.”

      Daryl nodded. “I do. He did what he had to because he knew what was coming. He gave us a chance. It’s up to us, what we do with it.”

      “Is anyone going to eat this other nugget?” Riley asked. She picked it up before anyone could answer, and shoved the whole thing in her mouth.

      Ash leaned his head on his hand and watched her eating. “What’s with the hat?” he asked.

      Riley paused, mid-chew. “Hmm?”

      “The hat,” said Ash. “You’re always wearing that ugly hat.”

      “It’s not ugly,” Riley said, swallowing. “It’s a great hat.” She shook her head from side to side, making the fuzzy bobble jiggle.

      “It’s hideous,” Ash insisted. “Do you ever take it off?”

      Riley shook her head. “Not in a while.”

      “You should,” Ash urged.

      “Not going to happen,” Riley said.

      “Why not?”

      Riley picked up the cup of coke which had come with the meal and put the straw against her bottom lip. “My mum made it for me,” she said, then she sipped the drink and turned her eyes down to the lid of the cup.

      Ash and Daryl exchanged a glance. “Um. OK,” said Ash. “Sorry, I guess.”

      Silence fell over the table. The restaurant was practically empty, aside from a couple of staff members and a handful of people scattered around the thirty or more other tables.

      “Can I ask you something?” said Daryl, looking across the table at Ash. Ash shrugged. “What does it feel like?” Daryl asked.

      “What does what feel like?”

      “Your energy blast thing. Does it hurt?”

      Ash glanced down at his hands. “Hurt? No, it doesn’t hurt. It feels—I don’t know. Good, I guess. Like, important. Or something. Whatever.” He nodded to Daryl. “What about you?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t really explain it,” Daryl said. “It’s like, a couple of days ago I was completely different, but still the same. You know what I mean?”

      “Not the first clue,” Ash said.

      “Yeah, terrible explanation,” Riley agreed.

      “OK. It’s like… I was me, but I was in a prison, and… and everything was dark.”

      “I was literally in a prison and everything was dark,” Ash said.

      “Until the break-out kings busted you out!” said Riley. She held up a hand for a high five. “Go break-out kings. Am I right?”

      Daryl and Ash glanced up at her raised hand, then Daryl continued.

      “It’s like everything’s suddenly in high definition, but not just things I see. Smells, sounds, everything,” he said. “I know stuff, stuff I might have seen once in a book ten years ago, now it’s right there.” He tapped his head. “And everything I see now, it’s like a photograph, just there for me to look at.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Riley.

      “The menu above the counter,” Daryl said, not looking around at it. “Pick a word on it.”

      “Burger,” said Ash.

      “No, don’t tell me,” Daryl said. “Just pick one, then tell me where it is. How many lines down, how many words across.”

      “Three lines down, two across,” said Ash.

      Daryl sighed. “Burger.” He turned to Riley. “Pick another one.”

      “Eight down, three across.”

      “Iced,” said Daryl.

      “Impressive,” said Riley. “Although I can’t actually see it from here, so I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “That’s just the start of it,” Daryl said, leaning in. “It’s like my personality has been put in a different brain, and--”

      “Wow. Bored now. I wish I’d never asked,” Ash said. He nodded at Riley. “What about you? What’s your rock thing feel like?”

      Riley sat back. “You’d laugh.”

      “We won’t,” said Daryl.

      “Nah. You will,” Riley insisted.

      “Jesus, just say, already,” said Ash. “We’re not going to laugh.”

      Riley shifted in her seat. “Fine,” she said, at last. “It’s like the rocks talk to me.”

      Ash and Daryl looked at each other. “They talk to you?” Daryl said.

      “What… like a conversation?” asked Ash.

      Riley shook her head. “No. Not like that. It’s more like… singing.”

      “They sing?” said Ash. “The rocks sing?”

      “Yeah. They sing.”

      “OK, then,” Ash said.

      “The rocks sing. Cool,” said Daryl.

      Riley rolled her eyes. “Just get it over with.”

      Daryl and Ash both laughed. To their credit, though, it only lasted for a few seconds.

      “We should probably get back,” Daryl said once they’d stopped laughing. “It’s late. Three-forty-nine, right?” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the clock.

      “Bang on,” said Riley.

      “Woo-hoo,” said Ash, waving his hands sarcastically.

      “Big day tomorrow,” Daryl said. “We’ve got a world to save.”

      “There’s a payphone by the door,” said Ash. The others looked at him.

      “Was there more to come in that sentence?” Daryl asked.

      “We could phone home. You and me, I mean, obviously not…” He gestured to Riley, then his voice trailed off. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “We could call home,” Ash continued. “Say hello. Or goodbye. Or whatever.”

      “We don’t have any money,” Daryl reminded him.

      “Then we call collect,” said Ash. “You know, like reverse the charges.”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” Riley pointed out.

      “Not in LA. Besides, won’t your parents just be happy to hear from you?” he asked Daryl. “Do you think they’re actually sleeping right now?”

      Daryl looked over at the phone. His dad probably would be sleeping, he knew. Or passed out, at least. But the thought of hearing his voice, of telling his dad he was OK, and making sure that he was, too, was sorely tempting.

      “What if they’ve bugged the phones?” Daryl asked.

      “So what? It’s not like I’m going to give them our address,” Ash said.

      “And even if he wanted to, he doesn’t know what it is,” Riley said. “Just that it might have a six in it.”

      “Hilarious,” said Ash. The legs of his chair scraped on the floor as he shoved it back from the table and stood up. “I’m going to phone home. I need to know my mom’s OK.”

      Daryl and Riley stayed sitting, watching Ash cross to the payphone and pick up the receiver. He studied a list of numbers printed on the front of the phone, then stabbed three digits with his finger. From all the way across the restaurant, Daryl heard the ringing tone, then the click as the operator answered.

      “Hi, yeah, I’d like to place a collect call to the US,” Ash said. He hesitated, then lowered his voice. Daryl still heard every word. “The number? Uh, yeah, it’s 323… Uh. 323… I have it stored in my cell, but… 323-5…”

      Ash tutted. “If I give you the name, can you just find the…? No, in the US.”

      “Think he’s getting through?” asked Riley.

      Daryl shook his head. “No. He doesn’t know the number.” Daryl leaned back and raised his eyes to the ceiling. He might not like Ash, but he couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He just wanted to talk to his mum, and Daryl could fully sympathize with that.

      His eyes stopped on a white security camera that was mounted on the restaurant’s ceiling. It was pointing straight at Ash. Daryl heard the whirr of the lens as it zoomed in.

      He let his gaze creep down to the counter, where the two staff members on duty were washing down the work surfaces. Another camera was fixed to the wall behind them. Like the first, it was locked onto Ash.

      Ash hung up the phone. Daryl watched both cameras follow him as he returned to the table and slumped back onto his chair.

      “Any luck?” Riley asked.

      Ash shook his head. “I gave the name, but we’re not in the phone book, so she couldn’t give me the number.”

      Daryl leaned forward, doing his best not to glance up at the two cameras which were both watching them.

      “We need to leave,” he said. “Right now. Don’t look round.”

      Riley and Ash both immediately looked around. “Or do look round. It doesn’t matter,” Daryl said. “The cameras are watching us.”

      “Do you think they recognize us?” Riley asked.

      “Me, maybe,” said Ash. He shrugged. “So the manager of a burger joint has us on camera. So what?”

      “So we don’t know who is actually watching,” Daryl said. “It might be the manager, but it might be Hath. Or it could be anyone.”

      “Jesus, paranoid much?” said Ash.

      Daryl opened his mouth to reply, then stopped. He tilted his head, listening to something only he could hear.

      “What is it?” Riley asked.

      Daryl stood up sharply. “A helicopter. We should go.”

      Riley slurped the last of the drink down. “Lead the way.”

      They hurried to the door, moving as quickly as they could without running. Daryl heard the cameras turn to follow them.

      “Just keep cool,” he said, as they filed out through the door and stepped onto the empty street.

      “Go left,” Daryl whispered.

      “Why?” asked Ash. “That’s not the way we came.”

      “There’s a man in a doorway back there. Don’t look,” Daryl said, taking a left down the street. “I think he’s watching us.”

      Ash and Riley glanced back. “I can’t see anyone,” Riley said.

      “Neither can I. But I can hear him,” Daryl said.

      “So? He’s probably some homeless dude,” Ash said. “What’s the problem?”

      Daryl ignored him. “We’ll go this way and double back round, then…”

      Up ahead, a shiny black 4x4 turned onto the road and stopped, its headlights aiming right at them. Daryl about-turned.

      “Change of plan. Go this way.”

      They hurried past the McDonald’s and continued down the street. Daryl led them across the road, avoiding the doorway where he could hear the man trying not to breathe. He could still hear the thudding of the helicopter’s rotor blades in the now not-so-distance, and the change in pitch of the 4x4s engine as it began to creep forward.

      “They’re following,” Daryl said, picking up the pace. Riley and Ash hurried to keep up.

      “Is it the PPA?” Ash asked. He flexed his fingers. “Tell me it’s the PPA. I’ve got a score to settle with those guys.”

      “No settling scores,” Daryl hissed. “We can’t afford to get into a fight with them.”

      “We can’t lead them back to the station,” Riley said. “I mean, that would be bad, right?”

      Up ahead, they could see the neon glow of the Piccadilly Circus billboards. Daryl led them toward it. “There were some people there. They won’t try anything with people around.”

      “You hope,” Riley whispered. She looked up, finally hearing the sound of the approaching helicopter. Ash glanced upward, too, then back over his shoulder.

      “Car’s still coming,” he said.

      “I know,” said Daryl. He led them around a curve in the road and they blinked in the electric glow of the billboards. There were still a few late-night wanderers roaming around. A couple of them took photos of the illuminated signs, while others just milled around looking lost.

      Daryl slowed. “We should be OK here,” he said. “They won’t try anything with people watching.”

      “Uh, Daryl,” said Riley. She looked the others up and down. The red dots of several laser-targeting scopes swam on their chests like fireflies. “You may want to rethink that.”
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      “Where are they?” asked Ash through gritted teeth.

      “Windows ahead and to the left. Three floors up,” said Daryl, his eyes scanning the buildings on all sides. “Two up on the roof to our right.”

      “I can take them,” Ash said, his hands ready at his sides.

      “No,” Daryl hissed. “We can’t. If they start shooting, people might get hurt.”

      Ash shook his head. “That’s not our problem.”

      “Worth pointing out that the people getting hurt might be us,” Riley said. There were four red dots on her now, plus five or six on each of the boys.

      “Exactly,” said Daryl. “And we can’t afford that. Not now.”

      The rhythmic thumping of the chopper’s blades grew louder around them, echoing off the high buildings so even Daryl struggled to pinpoint which direction it was coming from.

      “So what do you suggest?” said Ash. “We just surrender?”

      Daryl nodded. “If it comes to it, but I’m hoping it doesn’t. We can get out of this, you two just need to be ready for my signal. OK?”

      “Gotcha,” said Riley.

      Ash scowled. “Whatever,” he said, but he kept his hands ready.

      The black 4x4 mounted a curb twenty feet away and came to a stop. Spotlights sparked up on its roof, flooding Daryl and the others in their harsh white glow.

      An identical vehicle crept toward them from another direction, hitting its own spotlights just as it came to a stop. Everything behind both vehicles became darkened silhouettes, and the bystanders who had been watching were swallowed by the shadows.

      “Why aren’t they making a move?” Ash demanded.

      “Maybe they’re waiting to see what we’re going to do,” Daryl guessed.

      “Or maybe they’re waiting for whoever’s in the helicopter to arrive,” said Riley.

      “I should knock it out of the sky,” said Ash. “Soon as it appears, I could just, like—boom. Take it down.”

      “Hey, you’re right, you could do that,” said Riley. “Except for one tiny thing.”

      “What’s that?” asked Ash.

      “It’s the stupidest idea in the history of the world.”

      “I’m with Riley,” agreed Daryl. “Taking down the helicopter is insane. Don’t do it.”

      Ash didn’t reply.

      Daryl glanced at him. “I mean it. Don’t.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” Ash said.

      “If you bring down that helicopter then—”

      “Fine. I won’t! Jesus Christ, already.” Ash rocked from foot to foot. “Just wish someone would hurry up and make a damn move.”

      “They’re making it,” Daryl said. “No traffic. They’ve blocked the roads off all around here. Nothing’s getting in or out.”

      “Hath is so going to kill us,” Riley muttered. “What are they doing? Can you hear anything? Anything useful, I mean.”

      Daryl cocked his head to one side and listened, but the churning of the 4x4s’ engines and the echoing of the rotor blades made picking out anything else almost impossible.

      Then, from behind, he heard the creaking of car doors opening. Daryl turned to see four armed men exit the first 4x4. They spread out into an evenly-spaced straight line and advanced slowly, assault rifles trained on the group in the center of the spotlights.

      The doors on the other vehicle opened, too. Daryl could see the men who emerged speaking to one another, but the helicopter’s rotors was a roar that came from all directions at once now, and he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Judging by their faces and the way they held their guns, though, they weren’t saying anything nice.

      “Sure you don’t want me to take them out?” Ash said.

      In reply to the question, Daryl slowly raised his hands above his head. Riley quickly followed suit, jerking her arms up so quickly that two of the approaching PPA agents stopped and trained their weapons on her.

      Ash sighed. “You have got to be kidding me,” he muttered, then he put his own hands in the air, too. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Just be ready,” Daryl said, then the rest of his sentence was lost as a sleek black helicopter buzzed over the rooftops and slowed to a hover in the air above them. The wind pushed down on them and swept across Piccadilly Circus, sending empty cans and paper cups rolling across the tarmac as if trying to make their escape.

      Daryl and the others watched as the helicopter slowly descended. It touched down in the middle of the street, the tips of its rotor blades just a few feet from the street lights on either side.

      The gunmen kept their eyes and weapons trained on Daryl’s group. There were twenty-two guns pointing at them at least—more if there were snipers without laser sights out there that Daryl hadn’t noticed. Even he couldn’t move fast enough to dodge all those, and Ash and Riley would have no chance.

      “We should be taking the offensive here,” said Ash, as if reading his mind. “Not giving them more time to get ready.”

      Daryl said nothing. He watched the side door of the helicopter glide open and another man in a dark combat outfit step out. The man was older than the others and didn’t have a gun in his hand as he strode with an officer’s confidence toward them.

      “This has to be the boss,” Daryl said.

      “You grab him. I’ll blast the chopper, we use him as a human shield and then we—”

      “Shut up, Ash,” said Riley.

      Ash muttered. “Just a suggestion.”

      The PPA officer stopped three car lengths away. Like the rest of his squad, he wore a matte black helmet and heavy body armor. Unlike the others, there was a crop of grey hair visible at the edge of the helmet, and his face was lined with deep wrinkles and crags. He looked the group up and down, then pulled his mouth into something vaguely resembling a smile.

      “Daryl. We’ve been looking for you,” he said, his voice betraying just a hint of an accent. French, maybe, but it was hard to be sure. “And you’ve met the great Ash Stone, too. How interesting.”

      He looked between them both as he tried to figure out the connection between them, then turned his attention to the third member of the group. “And I see you’ve made a new friend, also. This one I do not know. Who are you?”

      “Don’t tell him, Riley,” Ash whispered.

      “Riley,” said the officer, raising his voice. Behind him, one of the gunmen took out a radio and began talking into it. “How lovely to meet you, Riley,” the officer continued. “But I hope you realize you’re in very dangerous company.”

      “I can handle myself,” Riley said, although she didn’t sound particularly convincing.

      “Yes. Yes, I’m sure you can,” the officer said.

      There was a buzzing from near his wrist, so quiet that only Daryl could hear it. The officer raised his arm in front of him as if looking at his watch, and swiped a gloved finger across an iPhone-sized screen mounted on his forearm. His face was lit up as the screen came to life.

      After a moment, the PPA man lowered his arm and nodded at Riley. “You’re a long way from home, Miss Harper,” he said, then he clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. “On your knees.”

      Riley glanced at the others. “What, just me or…?”

      “All of you. Now.”

      Ash narrowed his eyes. “If you think I’m letting you ass-hats take me again, you’re in for a big—”

      Daryl lowered himself to his knees. Riley hesitated, then followed his lead.

      “Aw, come on,” Ash spat. He sighed heavily, then got down onto his knees.

      The PPA officer gave a satisfied nod. “That’s what I like to see.”

      “You’re making a big mistake,” said Daryl. “You can’t take us in. Trust me.”

      “I can. Trust me. I’ve got two dozen highly-trained, heavily-armed men here, all of whom are deeply unhappy at being called out in the middle of the night,” the officer said. “I can do pretty much anything I want at this point.”

      “The world is in danger,” Daryl said. “Someone is coming, and you’re going to need us to—”

      “The world is always in danger, kid,” said the officer. “That’s why organizations like ours exist, so everyone else can continue going about their lives while we take care of the monsters who would otherwise do them harm.”

      He slowly pointed a finger to each of them in turn, making a tocking sound with his mouth when his finger paused on each of them.

      “We’re not monsters,” Riley said.

      “We’re the only chance you have,” added Daryl. “That anyone has.”

      The officer cast his cold gaze across them. “I’ve been doing this a long time. I know monsters when I see them.”

      Suddenly, the neon lights of the billboards flickered then went black. Daryl’s group and the officer all looked up in time to see the scrolling adverts replaced by… something else. A single fuzzy image now covered all of the boards. It took a moment for the image to sharpen, bringing into focus a face with dark slits for eyes and a broad bat-like nose.

      Daryl heard Riley gasp and felt his own pulse quicken. That face. It was the face of the monster in Hath’s simulation.

      The face of the World Killer.

      The walkie-talkies of the PPA gunmen crackled and squawked. The screen on the officer’s arm flicked on, and Daryl caught a glimpse of the same face lighting up the glass.

      A voice emerged from the wrist-screen and the walkie-talkies, as the face on the screen began to speak.

      “Is that… is that him?” Riley asked. “That’s him, isn’t it?”

      “Who?” demanded the officer. “Who is that?”

      “That’s your monster,” said Daryl. “That’s who’s coming.”

      A series of hissing grunts and snarls spat at them through the speakers. The sounds were fierce and animal-like, but Daryl could make out a structure to them that suggested they were words and sentences, and not just the random growling they appeared to be.

      “What’s he doing?” asked Ash.

      “Talking. He’s telling us something.” Daryl shook his head. “But I have no idea what.”

      “Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound good,” said Riley.

      The officer jabbed a finger toward the big screens. “What do you know about this? Who is that?”

      “He calls himself the World Killer,” said Daryl. “He’s coming. He’s coming here. Now. To kill all of us. Everyone. And we—us three—we’re the only ones who can stop him.”

      The PPA officer looked down at him, his craggy face giving nothing away. “Really? Fascinating,” he said, at last. “But I don’t believe you. This… This is someone in a mask. This is a trick. What, you think I’m an idiot?”

      “No trick,” said Daryl.

      “He rules a planet called Skalgorth. It travels through space—”

      “The planet? The plant travels through space?” said the officer.

      “That’s right.” Daryl nodded. “It travels through—”

      “Skargorth?”

      “Skalgorth,” Daryl said. “It travels through space and—”

      “How does it do that?” the officer asked. There was a smirk at one corner of his mouth.

      “You don’t believe me,” Daryl said.

      “Of course he doesn’t believe you,” said Ash. “Hell, I barely believe you myself. We send these guys packing now, right?”

      He pointed his hands out in front of him. “Wait!” yelped Daryl as the agents’ fingers went tight on their triggers. “Stop. Ash, put your hands up, don’t point them at…”

      Daryl realized no one was listening to him. Instead, Riley, Ash, and the officer were watching the face towering above Piccadilly Circus. It took him a split-second to work out that the voice was now speaking in perfect English.

      “…on all transmissions across your world,” crackled the voice from the walkie-talkies. “You stand in the presence of the High Ruler of Skalgorth, just as billions have done before you,” said the alien. The movement of his lips and the sound of his voice were disconnected, as if his words were being fed through a translator.

      “And just like those billions, you all shall soon be dead.”

      He paused for a moment, letting his words sink in. Even the gunmen had taken their eyes off Daryl’s group and were staring intently at the World Killer on the screen.

      “Soon, Skalgorth shall fill your skies, then I will slaughter your children like cattle and pick their flesh from my teeth with their bones. I shall take everything you have ever fought for, everything you have ever loved, everything that you ever were, and then I shall burn whatever is left,” rasped the voice.

      “I am the High Ruler of Skalgorth. I am the World Killer.” He shifted his gaze, and Daryl suddenly got the impression those dark slits of eyes were staring right at him. “And I am coming.”

      The image became fuzzy at the edges, then flickered into darkness. A moment later, the Coca-Cola logo reappeared on the top billboard, with the others blinking into life soon after.

      “We can stop him,” Daryl said. “We’ve got a plan. We know how to do it.”

      The officer tilted his head back and looked along his nose at Daryl and the others, sizing them up. He sucked air through his teeth, then clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Nope. Still don’t believe it.” He gestured to the gunmen behind him. “Tranq them. Get them out of here.”

      The agents in front of Daryl opened fire. He saw the slight recoil of the rifles and heard the whistle of the darts spiraling along the barrels. Raising a hand, he stopped the darts in midair then spun and flicked them toward the men approaching from the other side. All four darts found their targets, the points digging into the gunmen’s exposed necks.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Ash cheered. He pushed his arms in a semi-circle around him, and a wide arch of light spread from his palms. The blast slammed into all nine of the PPA men, lifting them off their feet and dropping them on the pavement several feet back from where they’d been standing.

      Daryl, Riley, and Ash stood up. “Get behind me,” Daryl barked, as the PPA officer snarled into his wrist device.

      “What are you waiting for? Fire!”

      Daryl heard the muffled crack of the sniper rifles and the scream of the bullets as they hurtled toward them. He felt his heart leap into his throat. There were too many, moving too fast for him to do anything but—

      The bullets sparked as they abruptly came to a stop in the air. Daryl watched the flattened lumps of lead fall to the ground. In the stunned silence that followed, he worked out what had happened.

      “This way,” he said, racing toward where the bullets had fallen.

      “Where are we going?” asked Ash. “Do we have a plan here, or…?”

      His voice trailed off as a patch of empty space ahead of them shimmered and became solid. “Yufo!” Riley cried. “Am I glad to see you!”

      The ship’s wall oozed downwards, forming a ramp leading inside. Daryl urged Riley and Ash ahead, then scrambled up the ramp after them. He stood in the doorway, looking down at the PPA men below. They were back on their feet, racing for the helicopter. Yufo banked steeply and tilted a wing, clipping the spinning rotors. The black-clad agents hurled themselves to the ground again as broken slivers of spinning steel scythed through the air in all directions.

      Daryl stepped further into the ship as the wall sealed itself closed. Hath stood up front, his back to them. Riley watched the alien nervously, while Ash punched the air in glee.

      “Yeah! Think they can stop me? They have no idea who they’re messing with!” Ash cheered.

      Riley shot him a look that screamed ‘shut up now’.

      “What?” Ash demanded. “What, I can’t celebrate now? I’m not allowed to be happy?”

      Riley looked very deliberately at the still-silent Hath. Ash glanced between them, opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it.

      “Um… thanks,” Riley said. “You know, for swooping in.”

      Hath half-turned until his face was in profile. “I should’ve left you,” he said, and there was no missing the anger in his voice. “Had you not been so important, I would have left you to fend for yourselves. You snuck away.”

      Ash stepped forward. “I know, but--”

      “YOU SNUCK AWAY!” Hath roared, wheeling around to face them. His face was twisted up in rage, his wide nostrils flaring and closing as he drew in deeper and deeper breaths. “Tonight of all nights. Tonight, when the lives of everyone alive are in your hands, you snuck away.”

      Hath turned away. “And for what? Cheeseburgers.”

      “Actually, it was chicken nuggets,” Riley said. She swallowed. “Which, you know, is completely irrelevant, and I shouldn’t have mentioned it and I’ll shut up now.”

      “It is all irrelevant now,” Hath said. “You are safe.”

      “For now,” said Daryl. “He’s here.”

      Hath nodded, not looking at them. “Yes. He is here.” He took a deep breath. “Are you ready to save the world?”

      Daryl glanced at the others. “Ready as we’ll ever be,” he said.

      Hath nodded. “I suggest you hold on,” he said, then he thrust his arms to the sky and Yufo streaked upward, leaving London, England, and then the rest of the world far behind.
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      For a long time, no one spoke. Hath stood at the front, working the controls, while the others sat strapped into Yufo’s gloopy black seats.

      It was Riley who eventually broke the silence.

      “So… are we in space?”

      “Yes,” said Hath.

      “Outer space?”

      “No, inner space,” Ash spat. “What do you think?”

      “There’s a film called Innerspace,” said Daryl. Everyone turned to look at him and he immediately regretted opening his mouth. “It came out in 1987.”

      Riley wrinkled her nose. “Never heard of it. Who’s in it?”

      “Dennis Quaid,” said Daryl. “And Meg Ryan. And Martin Short. I could tell you all of them.” He flinched. “I don’t know why I sounded quite so proud saying that.”

      “Wow, you sure know a crazy amount about the cast of Innerspace,” said Riley.

      Daryl tapped the side of his head. “I’ve seen the end credits. I can literally tell you who helped build the sets if you like.”

      “What are you even talking about?” muttered Ash. He was so far reclined in his seat he was practically lying down.

      “Innerspace. Yes, I had forgotten about that one,” said Hath.

      Daryl blinked. “You’ve seen Innerspace?”

      Hath nodded. “I spent most of the last decade absorbing your culture and history.”

      “I’m not sure Innerspace counts as either of those things,” Daryl said.

      Ash sat up sharply. “Jesus, can everyone stop saying ‘Innerspace’?” He pointed out beyond Yufo’s dark walls. “We’re flying through outer space toward an alien planet. In an actual spaceship! Shouldn’t we maybe, you know, focus our attention on that?”

      Daryl shifted in his seat. “Suppose,” he admitted.

      “Would you like to see?” Hath asked.

      “Um, yes!” Riley chirped. “I thought you were never going to ask.”

      “Visuals,” said Hath, and Daryl instinctively gripped the sides of his chair.

      At first, he didn’t notice that the walls of the ship had slipped away, as the black of Yufo became the black of space. It wasn’t until he saw the first star that he realized the walls were gone.

      None of them spoke a word for almost a full minute. Instead, they just sat, watching in wonder at the universe spread out in front of them, and the spinning blue and green marble they had left behind.

      “That is… nice,” said Riley at last. “You know? That’s, like, really nice.”

      “We’re in space,” Ash said. “We’re actually flying through actual space.” He glanced around them. “I thought it’d be bigger.”

      Daryl raised an eyebrow. “Bigger? How could space be bigger? It’s infinite.”

      “Not space, Earth,” Ash said. He gestured in the direction of the distant Earth. “It looks tiny.”

      “That’s called perspective. Per-spec-tive,” said Riley, sounding the word out slowly. “Big things, when far away, look small.”

      Ash scowled. “I know that! I just mean, I don’t know. I thought it’d be bigger.”

      “How come we aren’t floating around the place?” Riley wondered.

      “Artificial gravity,” said Hath. “Can you see Skalgorth?”

      “Is that it?” asked Ash, pointing to their left.

      “No,” said Riley. “That’s the moon.”

      Ash shook his head. “My jokes are totally wasted on you, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know,” said Riley. “Try some and we’ll find out.”

      Daryl peered ahead, past where Hath stood. The longer he looked, the more stars seemed to fill the sky. Squinting, he pointed at one particularly bright spot standing out against the darkness. It was out beyond Pluto, but not far enough beyond it for Daryl’s liking. “Is that it?”

      Hath followed his finger. “Yes. That is Skalgorth.”

      Riley leaned forward and peered at the sparkling speck. “Looks alright from here.”

      “Yeah. Don’t see what all the fuss is about,” said Ash. He stared at the distant spot of light for a while, then went back to looking at the passing moon.

      “It’s bigger than I thought,” he said.

      “Per-spec-tive,” said Riley.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Daryl stood up and his invisible chair retracted back into the floor. Hath glanced at him as he approached. “Is everything alright?” the alien asked.

      “Yeah, fine. Fine,” said Daryl. He glanced back at the others, before continuing. “Just… when he was talking—the World Killer, I mean—we couldn’t understand what he was saying, but then it was like he was being translated.”

      “He was,” Hath said.

      Daryl nodded. “It was you, wasn’t it? You’d been there in the ship the whole time.”

      “Almost since the moment you left the station,” Hath said. “I wanted to observe.”

      “So, you could have stepped in when the PPA came after us.”

      “I could.”

      Daryl frowned. “Then why didn’t you?”

      “It was the ideal opportunity to find out how your training had progressed.”

      “Right, yeah. That makes sense,” said Daryl. He wrung his hands together.

      “Was there something else you wanted to ask?” said Hath.

      “It’s just… was it you?” Daryl said. “Who gave us away? I mean, was it you who told the PPA where to find us?”

      “As I say,” said Hath. “It was the ideal opportunity to find out how your training had progressed.”

      “They could have killed us,” Daryl whispered. “Or captured us, or whatever.”

      “I had faith in your abilities,” said Hath, turning to face him. “They would not have killed you or captured you, Daryl Elliot. You would have prevented it.”

      Daryl puffed out his cheeks. “I wish I had your confidence.”

      “Yes,” said Hath. “As do I.” He turned to face front again. “The World Killer’s broadcast caught me off guard. I had not expected to hear from him quite so soon. Had I known his broadcast would come so early I would never have let you leave the station. It took me a few moments to relay the transmission through the ship for translation, but you missed nothing of any real importance.”

      Daryl glanced around at the invisible ship. “I didn’t know Yufo could do that. Translate, I mean.”

      “It can do much you do not know of,” Hath said. “When all this is over, I can take more time to teach you.”

      Daryl nodded slowly. “So, who heard the translated version? Just us and those PPA guys?”

      Hath shook his head. “Everyone,” he said. “The World Killer’s message was broadcast all across the globe, and so was the translation.”

      “Wow. So everyone knows.”

      “Yes,” said Hath. “Everyone knows.”

      Daryl fell into silence, thinking of his dad back home. Was he drunk? Sober? Slumped at home or out searching? Had he seen the broadcast? Did he know what was happening?

      Was he even still alive?

      “I should’ve phoned him.”

      Hath glanced at Daryl. “What?”

      “Hmm? No, nothing,” said Daryl. “I just wish I’d called my dad. Back in McDonald's. I wish I’d phoned and spoken to him.”

      “You will speak to him when this is done,” Hath said. “Do not be afraid. You can do this, Daryl Elliot.”

      He raised his voice, snapping the others from their daydreaming.

      “All of you. I appreciate that you are facing something you have never faced before. Something no human being has ever faced before. But you can do this. You have the abilities. It is within your power—our power—to save not just your world, but all those the World Killer would move onto next. You can do this. You only have to believe you can.”

      “And also defeat an alien army led by a mass-murderer from the far reaches of outer space,” Riley added. “Just those two things. Believe in ourselves, and all that alien army stuff.” She looked at the others. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m feeling pretty confident.”

      “Was that sarcasm?” Daryl asked.

      Riley shrugged. “I honestly have no idea anymore. Might have been. Might have been completely genuine. I have no clue.”

      She reached into a little pocket in her suit. “By the way, I made you something.”

      Riley blushed, ever so slightly, as she produced what at first glance appeared to be a rock. As Daryl took it and turned it over in his hand, though, he saw that it vaguely resembled a face.

      But only vaguely.

      “I’m working on controlling the shapes,” Riley explained. “That’s me. Or, depending on the angle, a cinnamon bun. It’s for you. You know, for luck?”

      “Did you make me anything?” Ash asked.

      “You don’t need luck. You’re Ash Stone,” said Riley, who knew exactly how to play him now.

      “Damn right!” Ash crowed. He leaned back in his chair, satisfied.

      “Uh, thanks,” said Daryl. “This is… great.”

      “It’s not great. It’s clumsy and amateurish,” Riley corrected. “But that’s part of its charm.”

      Daryl looked at the rock, then up at Riley. “Yeah. You’re right,” he agreed, smiling. “Part of its charm.”

      “How long until we get there?” asked Ash, who was growing bored with rock-talk.

      Hath swiped his hands across the glowing controls and a countdown clock illuminated on one of Yufo’s walls. As the wall was currently completely transparent, it appeared to be floating in thin air.

      Ash, Riley, and Daryl all stared numbly at the numbers ticking by.

      “Seventeen minutes,” said Daryl, although he wasn’t sure why he felt the need to say it out loud. Maybe saying it out loud would make it feel more real.

      “Seventeen minutes. Quarter of an hour,” said Ash.

      “Ish,” said Riley.

      “What?”

      “Quarter of an hour ish. Not exactly.”

      Ash stared at her for a while, then turned away. “Can we put the walls back? Please?”

      “End visuals,” said Daryl, and the stars all blinked out at once. Ash turned and gave him an almost imperceptible nod, then lay back and looked up at the ceiling.

      “Seventeen minutes,” he muttered, closing his eyes.

      “Sixteen. Fifteen and a half, really, and I appreciate this probably isn’t helping so I’ll shut up now,” said Riley, all in one breath.

      Daryl returned to the others and sat down in the seat that rose up to meet him. He looked up to the ceiling, then felt a hand slip into his. Riley was staring straight ahead but had reached over to take his hand. She gave it a squeeze, and Daryl squeezed back.

      “Should we, I don’t know, go over the plan or something?” asked Ash.

      “You know the plan. Everyone knows their part,” said Hath.

      “Yeah, but… we have to do something, right?” said Ash. “We can’t just sit here twiddling our thumbs until we get there. We should be using the time to… I don’t know. To do something.”

      Riley reached out with her other hand. Ash brushed it away with his elbow, but when she offered it a second time he seemed to deflate. He put his hand on top of hers and they locked fingers.

      The next twelve minutes passed in silence, with Daryl, Ash, and Riley each lost in their own thoughts. When he finally heard Hath open his mouth, Daryl’s heart rate immediately went into overdrive. He knew exactly what the alien was about to say.

      Terror Level: 10

      “We’re here.”

      The walls slipped away again, and Daryl felt Riley jerk with panic. There, filling the sky ahead of them, was something from a nightmare.

      Skalgorth looked more like a tumor than a planet. It was a vast ball of charred blacks and flowing reds, with an atmosphere that seemed to churn in the skies above it. Trenches crisscrossed the land masses like scars. Twisting mountain ranges stabbed angrily at the heavens. If this wasn’t Hell, Daryl thought, it was a close relation.

      “I think I liked it better from back there,” said Riley.

      Ash whistled below his breath. “What a dump.”

      Hath was staring silently at the world before him. He walked through the holographic controls and pressed a hand against the invisible wall, as if he could reach through it and touch Skalgorth itself.

      “My home.”

      Riley tugged on Ash’s hand and glowered at him. He took a moment to understand what she was getting at. “What? It is a dump. Look at it.”

      “I’m sure it’s lovely,” said Riley, pulling her hand free of Ash’s. “Never judge a book by its cover, that’s my motto,” she said. “Or a planet by its blackened crust and oceans of blood.”

      “Salt,” said Hath, vaguely.

      “What’s salt?” Riley asked.

      “In the water. Not blood. Salt deposits make it appear red.”

      “And what’s up with the rest of it?” said Ash. “Did someone burn the whole place to the ground?”

      Hath’s hand dropped to his side. “In a way,” he said. He turned to face them and clasped his hands together. “Now take the controls, Daryl Elliot,” he said. “The time has come for us to make our move.”
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      Riley fell.

      She was pretty sure she wasn’t meant to be falling. At least, not so fast, and with less in the way of flapping and screaming. She was supposed to have her arms by her sides, she knew, and be streaking gracefully across the sky. Instead, she tumbled and twisted through the air, the brooding grey skies and the blackened terrain of Skalgorth swooshing past her in a stomach-churning cycle as she hurtled toward the planet’s surface.

      The surface itself was still pretty far away. Not so far away that it wasn’t something to worry about, but not close enough for her to be completely consumed by panic quite yet.

      Soon, though. Definitely soon.

      The sky became the ground and the ground became the sky, flipping over and over and over. Riley was really starting to regret that second chicken nugget.

      “Riley, you’re falling.”

      Daryl’s voice was in her ear, so clear he could have been standing right beside her.

      “Well aware of that!” she yelped, watching the horizon whizz past through the glass of her visor. “Trying to do something about it.”

      “I think you have to stop spinning.”

      “Thanks, Daryl,” said Riley. “That wouldn’t have occurred to me. Good job by that super-brain of yours.” She swallowed down her nausea. “That was totally sarcasm that time, by the way.”

      “Want me to come back for you?” Daryl asked.

      Riley gritted her teeth. The metal suit whirred as she spread herself out into a star shape. “No. I’ve got it,” she said, flopping around in two complete circles. “Keep going.”

      “OK. Well, you know. Good luck,” Daryl said.

      “You too,” said Riley, splaying her fingers to try to catch the whistling wind. She was still spinning, but at an angle now so the horizon screamed past her diagonally. The ground was closer, and she caught glimpses of roads and buildings below.

      “Come on, Riley,” she muttered. “Why is this happening? Figure it out.”

      She lifted her head just long enough to check her arms and legs. They felt heavy inside the suit, and it was hard to tell from feel alone if they were in the position Hath had shown her. One arm looked higher than the other, but she was spinning so quickly now she couldn’t tell which was which.

      She glanced from one to the other. “Eeny, meeny, miny…” Riley raised one arm a few inches higher. “Mo.”

      The wind slammed into her. She rolled once, twice, three times.

      And then, just like that, she stopped. She could see Skalgorth spread out below her, stretching off in all directions. Riley laughed. “Go me,” she said, then something went beep in her ear. Fire ignited from the feet of the suit and, with a brief scream, Riley streaked across the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Daryl watched a series of glowing symbols scroll upward through the air beside him, and allowed himself a smile. “She did it,” he said, even though there was no one around to hear.

      He looked down at the little pebble-face Riley had given him. It sat next to the controls on a little plinth that he’d had Yufo grow from the wall.

      “She did it!” he said, addressing the little rock directly.

      His fingers danced in empty space. “Ash. Have you arrived?”

      There was a moment of silence before Ash’s voice surrounded him. “You know I’ve arrived. You’re watching us all, aren’t you?”

      “You and Riley. Can’t track Hath,” Daryl said. “Riley had problems, but she’s OK. Hang fire until the timer goes off, OK?”

      “For the millionth time, I got it,” Ash said. “Now, go do your part.”

      Daryl raised a middle finger to the console, then changed the channel. “Hath? How are things going?”

      “As planned,” said the alien without any delay. “The others?”

      “Yeah, OK, I think. Ash is being difficult, but then there’s nothing new there.”

      “As long as he performs his task. How long until you arrive?”

      Daryl didn’t need to look up at the display on the wall. “Just over eight minutes. Are you sure I can’t go faster?”

      “You would risk being detected. And the attacks must be perfectly synchronized or—”

      Hath’s voice stopped and the ship fell silent. “Hello?” said Daryl. He double-checked the symbols on the floating display. As far as he could tell, the comm-line was still open. “Hath, you there?”

      Silence. Daryl drew in a deep breath and held it. He stood motionless, as if moving would somehow make things worse.

      “I am here, Daryl Elliot,” said Hath, so suddenly Daryl jumped. “But I must be quiet for now. Continue as planned. You can do this.”

      The line went dead, cut off from the other end. Daryl let his breath out slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do this,” he said to no one but himself, and the seconds on the wall rolled steadily down.
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        * * *

      

      Ash prodded himself on the shoulder. “Lose the gloves.”

      The metal gauntlets covering his hands retracted into the gleaming arms and he wriggled his fingers. The atmosphere was breathable, Hath had said, but he wasn’t about to take any chances, so he left the rest of the suit in place.

      He had to admit, he hadn’t been a fan of the fleshy red leotard when he’d first seen it, but there was no denying it was pretty damn handy. Turning into a suit of flying battle armor was impressive, of course, but it also meant he could have a different designer outfit every day, without spending a single cent.

      Of course, first he had to save the world, otherwise, there’d be no one around to appreciate his outstanding fashion sense.

      Ash leaned out and peered around the rock he was hiding behind. A wall, easily twenty feet tall, stretched across the landscape less than a quarter of a mile away. It was huge, there was no questioning that, but it was just a wall. He’d been expecting force fields or some other future alien junk, but nope, just a wall. Not that he was complaining, of course. Walls, he could handle.

      He glanced up at the numbers whirring past in the top right corner of his visor. There were still seven minutes before he could make his move. He watched the numbers for a few seconds, willing them to move faster. “Come on, already.”

      His part of the plan was relatively straightforward. Break into the base. Destroy everything in sight. Don’t get killed. Hath had said all the equipment and vehicles would be out of their hangers, prepared for the attack on Earth. As the attack was still a few days away, though, troops would be thin on the ground.

      Ash clicked his fingers impatiently and sung below his breath. He hated waiting. He’d always hated waiting. The temptation to just run in there and start blasting everything was pretty damn overwhelming. He distracted himself by thinking about his post-world-save interviews, and the film roles he’d be offered.

      They were bound to make a movie of this, and he’d play himself for sure. Sing the soundtrack, too. Obviously, the others couldn’t be in it, but he had a few ideas on the casting front. Riley, for starters, could be played by—

      There was a sound from behind him. Ash turned, but too late. Something slammed into his visor, sending him sprawling. He hit the ground hard, throwing up a cloud of red dust. Frantically, he looked for his attacker, but the glass of his visor had splintered into a spider-web pattern, making it impossible to see anything except a shadowy shape lunging toward him.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh no, oh no, oh no,” Riley babbled. “This is gonna hurt.”

      She hit the ground at a steep angle, bounced twice, then tumbled to an awkward stop. She was just breathing a sigh of relief when the rockets in her boots kicked in again, propelling her several feet across the ground.

      “Stop, whoa, cut it out!” she yelped. She jabbed her shoulder and shouted, “Meat suit, meat suit!”

      The metal slithered, becoming fabric again. Riley skidded for another foot or so before friction brought her slide to a halt. She lay on her back, looking up at the distant sun, wondering which parts of her were about to hurt.

      “Ooh. Everything. Bonus.” She grimaced and sat up, then gave the world a chance to stop spinning before getting to her feet.

      Once she had dusted herself down, cricked her neck, and checked there was nothing broken, she looked around. The prison building was just ahead, standing all on its own on a perfectly flat patch of land.

      It wasn’t much to look at. In fact, it was barely bigger than the McDonald’s they’d been sitting in just an hour or so ago. But then, Riley had been prepared for that. The part of the prison that was above the ground was just a glorified reception area. The real action—and the prisoners she was there for—were buried deep below the surface.

      There would be guards, of course. The way into the prison would be heavily protected, and Riley knew that if she strolled up to that front door she’d be dead before she could knock.

      Luckily, she had her own ways of making an entrance. Pointing both hands at the ground ahead of her, she twisted them, like she was turning a tiny wheel. Chunks of rock pinged away in all directions, as if an invisible drill had begun cutting through.

      A second later, there was a Riley-sized passageway leading underground. Riley took a few seconds to line herself up with the prison, then lowered herself down into the hole. Parting her hands, she forced the rock ahead of her to spread just enough for her to pass. She walked on through the splitting stone, getting lower and lower, and closer to the prison with every step.

      Just five or six steps in and Riley was walking through darkness. She glanced behind her at the weak light seeping in through the hole in the ground.

      “Nothing to worry about,” she muttered. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

      She clenched her fists, then shook them loose. “Yeah,” she muttered, stepping forward into the blackness. “Right.”
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        * * *

      

      Ash raised his hands, but before he could let off a shot, a foot slammed into his chest, sending him sprawling again. He hit the dirt hard, and the armor’s edges dug into his back. “God damn it,” he hissed. He swept one arm out wildly, firing with a tight beam.

      There was a scream, piercing despite the muffling effect of the helmet. Something wet and red hit the visor, and through the cracked glass Ash saw the figure hit the deck. Tapping his shoulder, he barked for the helmet to fix itself. The visor rippled for a split-second. When it stopped, the cracks were gone, and Ash saw a figure writhing on the ground. It was missing one leg from below the knee, and the other from around the hip. Blood spurted from the wounds and pooled in a puddle below.

      The figure looked like a scaled-down version of Hath, dressed in some sort of uniform. In the gulf between it and the missing bits of its legs lay something Ash recognized as a gun. It wasn’t like any he’d ever seen before, but it had an unmistakable gun shape to it that couldn’t really be missed.

      Ash kicked it away, but the alien didn’t notice. He—at least, Ash assumed it was a he—was too busy thrashing around and howling to worry about the weapon.

      “You shouldn’t have attacked me, man,” Ash said. He pointed both hands at the alien’s head and flexed his fingers. He held them there, staring down at the injured figure. After a moment, the hands began to shake.

      He lowered one hand, keeping the other trained on the alien’s head. Gritting his teeth, he turned his head. He screwed his eyes shut, trying to control the trembling that rose through his wrist and up his arm.

      “Gah!” Ash turned and walked off, putting a few paces between him and the fallen figure. “What’s the point? You’ll be dead in a minute, anyway.” He looked down at the pool of blood, then across at the legs. One of them was still standing upright. “Not like you can do much now, anyway.”

      With a hiss, the alien pressed a hand to the side of its neck. He spat something unintelligible, then his breathing became a series of short, choking gulps. Ash stepped further away, transfixed by the alien’s heaving chest.

      As it wheezed through its final breaths, an alarm screamed from somewhere beyond the wall. Ash shot the motionless figure a dirty look. “That’s the thanks I get, is it?” he spat.

      Shrugging, Ash turned toward the wall. The countdown in the corner of his visor told him there were five minutes left until he was supposed to attack, but he didn’t see that he had a whole lot of choice.

      Besides, he’d been acting on TV since he was six years old. If there was one thing he knew, it was how to improvise.

      “Knock-knock,” he said as, raising his arms, he began to run.
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      Daryl stared at the red symbols flaring past him through the air.

      “No, no, no. Ash, you idiot,” he cried.

      The alarm had been raised at Ash’s target. The other sites would know in moments, and the whole plan would be at risk.

      “Uh, block transmissions,” he called. “Stop the alarm. Do something!”

      “Communications sub-system menu available,” said Yufo. A rectangle of green light unrolled like a scroll beside Daryl.

      “I don’t know how to…” Daryl began, but as he studied them the symbols began to make sense. They were similar to the others Hath had taught him to understand during flying training. Daryl’s hand flew to the lights, tapping out commands he hoped would block all communications below.

      He felt a stabbing panic as the World Killer’s voice boomed out at him through the speakers. “I am broadcasting this message on all transmissions across your world,” he said, and Daryl reached for the controls again.

      “You stand in the presence of the High Ruler of Skalgorth, just as billions have done before you. And just like those billions, you all shall soon be dead.”

      Daryl paused, his fingers poised over the holographic buttons.

      “Soon, Skalgorth shall fill your skies, then I will slaughter your children like cattle and pick their flesh from my teeth with their bones. I shall take everything you have ever fought for, everything you have ever loved, everything that you ever were, and then I shall burn whatever is left,” said the voice.

      Daryl knew those words. He’d heard them before. He whispered along.

      “I am the High Ruler of Skalgorth. I am the World Killer. And I am coming.”

      “Is that…? What is that?” Daryl said. “Is that a recording?”

      Hath’s voice barked out at him. “Daryl Elliot! What is happening? The alarm has been raised.”

      “Uh, yeah. It was… I don’t know. Something happened to Ash.”

      He leaped back in fright as a series of high-pitched noises screamed over the airwaves. “Hath? Hath, what’s happening?” he asked, but there was no reply from the other side.

      Daryl changed the channel. “Riley? Ash? What’s going on?”

      “Can’t talk. Busy.” Ash was shouting, but his voice was muffled and distant. “Call back later.”

      “Riley? Riley?” Daryl said, but no answer came. “Damn it!” He thrust both hands forward and Yufo’s engines began to hum louder. “She’ll be OK,” he announced, nice and clear in the hope it made him believe it. “She’ll be OK.”

      More symbols scrolled upward past him as the ship closed on the third and final target. “We’re cloaked, right? No one can see us?”

      “Affirmative, Daryl Elliot,” Yufo said. “Stealth mode active.”

      “Show me the plans for the power plant,” he said. A spinning three-dimensional model of the station grew in the air behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at it. “Good, now show me where I can disable the transport beams.”

      “Information classified,” Yufo announced.

      Daryl turned. “What?” he said. “Show me. I need to know where to go.”

      “Information classified,” Yufo said again. The hum of the engines died away. “We have arrived.”

      Daryl spent a second committing the power plant layout to memory, then tapped himself on the shoulder. “Gorthian Battle Armor,” he said, and his t-shirt and jeans hardened into burnished bronze metal. He instinctively took a deep breath as a helmet bloomed over his head and a visor snapped down in front of his face.

      Yufo’s wall parted as Daryl strode toward it. He paused at the gap, gazing down at the twin towers standing directly below. “Who made it classified?” Daryl asked.

      “Information classified,” Yufo said. Daryl sighed.

      “Yeah, I thought you might say that,” he muttered, then he turned his attention back to the power plant and the distant ground below.

      “Likelihood of getting killed,” he whispered. “A solid nine.”

      He placed his arms by his sides. He closed his eyes.

      And then, with a whispered prayer to anyone who might be listening, he jumped.
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        * * *

      

      BOOM!

      Something Ash guessed was a tank went off like a bomb blast, tearing apart an identical vehicle right beside it. It had taken him a few tries, but he’d found a weak spot in the tanks’ armor, down where the armadillo-like plating met the caterpillar tracks. Hit that near the back and…

      BOOM!

      The next in the row went up, flipped into the air, then came crashing back down on the next tank over. Ash laughed as he blasted short beams at a few more vehicles, one after the other. They exploded in rapid succession, and Ash ducked to avoid the hot debris as it whistled past.

      He could hear the shouts of the soldiers trapped inside the barracks or whatever the hell the low building was that ran part way along one of the walls. He’d brought the wall crashing down on top of it like a landslide, crushing half of it and sealing off the rest. He’d been quite proud of that move, even if he did say so himself.

      He was starting to wish, though, that he’d paid more attention to Hath’s instructions. He’d destroyed a dozen or so tanks, and there was maybe the same again lined up in rows around the courtyard. He’d been expecting more, though, and there was no sign of anything else that looked even remotely dangerous.

      Even the tanks didn’t exactly look primed for battle. At least half of them had been partly covered in sand, like the desert had been trying to claim them. He blasted another to pieces, bringing what was left down to single figures.

      If they could be destroyed this easily, he didn’t see what the fuss was about. The US alone could handle a few dozen tanks, even if the rest of the world didn’t bother its ass to help out.

      Still, not that he was complaining. He had a job to do, and that job was shaping up to be much easier than he’d expected. He shut one eye and took aim at the furthest tank. “Boom,” he said.

      And then, he fired.
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        * * *

      

      Riley sensed the way the rock ahead of her changed and knew she was there. There were a few feet of hard-packed rubble and soil ahead, then beyond that, a wall. This could’ve been a problem, were it not for the fact the wall was made of stone. While a stone wall was still definitely a problem, it wasn’t a problem for her, and that, she felt, was the main thing.

      It took her a couple of seconds to reach the wall, then a minute or so of jogging on the spot to get herself psyched up for what came next. This was mostly because she didn’t really know what came next, exactly. She suspected it would be exciting. Just not necessarily in a good way.

      The countdown on her visor was pretty much where it was meant to be—at least, from what she could gather—but she wasted a few more seconds adjusting her hat and taking a series of deep breaths.

      She coughed violently, choking on the dust.

      “Bad move. Big mistake,” she wheezed. “Won’t be doing that again.”

      The countdown on her visor reached the symbol she felt was probably zero. Raising her hands, Riley gritted her teeth, narrowed her eyes, and then almost exploded with the effort of holding in another coughing fit.

      “It’s showtime,” she said, filling it with all the drama and gravitas she could muster.

      Then she neatly unfolded the bricks of the wall in front of her, poked her head through to check if the coast was clear, and quietly slipped inside.

      She emerged through the wall roughly eight feet above a metal walkway and manipulated the masonry blocks until they formed a staircase for her to walk down.

      That done, she spent a few seconds trying to slot them all back into the wall, before discovering she couldn’t quite manage to get them all to fit again.

      “Oh, come on,” she grumbled. “First brick there. Second brick there. Or is it there?”

      “Rhoomanshka!”

      Riley froze, the wall above her still partly assembled. She had no idea what had just been said, but she was confident it was nothing complimentary. The coast, it seemed, was no longer clear.

      “Buurakta rhoomanshka. Bup! Bup!”

      Raising her hands, Riley shuffled in the direction of the sound. A smaller version of Hath stood about thirty feet along the walkway, a pistol-sized gun clutched in both trembling hands.

      “Robak! Bup!”

      “Uh, hi,” said Riley. She smiled awkwardly. “This, um, this isn’t what it looks like. And also, sorry in advance.”

      She twitched a finger. A brick whistled through the air and slammed into the man’s chest before he could fire off a shot. The impact knocked him off his feet and he hit the walkway with enough force to bounce him halfway back onto his feet again.

      When he crashed down for the second time, he was unconscious. Possibly dead, although Riley hoped not. She felt bad enough about whanging him with a brick as it was.

      “You’re going to shake that right off,” she whispered as she stepped over his inanimate body. “Seriously, you’ll be up and about in no time. We’ll laugh about this one day. Or, you know, hug each other and cry.”

      Giving him a final wave, she scurried on along the walkway. It was old and a little feeble-looking. While she couldn’t see any specific rust, it still managed to give the impression that it was rife with the stuff, and Riley felt that the sooner she got off it, the better.

      A set of mesh-like metal steps led her to the smooth tiled floor of what looked like some kind of dining area. It could best be described as ‘functional’ with twelve stainless steel style tables all fixed to the floor, and twenty-four similar looking benches bolted down beside them. A layer of dust covered all but two of the tables. A couple of tall, bronze-colored mugs sat on each table, all four of them dented and badly scuffed like they’d been kicked around on the floor a few thousand times.

      There were no video cameras, as far as Riley could tell, although she wasn’t really sure what an alien video camera would look like, so she couldn’t be sure.

      “Daryl? Can you hear me?” she asked, but there was no reply from the earpiece the meat suit had left in her ear.

      After shaking a fist at the thick stone ceiling high overhead and cursing it for its transmission-blocking properties, Riley glanced between the two doors ahead of her. They stood close together, but on opposite walls. Both were slightly ajar, suggesting neither one would lead her directly to the prison area. Not unless security was very relaxed around here, and that didn’t sound like this World Killer guy’s schtick at all.

      “So, if I was a bad guy, where would I keep my prisoners?” she wondered.

      She looked at the door on the left.

      Then she looked at the door on the right.

      Then she looked down at the floor and felt a twinge from the rock below the tiles.

      “Aha!”

      The floor rumbled just ahead of her, flipping several tiles into the air. From one of the half-open doors, she heard panicked shouts. A quick wave of her hand brought the ceiling down in front of that doorway, blocking it off.

      There was a groan, not unlike the sound of ancient trees swaying in the wind. The floor parted, revealing a deep pit below. Yellow light flickered and danced down at the bottom, sending the shadows of six figures writhing and dancing across the walls.

      Riley allowed herself a grim smile. This had been easier than she thought.

      “I mean, sure, I still have to get them out,” she said aloud. “But still. Yay me!”

      The drop into the pit was easily sixty feet, probably more. There were, as far as she could work out, no visible means of getting down there. That could be a problem.

      She thought about floating a chunk of masonry and trying to jump onto it, but the thought then immediately cut to a close-up of her gravestone, with ‘Plunged to her death in an alien prison’ etched into the stone, so she dismissed it.

      She could always transform the meat suit into that battle armor with the jet boots, but that same image of the gravestone popped into her head again, only with the word ‘plunged’ scored out and replaced with the word ‘rocketed’.

      There had to be some sort of way down, she knew, but it was entirely possible that it was on the other side of a door currently blocked by rocks and, beyond that, armed guards. Ideally, she didn’t want to hurt anyone else, so that ruled out door number one. Door number two might be a better option, but then again, it might just lead to a storage closet for all she knew.

      She decided to try it.

      It led to a storage closet.

      “Bum,” Riley whispered.

      Peering down into the pit gave her a bird’s eye view of six metal domes. Yellow light spilled out around each of them, and the way it crackled and shimmered suggested some sort of forcefield.

      The floor of the pit looked to be made of the same rough rock as elsewhere in the facility, though. It was a long way away, but maybe…

      Riley lay on the floor so her head and one arm stuck over the edge of the hole. Slowly, she extended a hand in the direction of the first domed cell. She could feel someone in there, their footsteps scuffing against the stone floor.

      “Well, you can bring a horse to Muhammad, but you can’t… something about a mountain,” she said. She considered this for a moment, trying to recall the actual saying, then shrugged. “I know what I was aiming for.”

      Then Riley concentrated like she’d never concentrated before, and the ground beneath the cell rumbled as if it were alive.
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      Daryl crept between two enormous stacks of machinery, the purposes of which he couldn’t even begin to guess at.

      He’d been prepared for a fight, but the complex seemed to be completely automated. He’d had Yufo run scans as he’d glided overhead on the battle armor’s auxiliary thrusters, and other than a few rat-sized desert creatures, the ship hadn’t picked up any life signs.

      Daryl had passed the rest of the descent by learning a third of Hath’s native language—again, with the help of Yufo. It had seemed bewilderingly complex for the first few seconds, but his brain had expanded to make sense of it all after that, and now it was just a case of memorizing the trickier words. He’d be the first to admit that his pronunciation was probably way off, but it wasn’t bad for three minutes’ work.

      Despite the sensor sweep having come up blank, and all visible signs pointing to it having been correct, Daryl wasn’t taking any chances. He tiptoed between the machinery stacks, weaving his way carefully toward the terminal Yufo was guiding him to.

      “Hey!”

      Daryl spun, raising his fists before he realized the voice had come from inside his helmet. “You done yet?” Ash demanded. Daryl felt himself bristle in irritation at Ash’s tone.

      “No. Not yet.”

      “What’s taking so long? I’m done here,” Ash said.

      “Because you rushed in,” Daryl hissed. “You went before the countdown.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So what? It’s done. I took out the tanks, for all that there were of them.”

      Daryl hesitated. “What?”

      “I took out the tanks. Like a goddamned champ.”

      “No. I mean… What did you say? There weren’t many?”

      “Not enough that I couldn’t take care of them,” Ash said, and Daryl could practically hear the guy’s chest puffing out.

      “Enough for a world invasion?” Daryl asked.

      Ash snorted. “Barely enough for a Rhode Island invasion.”

      “I don’t know what that is,” said Daryl.

      “It’s a State. Seriously, you’ve never heard of Rhode Island?” asked Ash, sounding positively appalled by this. “How can you not have heard of Rhode Island?”

      “Have you ever heard of East Sussex?” Daryl spat back.

      Annoyingly, his supercharged brain had now dragged a whole plethora of information about Rhode Island up from the darkest corners of his memory, but there was no way he was telling Ash that.

      Besides, there were more pressing issues.

      “Why weren’t there more tanks?” Daryl wondered. “It’s supposed to be an invasion force.”

      “I guess Hath’s intel was wrong,” said Ash. He said it with the tone of someone who had, until that moment, thought everything was going great, but was now slowly coming to realize that it very probably wasn’t. “They must be somewhere else.”

      “Damn. OK,” said Daryl. “I’ll try to get in touch with Hath and tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” asked Hath, his voice suddenly booming in Daryl’s ear.

      “Jesus!” Daryl yelped.

      “Tell me ‘Jesus’?”

      “What? No,” Daryl replied. “Tell you about the tanks.”

      There was a pause. “What about them?”

      “Tell him, Ash,” said Daryl.

      Ash didn’t.

      “I excluded him from the conversation,” Hath explained.

      “Oh. Why?” asked Daryl. “I mean, not that I’m necessarily complaining.”

      “I excluded Ash Stone in the interests of brevity, as time is against us,” Hath said. “I see now that this was a mistake. What about the tanks?”

      “There weren’t many of them,” Daryl said. “Not enough for an invasion force.”

      “I see,” said Hath. He considered this for a few seconds. “Troubling, but not our priority. You must disarm the transport system. Are you at the terminal?”

      Daryl leaned out from between the stacks of machinery, looked around to make sure nobody was around, then speed-walked over to the bank of screens marked on the HUD of his visor.

      “I am now,” he said, studying the lines of data and myriad of options on each of the screens. “Wow. It’s complex.”

      “It is, but do not worry, Daryl Elliot. The ship will begin transmitting instructions. Follow the steps as they appear on your visor.”

      A glowing rectangle superimposed itself over one of the symbols on the leftmost screen. It moved when Daryl turned his head, then resettled back in its original position again. The symbol was not one Daryl had seen before, but he got the general idea.

      “Do I press it?”

      “You do.”

      Daryl pressed it. All the screens went dark.

      “Uh, I think I did something wrong,” he said.

      “Wait.”

      The screens returned, this time with lines of data that were entirely different from those that had been there previously. Despite his growing grasp of the language, Daryl couldn’t understand any of it, and guessed it was computer code, as opposed to actual text.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Follow the steps,” said Hath. There was a sound not unlike a scream in the background. “I must go.”

      “Wait! Hath? Hath?” said Daryl, keeping his voice low despite his urge to shout. There was no reply from inside the helmet, just the insistent blinking of a light floating above another of the touch-screen buttons.

      A keyboard slid out of the console with such ferocity Daryl leaped back into a fighting stance. At least, he guessed it was a keyboard. It had something not unlike keys on it, although they were much smaller than standard QWERTY keys and triangular shaped. There were also—Daryl counted below his breath for a moment—just under eight hundred of them, and none of them made any sense.

      As he approached the keyboard, lights danced across his visor, indicating keys. Each light appeared for a fraction of a second, before being replaced by the next one.

      “Wait, wait, go back,” he protested.

      The light show stopped. Daryl tapped himself on the shoulder and instructed the suit to lose the gloves. He gave his newly freed fingers a flex, then cracked his knuckles.

      “OK, I’m ready,” he said. And, as the light show restarted, he began to type.
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        * * *

      

      Once she’d got the hang of lifting the first couple of cells, Riley had rattled through the rest in no time. Each one had risen on a column of stone, passed through a circular gap she’d created in the floor above it, then stopped when it plugged the hole.

      As a result, she was now surrounded by six cells, each one still fully intact, just one story higher than they all had been. Six figures stood in the cells, watching her with a mix of amazement and suspicion. They looked like they would have been imposing once, but their time in confinement had stooped their shoulders and bent their backs, and it looked like they were struggling to stay on their feet. Quite what Hath thought these guys were going to do to help, she wasn’t sure, but he’d seemed pretty keen to get them out.

      “Now, how do I get you out?” she wondered, pacing around one of the cells.

      The ring of light around each cell was being projected by four devices built into the base. She searched a couple of them for any sign of a power switch, but came up blank.

      Cupping her hands around her mouth she shouted into the cell beside her. “Any ideas?”

      “Coomro ba,” said the man inside. His voice was clear and loud, like there was nothing between them.

      “Coomro ba, huh?” said Riley, nodding. “Right. Coomra ba.”

      She regarded the projector again, puffed out her cheeks, rolled her tongue around inside her mouth, squatted down, stood up again, crossed her arms, then shrugged. “Ah, screw it,” she said, and a chunk of masonry spat from the ground. It smashed into the metal like a cannonball, bending it in its housing and denting its back.

      Inside the cell, the prisoner took a step back as the wall of light warped toward him. “Sorry, let me try again,” Riley said, giving him a thumbs up—a signal she hoped was pretty universal in its translation.

      A second rock battered against the projector. This time, the wall of light flickered for a moment. When it stopped, one-quarter of it had vanished, leaving a clear doorway for the prisoner inside to exit by.

      He stared at the opening in wonder for a moment, then hobbled out, keeping a close eye on Riley.

      As he emerged, his back straightened, like an enormous weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He groaned in something like pleasure, and Riley could swear she heard his bones click themselves back into place as he drew himself up to his full—slightly terrifying—height.

      “Uh, hi!” she said, giving him a wave. “I’m with Hath. He sent me to rescue you.”

      The prisoner’s vast expanse of forehead furrowed. “Trowka amsam Hath?”

      “Hath!” said Riley. She tapped herself on the chest. “Hath friend. Get it? OK! Me and Hath?” she linked her pinkies together. “We’re tight. You know, ish. Tight-ish.”

      She tried the thumbs up again, and this time made it a double. “Haha. OK. You have no idea what I’m saying, do you?”

      “Ornstko roobus turrem ta,” the prisoner said, gesturing frantically to the other cells. “Bup! Bup!”

      “Alright, alright, I’m bupping,” Riley told him. She turned, muttering under her breath. “A ‘thank you’ wouldn’t go amiss. You know, unless you already said it in an alien language, in which case, you’re very welcome. Now, let’s get your friends out of there.”

      The landslide she’d created over the door rumbled, making pebbles clatter down its slope.

      “Otherwise we’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Daryl stared at the screen of text in front of him. It was definitely computer code, he could see that now, but the intricacies of it still eluded him.

      “Yufo, can you translate this for me?” he asked.

      “Information classified,” Yufo replied. “Please follow instructions.”

      “Right. It’s just… I don’t think this does what we want it to do,” Daryl explained. “I could be wrong, but… I don’t know. I’m supposed to be disabling the transport beams, but I think this is connected to lots of other systems, too. I’m not sure, but I think it’s going to power some of them up, not down.”

      “Information classified,” said Yufo. “Please follow instructions.”

      “I’d better ask Hath,” Daryl said. “Hath? Hath, can you hear me?”

      There was silence for a while, then: “Please follow instructions.”

      Daryl took another look at the screen, with its bewildering maze of code. He watched a single light pulsing on and off in his visor’s view, superimposed over the button he was confident would run the code he’d just inputted.

      “Completely Out of your Depth score?” he whispered. “Ten.”

      Then, because he had no idea what else to do, Daryl followed the naggingly insistent instructions and pressed the button.

      More code scrolled up the screen. Something gave a soft bleep. Otherwise, as far as he could tell, nothing happened.

      “Did it work?” he asked. “Is that it?”

      “Mission successful, Daryl Elliot,” said Yufo. “We will rendezvous at the coordinates displayed on your visor.”

      Turning away from the display, Daryl studied the coordinates. He had absolutely no frame of reference for them, and so had absolutely no idea where to go. Fortunately, an arrow appeared in his field of view, directing him.

      Unfortunately, it was pointing up.

      Daryl raised his head and spotted Yufo hanging in the sky thousands of feet above him. He squinted at the dark dot, and could just make out a hole appearing in the bottom of the ship, spiraling opening like the shutter of a camera to welcome him back.

      He groaned. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”
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        * * *

      

      Riley led the prisoners along the walkway, trying to remain as quiet as possible. She needn’t have bothered. The six… what? Men? Aliens? One of those. The six of them laughed and jeered, patting each other on their backs and taking it in turns to shout things at her, before they all broke into loud guffaws of laughter. She had no idea what they were saying, but the way they were saying it made her cheeks burn red with embarrassment.

      There was a cinder block on the walkway ahead of them. It took Riley a moment to understand its significance.

      “Oh… bum. Everyone be careful,” she said, motioning for quiet. “There might be a guy around here somewhere who…”

      The guard appeared from an alcove ahead of them, one arm slung across his chest as if holding himself together, the other pointing his gun at the group. It wasn’t aiming at Riley specifically, but more in the general direction of the prisoners behind her.

      “Yep, that’s him,” Riley said. She raised her hands in a calming gesture. “Look, it’s OK. It’s OK. Relax.” She took a deep breath and tried to follow her own advice. “These men are with me, and I’m sorry, but I’m taking them out of here. I’m sure you’re a nice person deep down, and I really don’t want to hit you with another brick, so if you could…”

      The guard screamed, then gargled, as his ribs collapsed into his fleshier parts. Riley stared, wide-eyed, as blood vomited out of his mouth and cascaded down his front.

      “Uh, what’s happening right now?” she whimpered, then she jumped aside as the guard shot past her like a fish on an invisible line.

      He jerked to a stop when one of the prisoners caught him by the throat. The former convict studied the gargling specimen like a cruel child might examine a fly right before they ripped its wings off. Behind him, the other men cackled and bellowed and stamped their feet in approval.

      “We should… You should let him go,” said Riley.

      There was a snickt of breaking bone. Holding Riley’s gaze, the prisoner let the guard go. The lifeless body slumped to the walkway, then oozed limply through a gap at the side that it had no business fitting through. Two and a half seconds later, the corpse thacked onto the tiles.

      Riley felt her cheeks burn hotter.

      “Turrem ta. Bup,” said the prisoner, no longer laughing. “Bup.”

      Riley’s mouth was suddenly dry. It made a clicking sound as she spoke. “Bup. Gotcha,” she whispered, then she turned the partially assembled wall into a staircase and led her increasingly unlikeable companions toward the surface.
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      Riley bounced from foot to foot, watching the prisoners file in through Yufo’s open door, and quietly dreading the journey ahead. Daryl stood beside her, nodding and smiling at each of the hulking aliens as they filed by.

      When the last one was aboard, Daryl made to follow, but Riley caught him by the arm and dropped her voice to a whisper. “They’re not very nice.”

      Daryl glanced into the ship, then back to the girl. “They aren’t? In what way?”

      “In every way,” Riley told him. “They killed a guard.”

      Daryl frowned. “They did? Why?”

      “Well, I mean, he was pointing a gun at them,” Riley admitted. “But it was the way they did it. Grumpy just sort of, I don’t know, crushed him, then broke his neck.”

      “Grumpy?”

      “Hmm? Oh! Yes. I named them after the Seven Dwarves.”

      Daryl’s eyes darted back to the ship for a moment. “There’s only six of them.”

      “Yeah. None of them are Bashful,” Riley said. “In any sense. That comment works on different levels.”

      “Well done.”

      “Thanks. I’m quite pleased with it.” She regarded the open door of the ship, adjusted her hat, then puffed out her cheeks. “Just be careful, OK? I don’t like them.”

      Daryl smiled, as if to laugh it off, but the expression on Riley’s face stopped him. “It’ll be fine,” he told her. “They’ve been locked up for a while. They’re bound to be angry. And they’re friends of Hath, so they can’t be that bad. I’m sure when you get to know them they’re…”

      The ship’s door slid closed. Daryl took a step toward it.

      “Hey wai—”

      There was a sound like an inside-out thunderclap and Yufo rocketed away, leaving Daryl and Riley in a spiraling cloud of dust. They both coughed and blinked the mini sandstorm away, then stared off in the direction the ship had gone.

      “OK, I reckon I’m getting to know them,” said Riley. “And they’re total dicks.”

      “Hath?” said Daryl. “Hath? Your friends took the ship. They took Yufo. Can you hear me?”

      “Wait, who took the ship?” came the reply. It wasn’t Hath’s voice, though, but Ash’s.

      “The prisoners Riley rescued,” Daryl told him.

      “What? Oh, way to go, Riley!” Ash spat.

      “It wasn’t her fault!”

      Ash tutted. “Fine. It was both your faults. So, now what, Superbrain?”

      Daryl could feel Riley watching him. He didn’t turn to look. He could sense her rising panic, too. They were a long way from home on an alien planet and suddenly things were in danger of falling apart.

      “We stick to the plan,” said Daryl.

      “Uh, hello?” Ash snorted. “They took the ship.”

      “We don’t need the ship,” said Daryl. “We’ve got the suits. We’ll meet up with Hath at the rendezvous point, and figure it out from there.”

      “Oh, awesome plan!” Ash scoffed. “Seriously. That’s epic.”

      Riley jumped in before Daryl could. “Do you have a better one?”

      The only sound was the faint hiss of background static.

      “Then shut up,” Riley concluded.

      Ash sighed theatrically. “Fine. How do I get to wherever we’re supposed to be going?”

      “Use the suit to fly there,” said Daryl.

      “Well, duh. I meant how do I find it?”

      Daryl raised a fist and mimed punching thin air. He took a moment to compose himself before replying. “I know where you are. We’ll come get you. I think I can find it.”

      “You think you can find it?” Ash spat, but Riley cut him off with a series of crackles and static noises.

      “You’re… psshk… king up. Ssshukt… there soon.”

      “I know you’re making those noises with your mouth,” Ash told her.

      “Shhhhk. Can’t hear you. Bye!” She lowered her voice to a whisper and leaned closer to Daryl “How do we shut him up?”

      “I heard that,” Ash muttered. “Just hurry the hell up so we don’t miss the action.”

      “Fine. Don’t do anything stupid before we get there,” Daryl told him.

      He smiled a little awkwardly at Riley, then gestured to the sky. “Ladies first.”

      “Oh, great,” said Riley. Then, with a tap on her shoulder, the meat suit formed into a suit of flying battle armor and she rose, quite shakily, into the air.
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        * * *

      

      By Daryl’s calculation, it took fifty-three minutes to collect Ash, put up with his complaints about how long they’d taken to get there, and then continue on to Hath’s rendezvous point.

      One of the first things they spotted as they came in for a series of varyingly controlled landings was Yufo. The ship stood just outside a town-sized gathering of tall towers and spires, the edges of which had been partly reclaimed by the desert.

      A quick check of the ship revealed it to be empty. Daryl wasted a few seconds trying to interrogate the artificial intelligence for information, but everything he asked came back with the same response:

      “Information classified.”

      “What does that mean?” Ash asked.

      “It means… What do you mean, ‘What does that mean?’” Daryl asked. “It means the information is classified.”

      “But why isn’t she telling us anything?”

      “Because it’s classified,” said Riley. “See previous answer.”

      Ash tutted. “But why is it classified? Why aren’t we allowed to know what’s going on? We’re supposed to be saving the world. We need to be kept in the loop.”

      Daryl couldn’t really argue with that. They’d all done their parts, and Hath hadn’t said anything about them being locked out of the big finale.

      “Maybe he’s trying to keep us safe,” said Riley, as if reading his mind. “Maybe him and his Six Dwarves are going to handle it now.”

      Ash blinked. “Wait. What? Hath has dwarves?”

      “They’re not actually dwarves,” Daryl said.

      “Oh.” Ash looked a little disappointed by this. “Shame.”

      “They’re metaphorical dwarves,” Riley explained.

      Ash took a moment to process this new information. He was going to ask Riley to clarify, but decided to try Daryl instead. “What the hell is she talking about? Are you saying the ship was stolen by metaphorical dwarves? What’s a metaphorical dwarf?”

      “Not a lot!” said Riley, grinning broadly. “What’s a metaphorical dwarf with you?”

      The boys looked at her in silence. She quietly cleared her throat. “I realize now, that joke doesn’t make sense. It sounded alright in my head.”

      Stepping out of the ship, they regarded the tightly-packed collection of buildings ahead of them. Smoke rose between several of the towers, and Daryl could hear the bloop, ptchow, pew of what he assumed was laser-gun fire somewhere near the center of town.

      “It’s not what I expected,” said Riley.

      “What isn’t?” Ash asked.

      “This. All of it,” Riley replied. “I thought it’d be tougher. It’s like they weren’t even ready, or something. Like we caught them off guard.”

      Ash shrugged. “Maybe we did.”

      “But they flew their whole planet here,” Riley pointed out. “They sent a message telling us they were going to invade. You’d think they’d have been more prepared.”

      Daryl nodded in agreement. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Oh, so we caught the big bad guys off guard. Boo-hoo,” said Ash. “Just point me at them, and let’s finish them off.”

      He deactivated the helmet and gloves of his suit, leaving the rest of the armor in place. “So, where are they?”

      An explosion rocked the ground beneath them. A column of thick black smoke and fire bloomed into the air near one of the taller spires.

      “Forget it,” said Ash, setting off at a run. “I got it.”

      “Should we follow him?” Riley wondered, fidgeting with her hands. “We should… We should probably follow him, right?”

      “Or we could let him get himself killed,” Daryl said. He raised his eyebrows hopefully, then sighed. “No. We should definitely follow him.”

      Their helmets and gloves retracted back into their armor as they gave chase. Almost immediately, Daryl pulled ahead. When he slowed to let Riley catch up, she ushered him on.

      “Just go. I’ll be right behind you,” she said. She watched him while he dithered for a moment, then turned and bounded off after Ash. “Like, waaaaay behind you,” Riley added, as Daryl vaulted a low wall and followed Ash into a passageway between two of the huddled-together towers.

      Skidding from the other end of the alley, Daryl slammed into Ash’s back, and both boys went sprawling onto a narrow street made of shiny black cobbles. Ash yelped in fright and brought his arms around, palms open. Daryl dodged in time to avoid an arcing power blast that blew out a multi-colored window in one of the nearby towers.

      “Watch it!” he protested.

      “You watch it,” Ash spat. “You’re the one who crashed into me!”

      “I didn’t know you’d stopped,” Daryl said, getting up and dusting himself down. “Why did you… Oh.”

      He knew then, why Ash had stopped. The street ahead of them looked like the sort of image you’d see on the evening news after some foreign despot had rained death and destruction on their own unsuspecting citizens. Corpses lay strewn along it, each of them probably only recognizable from their dental records. Assuming aliens had dental records. A bus-sized vehicle was partially buried in the side of a building, flames steadily consuming its insides. Two smaller vehicles were mangled together, one atop the other. An arm stuck out from the vehicle below, unmoving.

      “What the hell happened?” Daryl wondered, then he stepped aside when he heard Riley’s footsteps approaching down the alleyway.

      She collided hard with Ash. Daryl managed to catch one of them before they could fall. It was no real surprise which one.

      “Jesus!” Ash spat, picking himself up again. “Can you both please stop doing that?”

      “Sorry! Didn’t expect you to…” Her jaw dropped. “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” said Daryl.

      “What happened?”

      “We don’t know,” Daryl admitted.

      “Sure we do,” said Ash. “Hath’s guys tore through here, kicked all the ass, then kept going.”

      Riley forced herself to look at a few of the scattered bodies. “They don’t look like soldiers,” she pointed out. “I mean, it’s hard to tell the way they’re all caved in, but they just look like, I don’t know, regular people. They’re not wearing uniforms.”

      “And no weapons,” Daryl pointed out.

      “Hath’s guys probably took them,” Ash guessed.

      “Why? If they can do this without guns, why would they bother?” Daryl asked.

      “How the hell should I know? What am I, their PR guy?” Ash replied. He set off running again. “Now come on, or it’s all going to be over before we get there.”

      Daryl heard the crack of the weapon from a doorway across the street and the whistle of a projectile as it streaked through the air. He saw it as a flash of silver, moving too fast for even him to do anything about.

      It hit Ash’s armor with a thunderous clang, snapping him sideways and smashing him against the same wall the bus had smashed into. Daryl spun before the gunman could take aim again, wrenching the weapon from him with a grabbing motion, then sending it clattering along the street with a wave.

      The stone mantle of the building’s door swung down, striking the now unarmed man in the center of the back and staggering him into the street. He was babbling something in his alien tongue, too low and too fast for Daryl to make much sense of.

      “He’s saying… invasion. Something about an invasion,” Daryl said, concentrating so hard he didn’t hear the clanking of Ash’s armor as he pulled himself upright for the third time in as many minutes.

      “Yeah, we know all about your invasion, asshole!” Ash said, grimacing with the pain his movements brought. “Consider it officially stopped.”

      Ash’s attacker thrust one hand into the opposite sleeve and wrenched a device from inside it. “Get down!” Daryl warned, but too late. The alien’s thumb pushed down on a switch. His muttering became a high-pitched sob.

      And then, to everyone’s surprise, he exploded.

      Daryl, Ash, and Riley covered their heads as chunks of burning flesh rained down around them. This continued for several seconds before they decided the coast was probably clear.

      “Whoa,” Ash muttered, peering around at the smoldering remains. “Wow. Well… I mean… that was…”

      “Horrifying,” said Riley.

      “Is it wrong that I kind of want to say ‘awesome’?” asked Ash.

      “Yes. Yes, it is,” said Daryl.

      “Very much so,” Riley agreed.

      Ash shrugged. “Then sure, let’s go with yours.”

      He poked a lump of chargrilled alien flesh with his foot. “Some invasion force.”

      “I don’t think that’s what he was saying,” Daryl told them. “I don’t know for sure, but I think he said we were the invaders.”

      “Well, technically we are, I suppose,” said Riley.

      “Bullshit,” said Ash. “They’re the invaders. We’re just defending ourselves.”

      “Right,” agreed Riley. “By invading their planet.”

      “Exactly,” said Ash, missing the point. He moved to run on, then stopped and looked back at Daryl. “Is the coast clear?”

      Daryl listened for a moment. “Think so.”

      “OK, then!” Ash said, shouting like an overcaffeinated sports coach and shaking his fists at nothing in particular. “You two ready to save the world?”

      Riley and Daryl exchanged glances.

      “Uh, sure,” said Daryl.

      Riley shrugged. “I mean, we did come all this way.”

      “Alright! Then let’s do it!”

      Turning, he charged ahead, leaving Riley and Daryl to watch him go.

      Riley whistled quietly through her teeth. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

      “Yep,” Daryl agreed. “No argument there.”
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      Finding Hath’s allies wasn’t very difficult, and largely just involved following a clearly-marked trail of corpses and burning objects.

      Daryl and the others tracked them to a circular plaza at the bottom of a set of polished marble steps leading up to the tallest, most impressive-looking buildings the teenagers had seen on their travels.

      It rose from its wide plinth like an elongated diamond, its smooth blue-green walls sloping upward to form a series of jagged points several hundred feet above the ground. There were no windows, as far as Daryl could tell, but the whole building had a slight translucence to it that suggested light could get in through the walls themselves.

      Upon seeing the escaped prisoners for the first time, Ash had immediately taken cover behind the tangle of a wreck they had left in their wake. He peered at them through a gap in the metal, and Daryl could hear the other boy’s heart thudding, even through the armor.

      “I thought you said they were dwarves?!” Ash whispered. “They’re huge!”

      “Metaphorical dwarves,” Riley reminded him.

      “Which means what?”

      Riley eyed him with something like suspicion. “Which means they’re not dwarves.”

      “They’re huge,” Ash said again, in case the others hadn’t quite grasped their enormity yet.

      “They are,” agreed Daryl.

      “They’re also kind of unfriendly,” said Riley. “They’re boorish. Is that a word? Boorish? If it’s a word, then that’s what they are.”

      “It’s a word,” said Daryl.

      “Good. They’re boorish,” said Riley. She shot Daryl a sideways look. “Does it mean what I think it means?”

      “Probably,” Daryl confirmed. He indicated the group with a nod. “Also, looks like they didn’t take the weapons. They’re unarmed.”

      Ash chewed his lip. “Should we get their attention?” he wondered. “I mean, we’re on the same side, right? They might need our help.”

      “Does it look like they need our help?” Daryl asked.

      “We didn’t come all this way just to hide and watch,” Ash hissed.

      “We’re not hiding,” Daryl told him. “We’re observing from cover.”

      “Same thing.”

      Daryl shook his head. “It’s a different thing. It’s strategy. It’s a very different thing.”

      Ash started to answer, but a series of shouts from Hath’s friends drowned him out. All six men punched their fists in the air, their individual cries quickly becoming a synchronized chant.

      “Huntka-sa! Huntka-sa! Huntka-sa!”

      “What are they saying?” Ash whispered.

      “They’re saying ‘Huntka-sa’ over and over,” Riley replied.

      “What?” Ash tutted. “No, I know that. But what does it mean?”

      “World Killer,” said Daryl. “They’re calling out the World Killer.”

      Ash gritted his teeth. “Well, OK. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      He began to stand, but Daryl caught him by the back of his armor and pulled him back down into cover. “Wait. Let’s see what happens.”

      “They’re going to fight the big bad,” Ash pointed out. “So, we should be there.”

      “Let’s just hold back for a minute,” Daryl urged. “Just wait.”

      Out in the square, the prisoners’ voices continued to rise in volume. They stamped a foot each time they spat out a “-sa,” and the thunder of it reverberated around the burning town.

      At the top of the steps, one wall of the tower spiraled open, revealing a circular doorway. A figure stood waiting, the leering grin of his mask made even more creepy by the pale glow of the tower’s lights.

      The shouts from the prisoners stopped in a staccato beat of foot stomps. The World Killer ducked through the doorway and out into the blazing sunlight. Daryl shrunk further into cover, out of sight, convinced the empty eye sockets of that mask had been staring straight at him.

      “That’s him,” Ash whispered, his voice trembling. “That’s the guy.”

      Riley nodded quickly. They both watched the assembled prisoners, all standing there in their silent face-off. “What are they waiting for?” she wondered. “Why don’t they attack him?”

      “Maybe they’re waiting for us,” said Ash.

      Daryl raised his head enough to get another look at the World Killer. At first, he saw nothing but that mask leering out at everyone, its features twisted like something from a nightmare.

      The longer he looked, though, the more he noticed other things about the figure. The way he stood. The clothes he wore. The size of his fists. The more he noticed, the tighter the coil of panic in his gut became.

      Daryl tried to speak, to warn the others, but that knot of terror and horror and everything in between left him with barely enough breath for a panicky wheeze. He felt as if he were drowning, stuck just below the surface of some dark, oppressive ocean, with the surface mere inches beyond his reach.

      “Here we go,” Ash whispered, as the prisoners all approached the bottom of the steps. “This is it.”

      The six not-dwarves stopped again by the bottom step. Ash and Riley watched, dumbfounded, as all six of them lowered onto one knee and bowed their heads.

      “What are they doing?” Ash hissed. “Are they surrendering? Those chicken-shit—”

      “N-not surrendering,” said Daryl, forcing the words through his narrow throat. “This is the plan. This was always the plan.”

      Riley and Ash both turned to him, frowning. “Huh?” Riley asked. “Whose plan?”

      It made sense. The clues had been there, but Daryl hadn’t put them together. Hadn’t wanted to believe them. Now, though, there was no escaping the truth.

      “His plan!” Daryl whispered, pointing to the figure at the top of the steps.

      “The World Killer?” Riley asked.

      “Hath,” said Daryl. “It’s Hath.”

      “What?” Ash snorted. “I thought that was the World Killer?”

      “It is,” Daryl said. “Hath is the World Killer. We were set up. This whole thing was a trick. He used us.”

      “What?” Ash hissed. “I mean… What? No! What?”

      “Oh God, he’s right,” Riley whispered. “Look. It’s Hath. He’s right.”

      “No! What?” Ash said, as if stuck in some sort of loop. “Hath? Like, Hath Hath?”

      “We have to get out of here,” Daryl hissed. “We need to go.”

      There was an ear-splitting screech of grinding metal as the burned-out wreck shuddered aside, exposing the three teenagers as they knelt on the cobbled ground.

      “Come now, Daryl Elliot,” boomed Hath, his voice amplified through the mask. “Leaving so soon?”

      The six prisoners rose as one, then turned to face the teens. Hath plodded very slowly and deliberately down a few steps, the hollow eyes of his mask remaining fixed on Daryl.

      “I don’t get it,” said Ash, standing and puffing up his chest. “What’s going on? You’re the World Killer? How? That makes no sense.”

      “Not to you,” Hath said. He nodded to Daryl. “But to him. He knew.”

      Ash and Riley both looked to Daryl. “You knew?”

      “What? No!” Daryl protested. He stood up. “I mean… I was starting to suspect.”

      “And you didn’t tell us?” said Riley, her eyes shimmering with betrayal.

      “I didn’t know. I could’ve been wrong,” Daryl said. “I didn’t want to believe it.”

      “Believe what, exactly?” Ash demanded.

      It took a second or two for all the pieces to fully click together in Daryl’s head. Some of it he knew. Much of it he could only guess at, but the overall explanation that cobbled itself together was the only one that made any sense.

      “You’re the World Killer. You’ve always been the World Killer,” he said, aiming the accusation at Hath. “But the other people here on this planet didn’t like what you were doing, so they rose up. They rebelled. They locked up your friends and they drove you away.” Daryl dug his fingernails into his palms as he fought to keep his composure. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “Close enough,” said Hath. “Although not everyone was against me. Not everyone was fooled by those cowardly usurpers.” He gestured to the six prisoners. “My Royal Guard, for one. But there were others. Many others. Working with me—for me—in my absence. Altering the trajectory of this planet a little more each day, bringing it to here. To now. To me.”

      He waved vaguely in the teenagers’ direction. “And then there was you three, of course. Unwitting pawns, yes, but so useful. You caused the necessary distractions, freed my guards… and as for you.”

      Hath cocked his head a little as he regarded Daryl through the visor. “You lowered the shields that barred my entry into this capital, transferred control of the planetary weapon systems to me, and suffocated… oh, a few hundred officials within the buildings you see around you. Sucked the air right out of each room. Right out of them. Brutal, but effective.”

      Daryl shook his head, his brain refusing to accept the idea. “No. N-no, that’s not… I didn’t…”

      “So, what are you saying?” demanded Ash. He was several steps back in the conversation and struggling to make ground. “This place isn’t attacking Earth? But what about the message?”

      “He changed the message,” Daryl said. “I heard it on Yufo. The audio we heard, it wasn’t a translation. They were…” Daryl thought back to the message, applying his new knowledge of the language to the memory. “They were afraid. They didn’t understand. They thought we’d brought them here.”

      “Because they were fools,” said Hath. “Light years off course, and they didn’t notice.” His voice took on a harsher, angry edge. “And they thought themselves fit to rule the once-great Skalgorth?”

      Something fiery flared in the eye socket of the mask for a moment, then faded. “And yes, I said ‘once-great’. This world once prospered, hard as it is to believe now. But it shall prosper again. The harvest shall begin anew. We will strip the resources from your world, and bring them here to ours. Skalgorth shall rise again. Skalgorth shall rule again. And all across the galaxy, people will tremble at its name.”

      “Oh yeah?” said Riley. “Tremble at this!”

      The step beneath Hath cracked open, revealing a gaping chasm below. He stepped clear with very little visible effort, shot Riley and admonishing look, then made a brief beckoning motion. She screamed as she was wrenched off her feet, her hands grabbing for Daryl’s as he dived after her.

      “Riley!”

      “Help!”

      She jerked to a stop as Hath’s hand clamped down on the top of her skull, fingers splayed across her hat like spider-legs. Over by the wrecked vehicle, Ash raised both arms—one trained on Hath, the other sweeping back and forth across his guards, although none of them seemed to be about to try anything. They looked bored, almost, like this was some tedious warm-up act to be endured before the main event.

      “Let her go!” Ash warned.

      “You heard him,” Daryl added, barely concealing the tremble in his voice. “You know what we can do. You should listen. Let her go.”

      Hath snorted. “What you can do. Yes. I know what you can do. We seven were DNA splicing decades before you were born, Daryl Elliot. You can do nothing of consequence.”

      He lowered his face so the mask leered close to Riley. She squirmed in his grip, lashed out with her fists in panic, but if he felt the blows, he did nothing to show it.

      “I shall miss you most of all, Riley Harper,” he whispered, his grip tightening until she hissed in pain. “Although, to be brutally honest, that isn’t really saying much.”

      Riley’s words came out as a babbled sob. “W-wait, no!” she pleaded. “Don’t!”

      Hath placed a finger against the mouth of his mask. “Shh,” he soothed. “Don’t ruin it.”

      Riley stared back at the leering visor and saw her own wide-eyed reflection there. “Screw you,” she told him. Her body stiffened briefly, then went limp in his grip.

      There was a twist.

      There was a snap.

      And Riley’s body slid to the bottom of the steps.

      Daryl became aware of the blood whooshing along his veins. He became aware of his heart, and of his breath, and of the feeling of nausea spreading up through his insides like a rash.

      Ash reacted before Daryl could. He roared as two bolts of searing energy crackled from his hands. The energy flares lasted for a split second before some invisible force slammed into him, launching him backward. He flew several feet through the air, hit the cobbles, and then came skidding to an uncomfortable stop.

      Daryl’s instincts screamed at him to fight, or flee, or do something, at least. Fear overruled them, and he stood rooted to the spot, watching as Hath’s guards formed a sneering semicircle around him.

      “Look, just… wait. OK? Just wait,” Daryl pleaded. “Let’s talk about this!”

      They laughed at that, a sickening snigger at the back of their throats that told Daryl no conversation was about to be forthcoming.

      Hath was still standing on the steps, watching on. And below him, crumpled at the bottom, lay Riley. Her hat had come off and lay discarded on the steps beside her. The sight of it there turned the tragedy of her death into an outrage. How dare he?

      How dare he?

      Daryl threw his arms out at his sides, then swept them toward the semicircle of guards. The six men continued to sneer for a moment, before the wreckage of two vehicles crashed into them from either side.

      To Daryl’s dismay, the high-speed impacts didn’t have the effect he’d hoped for. In his head, the guards would’ve been taken out by the fast-moving wrecks, but they looked barely dazed, and were tearing through the metal like it was paper.

      Thrusting his arms forward, Daryl produced a psychic shockwave that toppled two of the guards and staggered the other four. Hath remained motionless on the step, watching from behind his mask. Daryl couldn’t read his thoughts, exactly, but he could pick up a sense of them.

      Amusement. Hath was laughing at him.

      A blast of fire erupted toward him from the mouth of one of the guards. Daryl felt his hair singe as he cartwheeled clear, then flipped backward to avoid a short burst of gold-colored energy blasts that spat from the fingertips of another.

      It was no use. He was outnumbered, outmatched, and completely out of his depth. With a grunt, he smashed another vehicle into the guards, scattering them, then turned and raced to where a winded Ash was dragging himself to his feet.

      Daryl bent low and slammed into Ash’s midsection, knocking the last few breaths out of the boy as he scooped him up onto his shoulder.

      “What the f—?" Ash wheezed, bouncing painfully on Daryl’s shoulder.

      “Don’t talk. Just shoot!” Daryl roared, dodging left and right to avoid a variety of energy blasts, power beams, and other assorted projectiles.

      Ash obliged, although aiming proved difficult. Beams erupted from both hands, cutting trenches in the ground as he swung helplessly on Daryl’s shoulder.

      “Stop zig-zagging!” he complained.

      “Then they’ll hit us!” Daryl pointed out. “Just shoot!”

      He staggered left as a chunk of the cobbled street exploded on his right, filling the air with dust and smoke. He bounded through it, using the cloud for cover as he powered toward a narrow alleyway between two towers just ahead. If he could make it in there, they’d be safer. Not safe—not by a long shot—but safer.

      “Hold on!” Daryl warned.

      “You hold on! I’m kinda busy here!” Ash spat back, launching another volley of power blasts back at the pursuing guards.

      They reached the alleyway just as a rain of return fire peppered the walls around them, throwing out chunks of the translucent building material. Daryl almost sobbed with relief when they raced into the relative cover of the narrow gap. It didn’t last. His stomach tightened, forcing him to run faster as the walls of the buildings shook on either side.

      “They’re closing in!” Ash cried. “The walls are closing in!”

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Daryl groaned.

      “How are the walls closing in?!”

      Just like back on Earth, when he’d been fleeing the men who’d come to his house, Daryl’s legs seemed to move faster all on their own. The narrowing gap became a blur around him. He heard Ash cry out in fright, but he was moving too fast now to be able to make out the words.

      That same twinge of panic he’d felt last time hit him again. Back then, it had made him try to slow down, but now he forced his legs to move faster still, turning the blur into a streak as the ground flew by beneath his feet.

      He cleared the alleyway just as the buildings collapsed into each other, but didn’t slow down until he was several blocks away, almost back where they’d first arrived at the town’s border.

      When Daryl eventually stopped, he discovered Ash was unconscious, his arms drooping down near Daryl’s knees, his whole body hanging limply from his shoulder.

      It was only when he stopped that Daryl felt the aching in his legs and the burning in his chest. He staggered, and barely managed to ease Ash onto the ground before collapsing next to him.

      His blood whooshed around in his ears, making it impossible to hear if the guards were still coming. He didn’t think so, and he didn’t have the energy to do anything about it if they were.

      Ash stirred on the ground beside him. He was alive. That was something. He still didn’t like the guy, but he didn’t want him dead. And, more importantly, he didn’t want to be alone.

      Daryl lay on his back, gazing up at the universe. The whole of infinity stretched out before him, though he was too exhausted and spent to really appreciate it.

      He thought of his home, so far away.

      He thought of his dad, of his school, of everyone he’d ever known. He recognized all of their faces, and knew all their names, no matter how briefly he’d met them.

      He thought of Riley, lying dead on the steps.

      And then, millions of miles from everything he loved, Daryl Elliot began to cry.
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      Commodore Nuth of the Skalgorth High Guardians watched with increasing dismay as a whole platoon of troops tried, and then failed, to force open the thick metal door trapping them inside the bunker.

      He wasn’t sure what had blocked the door on the other side, as the man who’d shot the blasts from his hands had flipped tanks, collapsed roofs, and caused landslides. Any of those could’ve been pinning the door in place now.

      Communications systems had gone down before they’d had a chance to call for help, and the only light in the bunker, now came from a few dozen emergency glow sticks that lay scattered around on the floor. They cast an eerie green glow over the place, and some of the less experienced men had already started jumping at shadows.

      With the power out, the air processing units were all down. Nuth could already taste a dry, coppery tang at the back of his tongue. It reminded him of blood and told him they didn’t have a lot of time left until clean air was in dangerously short supply.

      “Stop,” he said, gesturing for the soldiers to step back from the door. “It’s no use. We have to find another way.”

      “There is no other way, Commodore,” a female Guardian replied. “The other exits are worse than this one. This is our best chance. It is our only chance.”

      That was Keerosh, one of the newer recruits. She had offspring, he recalled. Two younglings, living off-world with their father. He didn’t blame her for sending them away. Skalgorth’s history was not an easy one to make peace with.

      “We shall check again,” Nuth told her. “Split up. Groups of four. Check the other doors. We may have missed something.”

      “With all due respect, sir, we missed nothing,” said Keerosh. “There is no other way out. We are trapped in here. I suggest we use munitions to blast—”

      “And risk a total collapse? No,” said Nuth. “We would be buried.”

      “We’re already buried,” said Keerosh, adding the “sir,” so emphatically it sounded almost like an insult.

      Nuth had barely formulated the beginnings of what was to be a loud and lengthy response when the ground rumbled beneath his feet.

      He stepped back just as a split appeared in the stone, and joined the rest of the Guardians in retreating as the crack widened into a crevice that ran across the floor and under the door.

      There was a deafening roar of collapsing rock and grinding metal. The door, part of the wall, and whatever was on the outside, tumbled into the hole in the floor, creating a gap at the top that looked just wide enough for a fully grown adult to squeeze through.

      “Uh… what just happened?” asked Keerosh.

      Nuth looked from the hole to the crack in the floor. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Looks like we Guardians have our own guardian angel.”
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      This was getting him nowhere.

      Daryl wiped his tears on his meat suit sleeve, pulled himself together, then spent an enjoyable few seconds slapping Ash on the face to bring him round.

      “Wha—?! Quit that!” Ash protested, pushing Daryl’s hands away. He folded upright, glanced around in wide-eyed terror, then relaxed a little. “What happened?”

      “You passed out,” Daryl said, getting to his feet. “It was pretty embarrassing, really.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Screw you,” Ash told him.

      He stretched as he stood up, then took a less panicky look at their surroundings. They were in a small courtyard surrounded by several tall buildings that blocked out all but a rectangle of sky overhead. Stars glimmered in the darkness, winking down at them.

      They were too far from the sun for the planet to be habitable, Daryl knew, yet the air was stiflingly warm. The heat rose up from the ground beneath them, generated somewhere deep in the planet’s core.

      “Can anyone see us?” Ash asked. “From Earth, I mean?”

      Daryl snorted at the absurdity of it, then realized Ash was being serious. “No. We’re still too far away. They’ll be able to see the planet, I guess, but not us.”

      Ash nodded slowly. “Is it up there?” he asked, gesturing to the rectangle they could see.

      The calculation happened in Daryl’s brain without him really thinking about it. “No, it’s that way,” he said, pointing at the building on their left. “A long way that way.”

      Ash stared at the building for a while, as if he could somehow see straight through it. He nodded again, then turned to Daryl.

      “What now?”

      Daryl shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Well figure it out, brainbox,” Ash told him. “He’s going to attack Earth. We’ve helped make it happen. We’re stuck here, right?”

      “Maybe,” Daryl conceded.

      “Exactly, so we may as well… Wait. What do you mean, ‘maybe’?”

      “There’s Yufo,” Daryl said. “I think I could fly us home.”

      “You could?” Ash said, trying unsuccessfully to contain the excitement in his voice. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get out of here! We can warn the PPA, or whoever, and they can fight back.”

      “Against a whole planet?”

      “There’s nothing here!” Ash pointed out. “You heard him. They’re coming to scavenge everything from us so they can rebuild. We can nuke them before they do. Blow this whole place to pieces.”

      “Pretty sure nukes don’t work like that,” Daryl reasoned.

      “Well, whatever!” Ash said. “The PPA can storm this place and kick ass. We can even help them!”

      Daryl shook his head. “It would take years to get even a probe this far out,” he said. “We don’t have a space military.”

      “Fine! Then we’ll fight them when they come to Earth,” Ash said. He looked angry for a moment, but it quickly faded. “I just… We should go home.”

      Daryl hesitated, but then nodded his agreement. “OK.”

      “What? I mean… Really?” said Ash, brightening. “Alright!” He held his hand up for a high-five, but Daryl ignored it and walked past him.

      “Yufo’s this way,” he said. “We should go before Hath and the others catch up.”

      Ash quickly fell into step and followed Daryl through the empty streets of the town. If Hath was to be believed, the whole place was one giant command center. It must’ve been impressive in its day, but now it was a ghost town. Daryl glanced at the buildings as he passed them, wondering if Hath had been telling the truth about all those suffocated people inside. He daren’t believe it. If he’d killed all those people, even unwittingly…

      No. He pressed on, pushing the thought down, and they soon reached the final building before the town became a mostly featureless expanse of sand and rocks.

      Yufo stood in the same spot she’d been when the three of them had arrived at the town’s outskirts. That was good. They hurried over to the ship, and Daryl was relieved when the door slid open and that familiar voice chimed out to them again.

      “Welcome back, Daryl Elliot and Ash Stone.”

      Ash jumped at the sound, and brought both arms up in front of him, ready to fire. Daryl batted them down, then headed for the front where the control terminal shimmered in the air.

      “OK, let’s get the hell out of here,” Ash instructed, lowering himself into a seat that bloomed up beneath him.

      Daryl reached for the controls and began bringing the ship’s systems online. The complex series of gestures this required were second nature to him now, and his hands carried out the work all by themselves.

      As he fired Yufo up, Daryl’s eyes searched for the sculpted rock that Riley had given him. The plinth it had sat on was gone, retracted back into the fabric of the ship. Daryl craned his neck, searching the floor until he found the chunk of stone.

      It lay on the floor in three or four pieces, shattered by the force of some impact. It had been barely recognizable as a face to begin with, but now it was just fragments of rock, too damaged to suggest it had ever been anything more.

      Abandoning the controls, Daryl retrieved the pieces and tried to slot them back together.

      “What are you doing?” Ash demanded. “Go! Jesus.”

      “They broke it,” Daryl muttered. “They just… They broke it.”

      “So? They’ll break us, too, if they catch us. Let’s hit the gas.”

      Daryl tapped the meat suit on the shoulder and thought himself a pocket. He placed the broken rock into it, then approached the controls again.

      He raised his hands like a conductor, but they refused to resume their swoops and waves.

      “What now?” Ash asked.

      “Yufo, what will Hath do? He says he’s going to attack Earth. How?”

      “Information classified.”

      Daryl tutted and tapped furiously at the air, creating flashes where his fingers tapped against the empty space. With another gesture, he commanded Yufo to unfold one of her keyboards, and the clacking of keys soon filled the inside of the ship.

      “Can we go, already?!” said Ash. “What are you doing?”

      “Just… wait,” Daryl said. “I think I can override the security.”

      “Well, how long is that going to take?” Ash demanded.

      “Two more seconds.”

      Daryl finished with a flurry of key taps. “Yufo, how will Hath attack Earth?”

      A flickering image appeared between Daryl and Ash. Daryl realized immediately that it was a simplified image of the solar system, with Skalgorth looming out past Pluto. As they watched, hundreds of blips rose from the surface of Skalgorth, traveled in a wide arc around the other planets, then slammed into various locations around the third planet from the sun. The US. China. Europe. Africa. Russia. The projectiles hammered them from coast to coast.

      “He’s going to wipe it out,” Daryl whispered.

      Ash wrestled himself free of his chair and stood across from Daryl, watching him through the projection. “No. He said he was going to steal our resources. He can’t do that if he blows the place up.”

      “Yufo, what are those things?” Daryl asked. “The missiles? What do they do?”

      “Footage of prior usage available, Daryl Elliot,” the ship replied. “Would you like to see?”

      Daryl and Ash exchanged glances. “Yes,” Daryl said.

      The simulated solar system vanished, replaced by a much more detailed image of an alien city. It hung between them like a screen, each side showing a mirror image of the other. Humanoid creatures with wide eyes and long, skinny arms strolled on glass walkways. They spoke excitedly in a strange chirping tongue that reminded Daryl of birdsong.

      “Where the hell is this?” Ash wondered. A set of coordinates appeared in the top right corner of the image, but they meant nothing to Ash, and not a lot more to Daryl. ‘Somewhere far away’ was about as accurate as he could guess.

      Daryl was in the process of telling Ash he didn’t know when the relative tranquillity of the scene was shattered in a rain of liquid fire. It fell as a drizzle at first, spattering down on a handful of the unluckier creatures and immediately making their flesh sizzle.

      In moments, it became a tsunami, crashing down on the walkways and the people on them. Their screams were loud and agonizing, but mercifully brief. Daryl and Ash both stared in horror as the fire covered everyone, pulling them down into a boiling morass of lava and melting flesh.

      The walkways themselves, and the buildings they were attached to, emerged mostly unscathed. In seconds, the fire had cooled, becoming a thick layer of ash that blanketed the ground like black snow.

      The people were gone. Everything else was exactly as it had been.

      “Jesus,” Ash whispered. He looked through the screen at Daryl. “But that’s not… He won’t do that to Earth. Will he?”

      Daryl didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. Ash buried his face in his hands for a moment, swore loudly several times, then stepped through the screen so he couldn’t see that image anymore.

      “He’ll do that first,” Daryl said. “Then move in. Him, his guards, whoever else they’ve got on their side. They’ll burn the place, then go take what they want.”

      Ash clicked his fingers, an idea striking him. “We could tell everyone to get inside!”

      “I somehow doubt that’s going to work. We have to stop them,” Daryl said. “You and me. Here. We have to stop them.”

      Ash snorted the beginnings of a laugh, but it quickly died away. “Wait, you’re serious? You saw those guys. They’ll destroy us!”

      “Maybe they aren’t as tough as they look,” said Daryl, although he didn’t sound particularly convinced.

      “They’ve got powers, like us. And what about Hath?” Ash demanded. “We fought his ‘World Killer’ back home, remember? He handed us our asses.”

      “That was a simulation. He could’ve done that deliberately to make us afraid of him.”

      “Well, good for him, because it worked,” said Ash. “We can’t take them on alone. Not just the two of us. You’re smart, right? Figure out our odds.”

      Daryl didn’t have to calculate to know their chances of survival were slim. But what other choice did they…?

      “The World’s Killer’s Royal Guard approaches,” announced Yufo. “Action required.”

      “What? Damn it!” Ash yelped. He bounced from foot to foot, ran in small circles for a few seconds, then stopped, his eyes wide with panic. “What do we do? Does this ship have weapons? Can we shoot them?”

      “Negative, Ash Stone,” said Yufo.

      “Then fly. Take off. Get us out of here!” Ash said.

      “Wait,” said Daryl. He spun and stared at a spot on the wall like he was somehow seeing through it. “Oh… shit.”

      “What now?” Ash asked, his voice cracking. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I mean… no. A lot, obviously,” Daryl said. He flashed the other boy a grim smile. “But I think I have an idea.”
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      Commodore Nuth couldn’t quite work out how he and the other Skalgorth High Guardians had escaped the complex, but he wasn’t going to complain. Whoever had destroyed the place must’ve triggered a weakness in some sort of fault line, he guessed, which in turn caused a fracture in exactly the right place for them to…

      He chose not to dwell on the improbability of it. Whatever the reason, they were out, and that was what mattered.

      The attackers had done a real number on the place. The above-ground vehicles were fiery wrecks, twisted beyond all recognition. Luckily, they couldn’t have been aware of the below-ground arsenal. The vast circular hatch remained closed, hidden beneath the sand.

      That was the good news. The bad news was, with the power out, the only way of opening the hatch was with the manual crank, and it was currently buried under half a tank and a miniature mountain of collapsed rock.

      “You all know the drill,” Nuth barked. “We have to get down there to those ships, and we have to get there fast. I want all hands working on moving the debris. Priority one is to clear access to the hatch beneath that tank. Priority two is—”

      The ground trembled. The rocks which the upturned tank wreckage had been resting against slid sideways. Commodore Nuth and the Skalgorth High Guardians watched in amazement as the remains of the vehicle toppled over, revealing a raised hatch poking up from the sand.

      The crank housing.

      Nuth sucked in his bottom lip and eyed it suspiciously for a while, gesturing for nobody to make a move. He paced around it, examining it from every direction, before eventually shrugging his broad shoulders.

      “Looks like it is our lucky day.”

      He gestured to the crank housing. “Three units, take it in turns, open the hatch. Quick as you can. We have no time to lose.”

      “What is it?” asked one of the newer recruits. “What is happening?”

      “You know what is happening. We all do. It can be only one thing,” Nuth said, addressing it not just to the newbie, but the other Guardians, too.

      “It is what we have been training for,” he declared. “The World Killer has returned.”

      The collective intake of breath from the others perfectly punctuated the silence.

      “How?” asked Keerosh. “How is that possible?”

      “The how is not our concern. The why is all that matters. He has returned to retake Skalgorth. To steer it—and us—back onto its once-dark path.”

      He pointed to the crank. “So, let’s get it open, get into those ships, and let’s go show him that Skalgorth isn’t going to take his shit.”
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      “You’re sure about this?” Ash whispered.

      Daryl shook his head. “Not really.”

      “What?!” Ash exclaimed, then he dropped his voice again. “I thought you had it all figured out?”

      “I have a plan,” said Daryl. “I just don’t know if it’s going to work.”

      They had opened a door on the opposite side of Yufo to the one in which Hath’s guards were approaching, and were taking cover behind the ship. Daryl could hear their footsteps crunching closer across the rough terrain. Unhurried. Unconcerned.

      “Run it by me again,” Ash said.

      Daryl tutted. “OK. We take out the guards—”

      “That’s step one?” Ash asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How is that step one? Shouldn’t step one be, like, ‘get a load of guns and reinforcements?’”

      “Ideally, but we can’t, so step one is us taking out all the guards,” Daryl said.

      “This is a terrible plan,” Ash groaned.

      “If it helps any, everything after step one is harder,” said Daryl.

      “How would that help?” Ash hissed. “Why are you even telling me that?”

      “Because you only need to be involved for step one,” Daryl told him. “After that, it’s all down to me, and this.”

      He patted a little bag on his front that had grown from the meat suit.

      “They’re getting close,” Daryl whispered. “Stay quiet.”

      They both held their breath and listened to the footsteps drawing closer. They stopped on the other side of Yufo, then one of them barked at the ship to open up.

      Daryl heard a doorway opening in the ship’s liquid metal surface. He closed his eyes and concentrated, tracking the sound of feet switching from gravel to metal. Two inside. Three.

      He waited. He could feel Ash watching him, waiting for him to make a decision.

      No more. Three it was, then.

      “Yufo, now!” he cried.

      The door closed and the ship rocketed straight upward. Daryl heard, but had no time to enjoy the shouts of surprise from those within. Instead, he thrust his arms forward, hitting the three remaining minions with a concussive blast that caught them off-guard and sent them stumbling back across the desert.

      Roaring, Ash opened fire, hammering the closest of the aliens with a series of powerful beams that seared its skin and blistered its flesh.

      Daryl thrust a hand out and caught the screaming guard in a telekinetic grip. With a swipe, he slammed him sideways into the minion beside him, sending them both sprawling onto the rocky terrain.

      “Hot damn, we’re doing it!” Ash crowed, blasting the third of Hath’s guards with a double-barrel energy beam from both hands. “We’re actually—”

      The ground shook as a fourth guard alighted heavily on the ground behind him. A fist hit his ribs with the force of a sledgehammer, breaking bones and knocking every last gasp of air out of him.

      Daryl turned just as another of the guards dropped from Yufo. He barely had time to dodge a fireball the alien spat from his cavernous throat, and his clumsy roll brought him directly into the path of a giant foot.

      The sole of a boot connected with his face, canceling out all his forward momentum. Daryl sprawled back onto the ground, recovered quickly, and vaulted to his feet in time to avoid two searing beams of white heat projected from the eyes of one of the guards. The beams carved a zig-zag trench in the dirt as Daryl dodged and dived out of their path.

      He’d hoped that Yufo could keep the others contained for a while, but they’d escaped much more quickly than expected. Daryl got a sense, just briefly, of the sixth guard standing close on his right, then a hand was around his throat, hoisting him off the ground.

      “Well, now—” the guard began, his bat-like features twisting into a sneer. For a moment, Daryl thought he was speaking English, but then realized he had fully assimilated Hath’s native language.

      Whatever the language, Daryl didn’t wait to hear the rest. Jamming his feet against the monster’s chest, he unleashed a concentrated blast of telekinetic energy at the hand holding him, and simultaneously kicked out with both legs.

      The guard hissed in pain. Daryl flew backward, flipped in the air, then landed in a fighting stance in the center of the group.

      Damn. He was better than he thought. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance he could do this.

      “Stop,” warned one of the guards. “Or I kill this one.”

      Daryl spun. The guard with the blistered skin held Ash aloft in one hand, the boy dangling like a ragdoll from his outstretched grip.

      “It will be slow and painful. His screams will haunt you for the scant remaining moments of your life,” the alien said, matter-of-factly. “Or, you can surrender, and your deaths shall be merciful.”

      Daryl flexed his fingers. Ash’s face was purple, his breath coming in thin, painful sips. Their eyes met, and Daryl saw Ash, not as a global music phenomenon, nor an irritating pain in his ass. He saw a scared kid, out of his depth, with no idea of what to do.

      A kid like him.

      “Listen to him, Daryl. Listen to what he’s saying. You know what we have to do,” Ash wheezed. “P-please.”

      He nodded. It was a nod that spoke volumes.

      Daryl’s fingers creaked as he stretched and flexed them. At his thought, the bag on his front tightened its grip across his chest.

      While the guard was focused on Daryl, Ash swung both arms back, unleashing a power blast directly into the face of the alien holding him. At that range, with all Ash’s power behind it, the beams punched a vaguely figure eight-shaped hole through the alien’s skull.

      Unsurprisingly, the arm holding him went limp. Ash dropped clumsily to the ground, pain jarring through his body, robbing him of the rest of his strength.

      Daryl turned suddenly, throwing up both arms and launching two of the guards several feet into the air. He twisted, taking aim at another, but a fist hammered into his face with the force of a small wrecking ball, and Daryl found himself sitting on the ground, the world spinning in circles around him, his head filled with a high-pitched squeal that drowned out all other sound.

      “Wh—What?" he blurted, his brain rattled by the force of the impact. He blinked through the tears until he saw one of Hath’s guards towering above him.

      His eyes were glowing with the same white energy that had carved the trench across the sand a few moments ago. This time, his gaze was locked firmly on Daryl, and Daryl was in no position to dodge.

      “Please, no, wait,” Daryl mumbled. He stole a glance at Ash, but he was down, one of the guards pressing a foot against his back. He wasn’t screaming, but that may have been more to do with the lack of air in his lungs than any noble stoicism.

      “We warned you,” the alien standing over Daryl spat. “Now, we will make it slow. I will take your hands first. Then your feet. Then—”

      The ground swallowed him. One moment, he was there. The next, he was gone, consumed by a crack that had opened beneath his feet. It closed again a moment later with a crunch and a sickening pop.

      “What just happened?” asked the alien standing on Ash’s back, then he was bowled off his feet by a basketball-sized rock that struck him on the back of the head.

      The other guards all turned on the spot, their bat-like faces all scrunched up in confusion. The ground rippled like water beneath them, sending them stumbling in all directions, spitting angry shouts at the world in general.

      A mound of rocks and pebbles rose up out of the desert floor. For a moment, Daryl could’ve sworn they took on the form of a figure, but then they were flying in all directions, rattling like gunfire against the guards.

      “Riley?” Daryl whispered.

      Ash drew himself to his feet. One hand clutched his side, as if it was the only thing holding him together. Blood seeped from his nose and down his chin, but there was a determination in his eyes that Daryl had never seen before.

      “Go. Step two,” Ash said. “We’ve got this.”

      “You sure?” Daryl asked.

      A giant stone fist sprouted from the sand and smashed down on one of Hath’s guards, squashing him like a bug.

      “Pretty sure,” Ash said. He coughed, and grimaced at the pain it brought. “Go.”

      Daryl nodded. Then, with a final glance around at the battle, and a quick check of the bag on his front, he launched into a run, propelling himself across the sand and back in the direction of the buildings that made up the control center.

      A comm-link sprouted from the meat suit’s wrist. “Yufo, where’s Hath?” he asked. “And if you say ‘information classified,’ I’ll break you down for scrap.”

      “Scans cannot currently pick up Hath’s whereabouts,” Yufo replied.

      “Damn it,” Daryl hissed. “So, we have no idea where he is?”

      “On the contrary,” Yufo said. “There is only one building equipped with scan-blocking technology. Hath is in the command chamber. I expect he is preparing for a weapon launch.”

      “Show me the way,” Daryl commanded.

      The meat suit sprouted a helmet. A visor dropped down and curved to the shape of his head. One of the twisting towers ahead was outlined in green.

      “Got it,” Daryl said, then he lowered his head, gritted his teeth, and ran like his life, and the lives of everyone on Earth, depended on it.
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      The World Killer stood by his weapons systems, admiring them and recalling fondly all those times he had used them before. All those planets. All those species. All those glory days, long-gone, but not forgotten.

      Never forgotten.

      Once, long ago, he had made Skalgorth great. He had made it a legend. A myth. A horror-story that parents whispered to their children, warning them of the consequences of not eating their vegetables, or of not tidying their rooms, or of not shutting the hell up every once in a while and just doing what they were told.

      “I am the Boogeyman,” he said aloud, and the thought of it made him smile behind his mask.

      With a gesture, he brought up the protective shielding around the weapons systems’ core—a hexagon of transparent forcefields that would trap the radiation inside once he fired up the thermal reactors.

      That done, he began to type on a holographic keyboard that had gone unused for far too long. It had been decades since his fingers had last done this dance, and yet he didn’t falter, didn’t hesitate, didn’t miss a step.

      This was right. This was his place. After so long in exile, it felt good to be home.

      Hath’s eyes blazed as the thermal reactors activated. A crackling beam of red energy illuminated in the center of the shielding, stretching from floor to cathedral-like ceiling. He watched it, transfixed by its terrible beauty. It moved like liquid fire, always changing, never staying still. It had lain dormant for years, but it burst into life without hesitation, as if it had been poised, waiting for its moment to shine again.

      “Your moment has come, old friend,” Hath said in his own language. “Burn for me. Burn for the World Killer. Burn hot and pure for all of Skalgorth.”

      As if buoyed by his words, the column of liquid fire crackled and grew, until it filled all available space inside the shielding. Hath waved a hand, dismissing the transparent walls, and spent a few moments basking in the heat of the core, before dropping another set of shields a few feet further out.

      “Room to grow,” he said. “After all this time, you should not be restrained.”

      His fingers played across another floating keyboard. A holographic image of the Earth swam into view in front of him. At his command, several targeting icons illuminated across both hemispheres, and he allowed himself a little nod of satisfaction as he dismissed the terminal with a wave.

      “And to think. A moment earlier, and you might have stopped me,” he said, turning his back on the fiery core. “So close, Daryl Elliot. And yet, so very far.”

      Daryl stood frozen in the doorway, like a burglar caught in the act. He’d been hoping to sneak up on Hath undetected.

      So much for that plan.

      “Stop it,” Daryl said. “Don’t do it.”

      “It is too late for that,” said Hath, his eyes sparkling behind his mask. “The process is underway. The core will reach full power in minutes. I couldn’t stop it, even if I wanted to.”

      He made a sound that was not unlike a laugh.

      “And why would I want to?”

      Hath paced slowly closer, swinging his legs in lazy semicircles as he closed the gap between him and Daryl.

      “Your world is so mundane. So infuriatingly tedious. That I was forced to spend so much time there…” He shook his head. “It hurts me. It angers me. All those wasted years, watching all you pathetic babbling bovine stumbling through life with no goal. No greater purpose. No point.”

      He shuddered in distaste. “You turned my stomach. Sickened me to my core. I’d have come to despise you all, were it not for the fact that I despised you from the moment I set eyes upon your worthless, sniveling species.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, we’re not your biggest fan, either,” said Daryl. He thrust forward with his hand, sending a telekinetic shockwave racing across the room. Hath batted it away as if it were an insect.

      “I’m not sure what I hated more, the people, or their infantile culture. Television. Music. Movies,” Hath said, and Daryl could hear his features scrunching in disgust beneath his mask. “The distractions of imbeciles and infants.”

      “I thought you said you liked Innerspace?” said Daryl, stalling for time.

      “I said a lot of things to make you trust me, Daryl Elliot. And, like fools, you all did. In truth, I loathed Innerspace,” Hath spat. He stopped walking and pointed to one of the targets on the hologram of the Earth. “In fact, you see that impact point? Third from the left?”

      Daryl could see it clearly. It was right above a countdown which was rapidly shedding digits.

      He nodded. “What about it?”

      “That’s Meg Ryan’s house.”

      Daryl had no particular affinity for the actress, Meg Ryan, but something about the delight with which Hath said it made his hands come up and another psychic blast come flying from his fingertips.

      Hath gave another wave, bouncing it back in Daryl’s direction. He cartwheeled clear, narrowly avoiding the impact.

      “Look at you. A jumping toy. The last of my three proteges,” Hath said. “I presume Ash Stone is dead?”

      Daryl shook his head. “No. And neither is Riley.”

      Hath hesitated at that. “Oh? No matter. I will kill them both. After I have killed you, Daryl Elliot.”

      He made a beckoning motion. At first, Daryl thought he was beckoning him, but then his feet lost their grip and he went tumbling through the air toward the World Killer, arms flailing in panicky circles.

      He pulled himself together in time to swing a punch. Hath’s arm curved up under him, his forearm deflecting the blow, his fist connecting with Daryl’s head as he tumbled the last few feet toward him.

      Pain exploded in Daryl’s ear. He spun to the floor, but had the presence of mind to telekinetically propel himself clear as Hath slammed a foot down on the spot Daryl had just been occupying.

      Flipping to his feet, Daryl threw a series of jabs at the towering figure, but Hath deflected each one. An open-hand strike hit Daryl in the chest, and he felt the contents of his bag crunch against his sternum.

      He stumbled back, wheezing, his eyes blurring as he checked the countdown. Two minutes. Maybe less.

      Damn.

      Fumbling with the bag, he threw himself at the World Killer again, throwing all his strength into a kinetic shockwave that he followed up with a crunching side-kick to the stomach.

      For a moment, it almost looked like Hath felt the blow, but then he caught Daryl’s leg, swung him up and over his head, then slammed him down onto the floor.

      Daryl lay there for a moment, groaning through bloodied lips, his hands pinned beneath his front.

      “Pathetic,” hissed Hath. “Even after all the abilities I gave you. Even after all the improvements I made, you are nothing, Daryl Elliot.”

      A hand caught Daryl by the back of the meat suit and hoisted him into the air. Hath turned him so their eyes met through the lenses of the World Killer’s mask.

      “You are nothing.”

      “Oh yeah?” Daryl whispered. He held up a canister. “I won’t be the only one.”

      It took a split second for Hath to register what was about to happen. Roaring, he hurled Daryl away from him, gesturing wildly with his free hand.

      The shielding around the core raised, then dropped down between Hath and Daryl, separating them.

      “Clever boy,” Hath intoned. “Perhaps I underestimated you. A little.”

      Daryl stood, the unopened canister still clutched in one hand.

      “What was it she called them?” Hath asked.

      Daryl stared blankly at him for a moment, like he was a million miles away.

      “Don’t you dare ignore me,” Hath spat.

      “Dotdocs,” said Daryl, snapping out of his trance.

      “Dotdocs. Yes. That was it,” Hath said. “You remembered what I said about them. You thought you could use them to rewrite my genetic code. Make me…” He spat out the next word. “…normal.”

      He nodded approvingly.

      “Sneaky. It would’ve worked, too, had my reactions not been fast enough,” he said. He made a vague gesture toward the container. “Open it.”

      Daryl’s eyes went to the container. “What? No.”

      “Open it, Daryl Elliot,” Hath said again. “You are beaten. You are broken. Open it, rob yourself of your abilities, and I might leave a few of your species unharmed. Perhaps they can rebuild. Someday.”

      Daryl stared at the hologram of his homeworld, then down at the canister in his hand.

      “Time is running out, Daryl Elliot,” Hath warned him. “Open it. Do as I say, and some may yet live.”

      A tear cut a track down Daryl’s cheek, then he sucked in a deep breath and opened the top of the canister.

      Hath let out a sickening snigger as Daryl dropped to his knees, his chest heaving, a hand going to his throat as if he could no longer breathe.

      “I’ve often wondered what it would be like,” Hath said, watching him closely. “Do you feel it? Can you actually feel your genetic code being unscrambled and put back to what it was?”

      Daryl said nothing. He just knelt there, slumped and defeated, his face turned toward the floor.

      The heat scorched his skin as Hath raised the shielding between them. The thermal core of the weapons systems crackled and hummed, its power building. A minute left. Maybe less.

      Hath loomed over him, eyes blazing behind the lenses of his mask.

      “You die as you lived, Daryl Elliot. Alone and powerless.”

      “Who said he’s alone?” grunted Ash, stumbling into the room.

      Hath thrust a hand toward the newcomer.

      Nothing happened.

      He looked at his hand, then thrust it out in Ash’s direction again.

      Nothing.

      Daryl looked up. “And who said I was powerless?”

      He brought a fist up, then splayed his fingers wide. An open metal canister, identical to the one he held in the other hand, flew through the air. He caught it, then raised it for Hath to see.

      “Second canister,” he said. He gave the first one a shake. “This was the empty.”

      Hath shook his head. “What? No. No!”

      “All those years to absorb our culture, and you never watched Superman 2?” said Daryl.

      He exploded to his feet, driving a telekinetically enhanced uppercut into the point of Hath’s chin. The World Killer was lifted several feet into the air, then a gesture from Daryl stopped him there, mid-flight.

      “Want me to carve him up?” Ash asked, limping over, hands raised.

      Daryl shook his head. “We need him alive.”

      Ash sagged. “Thank god,” he coughed, his arms flopping loosely to his sides. “I’ve got nothing.”

      Daryl dropped Hath to the floor. “How do we stop it? How do we stop the weapons firing?”

      “I already told you, you can’t,” Hath gloated. “There is nothing you can do. It’s over, Daryl Elliot, it’s over.”

      Daryl made a pushing motion, and Hath went staggering toward the fiery heat of the thermal core. With a wave of his hand, Daryl tore the World Killer’s mask off, exposing the face beneath.

      “Tell me how we stop it, or say your goodbyes,” Daryl warned. “Last chance.”

      Hath’s alien features twisted as he let out a snort. “You won’t kill me, Daryl Elliot,” he said. “I know you, remember? I’ve watched you your whole life. I know you better than you know yourself. You’re soft, boy. You’re weak. You can’t—”

      Four chunks of rock tore free from the pocket of Daryl’s meat suit, rocketed through the air, then hammered into Hath’s forehead, one after the other. Each impact drove him back a half-step.

      As the final stone hit, Hath lost his footing. The fiery column of the thermal core seemed to reach out to embrace him, pulling him down into its arms. He screamed as he was swallowed by it, one arm reaching out, grasping for something—anything—to hold onto.

      And then, he was gone, consumed by the core.

      The column sputtered and flared, losing its structural integrity. Grabbing Ash, Daryl hauled him back, mimicking Hath’s earlier moves as he swiped frantically at the air.

      The shielding dropped just as the core became critically unstable. It thrashed like an injured snake, spraying the shield walls with its searing heat. The walls trembled and flickered under the force of the onslaught. The floor trembled, shaking centuries-old dust from the ceiling far overhead.

      “Great,” Ash sighed. “This place is totally going to collapse on us, isn’t it?”

      Daryl was just about to suggest that they step outside when the thermal core gave a series of final spurts, thrashed once more, then bubbled into a puddle on the floor.

      Both boys held their breath, waiting to see what would happen next. When Ash finally spoke, his voice echoed around the cathedral-like room.

      “I think you broke it,” he said.

      Daryl’s eyes flicked to the countdown on the hologram. Only a scant few digits remained. They blinked red, frozen with seconds to spare.

      “We did it,” he whispered, barely able to believe it. “We actually did it. We stopped it.”

      “Alright! Go us!” crowed Ash. He held a hand up for a high-five.

      “Ah, what the hell?” laughed Daryl, slapping his hand against Ash’s.

      “So, throwing the rocks,” Ash said. “Was that you, or was it her?”

      “Wasn’t me,” said Daryl. He turned hopefully to the boy beside him. “Is it really her? Is she back?”

      A smile tugged at the corners of Ash’s mouth. “Oh, she’s back alright. And those guys of Hath’s? His Royal Guard, or whatever?”

      “What about them?”

      “Yeah, she totally killed those guys.”
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      Daryl and Ash emerged from the command chamber and onto the wide stone steps leading down to the street below. Skalgorth’s artificial sun momentarily blinded them, forcing them to shield their eyes.

      “Where is she?” asked Daryl, once they’d both adjusted to the glare.

      Ash shrugged. “What am I, her keeper? She’s around.”

      “Riley?” Daryl called. “Riley, can you hear me?”

      When no response came, Daryl turned and looked back into the doorway. “Maybe she’s in those little rock pieces.”

      “She isn’t,” said Ash, nudging Daryl with an elbow. “Look.”

      A figure stood at the bottom of the steps. It was hard to see the details of her in the glare of the sun, but the outline was unmistakable.

      “Riley!” Daryl gasped, launching himself down the steps in twos and threes. She raised an arm and waved to him as he hurried toward her. “You’re alive! How can you be…?”

      Daryl stopped a few steps up, as the silhouette fell away and he saw Riley clearly.

      She was not Riley. Not anymore. Not in the physical sense, at least.

      Her outline was the same, but her features were a clumsy arrangement of sand and pebbles, all stacked together to create a vague suggestion of her face. Her rocky arms wrapped self-consciously around her stone midriff as Daryl gawped at her in disbelief.

      “You’re… you’re…”

      “She’s rocks,” said Ash, arriving on the step beside him. “She’s a whole bunch of rocks.”

      “Can she talk?” Daryl asked. He aimed the question at Riley herself. “Can you talk?”

      Riley shook her head.

      “Oh,” said Daryl, because he wasn’t really sure of what else to add. “That’s… a shame.”

      “Meh. You ask me, she talked too much,” Ash said. “I kind of prefer her like this.”

      A pebbled pinged off his forehead.

      “Ow! Jesus! I was kidding!” Ash protested, rubbing the point of impact.

      Daryl descended the remaining steps, stopping when he was within arm’s reach of Riley. She shifted uncomfortably, as if embarrassed to be seen this way.

      “So, you shifted your consciousness into the ground? Before Hath… Before he…”

      Riley nodded. It made a low grinding sound, like two bricks being rubbed together.

      “Can you shift it back?” Daryl asked. “Into your body, I mean?”

      The brick-rubbing sound came again, as Riley shook her head.

      “But… You can come with us, right? Back to Earth? Back home?”

      Riley’s features tightened, becoming just a little more defined. Her boulder-shoulders shrugged, then—with some effort—she formed two raised thumbs from her hands.

      “Wait, you think we can get home?” asked Ash. “Are you serious?”

      Daryl nodded. “Don’t see why not. We have a spaceship. We know roughly which direction it’s in. I reckon we’ve got a pretty good shot.”

      “Well, alright!” Ash cheered. He raised a hand for another high-five, but Daryl reckoned he’d humored him enough with the previous one, so left him hanging.

      “Assholes,” Ash grumbled, lowering his arm again.

      “Someone’s coming,” Daryl whispered.

      “What? Jesus, who is it now?” Ash groaned.

      Daryl’s eyes went to the sky just as thirty or more sleek silver fighter ships snapped to a sudden halt. One moment, they weren’t there, the next they were, each craft hanging motionless in the air.

      Ash stretched his fingers and cricked his neck, limbering up. “I guess a hero’s work never ends,” he said.

      Riley placed her lumpy, uneven hands on their chests, then shook her head. She gestured to the ships, then at herself, then made the same thumbs-up gesture she’d made a few moments before.

      “You’re controlling the ships?” asked Ash.

      Riley shook her head and made the gestures again.

      “You are the ships?” Ash said. “What does that mean?”

      Sand shifted inside Riley, making a sound that was not unlike a sigh.

      “She’s saying they’re with her,” Daryl explained. He met the indents where Riley’s eyes should have been. “Right?”

      Riley nodded. There was a sound of rock scraping against rock. If Daryl really used his imagination, it might have passed for, “Right.”

      Circles of light appeared beneath each ship. A moment later, the street around them was filled with heavily armed soldiers. None of them looked happy, and the way they were pointing their weapons suggested they wouldn’t hesitate to use them.

      Daryl and Ash both raised their hands.

      “Well, Riley’s friends or not,” Ash muttered. “Something tells me we’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”
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        * * *

      

      A lot of explaining later, Daryl, Ash, and a slightly more defined version of Riley stood beside Yufo, a legion of Skalgorth High Guardians lined up before them.

      Ash sighed theatrically, waiting for Daryl to finish saying whatever alien gobbledygook he was currently saying. Ash had been sure he was just doing a bad impersonation of the language, at first, and had fully expected the aliens to open fire on the steps outside the command chamber. But, when they had lowered their guns and a group had been dispatched to check inside the chamber building, Ash had been forced to accept that Daryl actually knew what he was saying.

      Of course, with nobody in the command chamber, they couldn’t verify any of Daryl’s story. They seemed to trust Riley, though—albeit warily—and gave them enough benefit of the doubt to follow them back to the site of their battle with Hath’s guards.

      A couple of the guards were even still alive, although they were in no condition to verify anything Daryl had said. Still, the sight of them seemed to reassure the Guardians, and the voice of the leader had softened a little when he’d next spoken.

      By the time Daryl had called Yufo in to land and had her back up his story with recordings, readouts, and a lot of other data Ash hadn’t bothered to pay too much attention to, the Guardians became positively friendly.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ash watched Riley. She’d been a clumsy parody of herself half an hour earlier, but now her features were becoming smoother and more intricate, individual grains of sand forming the lines of her face. It was pretty damn incredible.

      Creepy, obviously, but incredible.

      Daryl said something else in alien babble, then the Guardians all clicked their heels together and raised their right fists high into the air.

      “What are they, space Nazis?” Ash muttered. Riley nudged him with an elbow that was literally rock-solid.

      “We can go,” Daryl said, turning to the others. “They thank us for our service.”

      Ash frowned. “Even though it was us who blew up—?”

      Daryl put a hand on Ash’s shoulder and steered him toward the open door of the ship. “Yeah, I didn’t tell them that part,” he said.

      “Probably for the best,” Ash conceded.

      “Welcome back, Ash Stone, Daryl Elliot…” Yufo chimed as the boys stepped into the ship. The voice stopped when the stone figure joined them.

      But only for a moment.

      “…Riley Harper,” Yufo concluded.

      “Good to be back,” Daryl said, smiling at the ship in general.

      “I never thought I’d say it, but I agree,” said Ash. He flopped down, exhausted, and the floor bloomed up to catch him. He smiled contentedly, nestling himself down into the folds of the freshly-grown chair, and placed his hands behind his head. “It’s good to be back.”

      A moment later, Ash started to snore.

      Daryl shook his head, then turned to Riley. She still looked like a roughly-made clay model of herself, but she was getting there. Daryl had suggested retrieving her body, but she had refused, for whatever reason. He could understand it, he thought. Kind of.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      Riley nodded, then held up her hands in panic.

      “What? What is it?” Daryl asked. “What’s wrong.”

      Riley held up her index fingers, indicating for him to wait.

      He waited.

      “What’s happening?” he asked, after a while. “What are we waiting for?”

      Outside the ship, the ground trembled. Riley held up a hand just as a small bundle of knitted material was spat through the open door of the ship. She caught it, then pulled it over her head.

      Daryl smiled. “That’s still a stupid hat,” he said.

      Riley raised two fingers again. Different ones, this time.

      “Well, that’s just rude,” Daryl told her.

      The opening in the side of Yufo sealed shut. As Daryl turned to the front, the holographic keyboard illuminated, awaiting his command. He approached it reverently, like a worshipper to an altar.

      For a while, he just stared at it, holding his breath, not daring to say a word.

      And then, finally, he turned to the others. “We all set?”

      Ash snorted awake. “Huh? What?”

      Riley gave a thumbs up and dropped into a chair that sprouted beneath her.

      “Well, OK, then,” Daryl said, facing front again. Two supports oozed up his legs, holding them in place. His fingers went to the controls. “Let’s go home.”

      And, they did.
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