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This is the third book in the Scifi Anthologies series that started with The Newcomer. As ever, I have had the privilege to choose a collection of great stories from both new and established authors.

Every story in this anthology has a guardian as a central character. Some look after individual people, others whole planets or universes, but all share a strong belief in their responsibility to protect their charges.
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Algernon Wade and the crew of the Hansard arrive to study an abandoned colony for the Exploration Service. They find a highly advanced civilisation that met a grisly end. Their presence triggers an “Awakening”.

Rob Treutlen lives in a cage, just like everyone else on Earth. The Reptilian Empire constructed “The Lattice” around the planet, and they persistently demand more work from their captives. Rob hates it, but he has an ailing father to care for, and he can't afford to get involved with the resistance.

His father's death changes that. He seeks out the resistance and attempts to escape. It's dangerous, and his probability of success is low, but he's willing to risk it. Because having nothing left to live for makes some things worth dying for.

They say curiosity kills the cat, but what about a pup with only one life?

What starts out as a desire to see the great unknown outside the den quickly turns into more than “Biting Shadow” ever anticipated when he comes across a dying stranger who is desperately trying to pass on a ‘gift’. Now, as an unwitting host to alien technology, Biting Shadow struggles to make sense of the rapid changes made to his biology while also dealing with a hostile presence. These alterations may be the key to saving his family and even the planet, but at what cost to himself?

Andre Damiani is obsessed with finding the lost secrets of the Predecessors, thinking it will bring meaning and fulfilment to his life. When he finds the key to not just his own purpose but that of all life in the universe in a long-lost cache of ancient alien technology, he also finds it threatened by the same Corporate Council masters he’s served for decades. Damiani is forced to decide how much he’s willing to sacrifice to preserve the “Gate of Dreams” from the greed of men.

A lonely boy walks the empty corridors of a starship with only his dog for company. He guards a precious cargo: one that holds many secrets, one that only he can protect. But when “The Following Star” begins to catch the ship, he soon learns that his whole life has been a lie.

Arlen’s a trader, not a scientist. She never expected to be in a first-contact situation.

When an alien species needs her help, she discovers that there are people in the universe like nothing she ever dreamed. People who find her as unique and fascinating as she finds them. People who need her help with “The Renewal”.

Sometimes profit isn't everything.

A month ago, Ada Xander had a home, a family, and a normal life working the family mine on Cyron-2. Now she’s a “Stowaway”, sleeping standing up crammed in a smuggling cabinet on-board a pirate ship.

To survive, she’ll need to forge alliances, prove her worth, and become one of the crew. And all that assumes they won’t just space her outright if they find her.

Cadet Anjali Patel had hoped for something more exciting than guard duty for her first mission with the legendary Shakyri Expeditionary Corps, the best fighters in the Empire of Worlds.

However, this boring job quickly turns hot, when an enemy convoy comes up the mountain pass Anjali is supposed to guard. Her “Baptism of Fire” is more than she bargained for.

When a crew of desperate pirates sets down on a distant frontier world, the only thing between them and an easy payday is one old woman working the fields. But things are often not what they seem. What that woman knows makes all the difference between life and death, and a “Sleeping Giant” is stirring.

It is a foggy night in an alternate Victorian London. Eleanor, a world-famous inventor, fulfills a decades-old pact. In “We Have the Stars”, three friends meet, and the revelation that follows shatters Eleanor’s perspective on humanity and herself.

A damaged warship can’t remember much beyond its mission to defend the planet it orbits. When the Behemoth turns up and starts landing its passengers, no-one spots the “Warning Signs”.
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And so, on to the stories. I hope you enjoy...

-o-
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by Alasdair Shaw

The Hansard edged deeper into the unsurveyed system. Main drives powered down, it followed a ballistic trajectory which stretched from its jump point towards the inner planets.

“The computer’s identified three jump points and added them to the charts, Algey.” Lieutenant Commander Charlotta Delgardo shrugged and rubbed her shoulder. “Looks like we’ve got the place to ourselves. The only power signatures I can detect are the star and a few volcanoes scattered around the system.

Captain Algernon Wade nodded. “As usual. Guess we ought to start cataloguing. You ready for an active scan, Lottie?”

“Ready as I can be. You know what the Han’s like.”

Algey winced at the insult to his ship, but quickly relaxed when he remembered who he was talking to. “Yeah. Yeah, I do... How’s the shoulder, by the way?”

Lottie smiled. “It’ll be fine as long as I don’t have to do any more heavy lifting for a while.”

“Sorry.” Algey shrugged and gave a rueful smile back. “You’re the best we have at doing those repairs.”

“Cheers.” Lottie tapped at her console, the blue glare from the screen contrasting with the drab orange decor of the bridge. “Sending first pulse now.”

A tinny ping sounded from the speakers, a sad mockery of the alerts when Algey had commanded military vessels.

“Ten minutes ‘til we get the first results back. Have you spoken to Mariett today?”

Algey took a deep breath and looked around the empty seats. “No. Is he ready to apologise?”

“He doesn’t think there’s anything to apologise for.”

“He was drunk on duty.”

Lottie stretched her legs out in front of her and arched her back. “The way he tells it, he’d knocked off duty and had a couple of drinks before being dragged back for another shift.”

“Hmm. That’s no excuse. He’s our primary helm. He should always be ready.”

Lottie glared at him. “Are we really going over this again? This isn’t the Navy, Algey. We’ve gotta give them some slack. The Exploration Service allows alcohol aboard its ships. It’s not like we have to stand ready to repel ships trying to intrude on our space.”

Algey groaned softly. Had Lottie found out about the Battle of Swan-III? He’d only been a lieutenant on a destroyer back then, the raiding party had caught their squadron off-guard. He’d been at a party at an illegal still when battle-stations sounded and the XO had given him a severe dressing down when he rolled up to his station. He’d been dry ever since. These young-uns needed to learn the lesson too. “OK. Put him back on the rota.”

The two sat in silence for a few minutes. Ever since the Republic had fallen into civil war a couple of decades ago, the Indiran Co-operative had prioritised defence in every budget. The Exploration Service, once treated to the cream of the crop, had to make do with a handful of antiquated ships. 

Algey picked at the frayed stitching on the arm of his chair. “My money’s on another barren system.”

“Really? I’ve got a good feeling about this one.” An internal call chimed. “Hello, Doctor Oak. What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if you had any results for me yet?”

“Sorry, Doc. Another couple of minutes before the return from the nearest planet arrives.”

“OK. Keep me informed.” A beep signalled the connection was closed from the far end.

“Oh, I will,” said Lottie, rolling her eyes. Then she appeared to notice Algey watching her and laughed. “I like Max. Really, I do. He just gets so focussed on his research.”

Algey busied himself reviewing the logs from the previous shift. As usual, nothing interspersed with trivia. The most interesting entry was an untraced fault in one of the waste recycling systems. He couldn’t send Lottie in again; Mariett perhaps?

“Here we go.” Lottie bent over her console, hands dancing across the screen. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth hung slightly open as the tempo increased.

Algey shuffled forward in his seat. “What’ve you got?”

“Not sure yet.” Another pathetic ping announced an active sensor transmission. “Could be nothing, but I’ve initiated a full-spectrum scan of the planet just in case.”

“What do you think it might be, though?” Algey hadn’t realised quite how desperate he was to find something noteworthy before the end of the cruise. Anything that might secure his position against the next round of cuts.

“It looked like a near-orbit cloud.”

Algey’s heart thudded. “Artificial satellites? That’s...”

“Don’t get excited yet. Wait for the detailed scan.”

The comms panel chimed and Doctor Oak’s excited voice carried across the bridge. “Are you sure about the data you just sent me?”

Lottie winked at Algey. “The data’s good, and I’m sure you came up with the same theory I did, but I don’t think it’s conclusive.”

“We must investigate further,” said Oak. “This could be enormous.”

“I’ve already initiated a detailed scan. You’ll have the results as soon as they’re available.”

“Captain, I trust you’ve altered course to visit this planet?”

Algey managed not to snort audibly. “If the second scan yields positive results, I will certainly divert.”

Oak spluttered. “We cannot delay. If this is an ancient colony, we must spend every possible moment investigating it.”

“Ten minutes won’t make any difference. Changing course, only to have to correct again if the scan results are negative, will waste fuel and reduce our options later on.”

“But...”

“Wait for the results, Doc,” Lottie said with a smile, then cut the connection. “He’ll be waking everyone up. Bet he’s nearly bouncing off the ceiling.”

“He’d better not disturb Joe and Ed.”

Lottie snorted. “He was working in the Service long before you or I transferred from the Navy. He knows better than to rouse anyone on a down-shift.”

Butterflies multiplied in Algey’s stomach as the minutes passed. A big find might help reverse the decline in the Service. It could be presented to parliament as evidence of their success. A major expedition could be mounted, and the Hansard would be in prime position to lead it.

He looked up when Lottie’s console lit up with new data. “Well?”

Lottie cycled through her displays before looking up. “The distribution of orbits is too great to be natural,  there’s everything from polar to geostationary, even retrograde. I can’t think what else it could be other than a satellite network.”

Algey brought up the nav controls on his console, typed in a set of course corrections, and sent them across to Lottie to check. When she agreed with the calculations, he fed them into the helm control and activated them. The Hansard slewed about two axes so its main engines pointed across and slightly up from its current trajectory. The engines powered up, sending a reassuringly steady thrumming through the ship. A minute later, the nav computer piled on the power and the engine thrust pressed Algey into his seat. Seventy-eight seconds of extra weight, then they cut off. Algey checked the new course and nodded to himself, satisfied they were lined up for high-orbit insertion.

#
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The shuttle bounced in the turbulent upper atmosphere. Algey held on to the restraints on his seat and studied Dr Oak. The older man seemed oblivious to the violent motion of the craft, focussing on his data pad.

“What do you think, Max?” asked Algey.

The doctor looked up and blinked. “Looks like a highly-developed colony, probably pre-Exodus. It’s hard to make a guess at population density when it was occupied, but given the number and size of the cities, I’d put the population in the four to five billion range. Certainly bordering on Core World status.”

“They looked pretty intact from orbit. No signs of bombardment.” Algey glanced along the row of archaeologists facing him on the other side of the compartment. “Any clues as to why it was abandoned?”

Max shook his head. “You Navy types are so impatient, Algernon. I’ve not even set foot on the surface and you want answers.”

Algey bridled, almost reminding Max about his urgent demand to alter course. A couple of the security team members to his right shifted in their seats, presumably feeling included in Max’s accusation.

The shuttle settled into a more smooth flight. Algey took a deep breath, pushing away his annoyance at the lead archaeologist. Being able to come on away missions like this was the biggest perk of commanding an Exploration Service ship instead of a Navy vessel and he didn’t want to waste it by getting bogged down in an argument.

“Boss,” called the pilot, his voice carrying through the open hatchway between the cockpit and the hold. “The Han confirms they’ve got us and have given clearance to land in the city.”

“Thanks,” Algey called back. “Did Lottie mention anything about the satellites?”

“She’ll send the data to your pad when she’s finished.”

“OK.” Algey drew his sidearm, checked it, and re-holstered it. The security team busied themselves readying their weapons.

Max glared at them then narrowed his eyes and pointedly looked down at his pad. Algey gave thanks that at least he wasn’t going to bring up his notion that the security team were just playing at being soldiers. The Exploration Service mandated an armed presence on all missions until such time as a complete absence of threat had been ascertained, and that was all there was to say about the matter. Most of the time, they only had to deal with fauna or the occasional aggressive flora, but from time to time they ran into raiders or people who didn’t want to be disturbed.

The shuttle broke through the cloud layer and the pilot brought them in a wide circle around the cluster of skyscrapers that marked the centre of the city. Everyone craned to see out of the windows, the petty sparring lost in the shared awe of setting eyes on a lost civilisation.

The shocking colours of the tall buildings affronted Algey’s sense of style, but there was no arguing that they were cheerful. Each tower seemed to vie with its neighbours to sport the most gaudy display; here flowers, there starships, no surface was left without a colourful coating.

“Bring us down there.” Max pointed at a small open space on the map displayed on his pad.

Algey looked carefully. “That’s not where you said in planning.”

“The orbital scans only gave us the layout. I made an educated guess based on cities I’ve studied before. But look at that building at the north end of the piazza.”

Algey peered through the window. “The small, grey one? Oh, I get it.” He called through to the pilot. “Land at the coordinates Doctor Oak’s sending through to you.”

Max tapped on his pad and flicked a finger across the screen towards the cockpit. “Thank you, Algernon.”

The shuttle touched down gently, the pilot allowing the engines to unwind into a quiet whirr. “Atmosphere breathable. No sign of pollutants or bio-hazards.”

Two of the security team stood and glanced around the compartment, checking everyone was ready, before triggering the side hatch to open. Even before it finished moving, they were out, scanning their weapons from doorway to window to crumbling hole.

Max looked to Algey. “Is this stric...”

Algey raised a finger.

“Clear,” came the call from outside. The rest of the security team exited.

“After you, Max.” Algey waved his arm to the door with a half-bow. The research team piled out and stood staring around. For once, he shared their wonder. Treading in the footsteps of a lost civilisation.

“OK, you three secure the shuttle.” Algey indicated some of the security team. “The rest of you, clear the grey building.”

He studied their first target. A flight of stone steps led up to a colonnaded facade, hidden from the elements by a large overhanging roof. After a few moments soaking in the view, he followed the rest of the team inside.

A grand hall awaited him, dust kicked up by the feet ahead swirling in shafts of daylight that slanted across the space. High above him, a small bird fluttered between domed alcoves.

Max was already behind the raised desk in the centre, drawn no doubt by the ‘Information’ sign hanging above it. Algey mused on how little this colony’s language had drifted from Standard during their isolation. He took a seat at one of the hundred or so tables scattered around the room and leant back, studying the intricate designs gilded onto the ceiling.

“Can I get a power source over here?” asked Max.

One of the researchers strode over, slipped a rucksack of their shoulder and pulled out a charge pack. “Reckon one of the standard connectors’ll fit? Or will we have to fabricate one?”

“The terminal looks fairly standard, so...” He disappeared under the desk. “Drat, no such luck. OK, let’s try splicing into their lead.”

Without a standard connector, they’d be a while working out what voltage, current and frequency to use. Algey detailed the security operators to pair off with researchers and explore the surrounding streets. He checked his pad and found an initial report from Lottie. It detailed a fairly standard orbital cloud for a large civilisation. One object many times the size of the Han, probably a space station, sat in medium orbit; they were about to focus on scanning it.
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Algey ran his fingers along the smooth, cold wall, examining the polished stonework for signs of fossils. Before he’d joined the Navy, he’d studied palaeontology, which was probably why the Exploration Service had agreed to take him after the Navy let him go.

A call came over the radio. “Boss? You’ve gotta see this.”

Algey checked his pad, the caller was a security operative two streets away. “What is it?”

“Skeletons, boss. Lots of skeletons.”

“On my way.” He beckoned Max over. “Looks like we may have found some of the former inhabitants.”

Max muttered a few words to the researcher beside him, passing him the scanner he was holding, and trotted over. Algey called one of the security operatives in from the shuttle to stay with the researcher while he continued to attempt to get the terminal working.

Max and Algey hurried to the building they’d been called to. They were directed to a room deep within. As they left the reach of daylight, they flicked on their chest- and head-torches.

A door stood ajar, propped open with a plastic chair. “In here,” called someone from inside.

They entered, and stopped dead. A researcher crouched in about the only part of the room not covered in human bones. “They’re mostly articulated, though there are signs of peri-mortem dismemberment. From the arrangement, I’d say they died here.”

Algey noted the bones pushed to the side by the opened door. This wasn’t a mortuary. “They were locked in this room?”

The researcher nodded. She continued to examine the bones.

“We had to break our way in,” said the security operative. “It was bolted from the inside.”

Algey raised an eyebow.

“What made you try this room?” asked Max.

The operative shone a light on the door. Daubed across it in orange paint was a single word: Help.

“Look here.” The researcher held up a femur in her purple-gloved hand, pointing at some scratches near the end. “Knife-marks, I think.”

Max picked his way over to her and took the bone. “Indeed. Consistent with butchering, I’d say.”

Algey’s eyes widened. “They ate each other?”

“Probably. I’d guess the first ones to go were used to keep the survivors alive a bit longer. See how many of the bones are neatly stacked against the far wall? There were still people alive to do that.”

“How long did it take?”

“I can’t tell.” The researcher waved a hand towards one corner of the room. “There’s a sink and toilet behind that screen, so they’d have had water. They had rations with them too, at least at the start. About a month’s worth, judging by the foil wrappers.”

Algey shuddered. “What scared them?”

The researcher shook her head. “Don’t know. Presumably whatever brought about the end of their civilisation, or someone would have found them already.”

“I take it you’ll want to run a full set of tests on these bones, Max?” Algey frowned. “Hang on. Where are their clothes? They can’t be more than a couple of hundred years old.”

Max smiled. “Assuming they used fabrics like we do. If they wore garments fashioned out of natural fibres, they could easily have decomposed by now.”

Algey checked the time. Just over an hour since touch-down and no signs of anything threatening. “OK. I’m calling down another shuttle with a mobile lab. Let’s set up base in the grey building.”

Algey’s radio crackled into life. “Boss, Emma here. We found a hospital. It’s carnage. Looks like they were treating people in the corridors, restrooms, anywhere they could cram them in.”

Max caught Algey’s gaze. “Are you sure there were no pathogens in the air sample?”

“Quite sure, Max... But...” He thumbed his radio. “Listen up, everyone. Just to be on the safe side, I’m ordering level 2 biohazard precautions. Suit and mask up. We’ll run everyone through the lab when it gets here.”
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Algey gazed at a towering purple building. Pink swirls defied the eye, appearing to move as he shifted focus from one place to another. Yet again, he wondered how a society could bombard its citizens with such a brash assault on their vision.

A researcher crouched over his rucksack. “I’ll need a couple of minutes here to get some readings, then we can move on.”

“OK, James. Whatever you need.” Algey looked across to the security operator where she stood on a bench, eyes focussed in the distance. Mary was one of the best in the team, a timed-out Marine who’d joined the Exploration Service to continue to protect the Indiran Co-operative’s interests.

The dry air tickled his throat and he rummaged through his pockets to find a sweet. He popped one in and sucked, relishing the sticky tang.

“How’s it going down there?” Lottie’s voice had that faint edge of someone who is really excited about something but knows there’s something more pressing to deal with.

“We’re fine. They identified a virus in the bones. It’s not something we’ve encountered before, but it has similarities to rabies. They assure me our standard anti-virals will prevent us getting infected.” Algey scratched his neck. “Obviously, we’ll have to be careful with decontamination when we leave; don’t want to carry it to a planetary population.”

Not for the first time, he gave thanks that everyone serving aboard Navy or Service ships was subjected to regular broad-spectrum inoculations.

“We’ve completed our initial scans of the space-station. Only it isn’t.” Glee slipped into Lottie’s voice. “It’s a ship.”

Algey stopped walking. “You sure? It’s massive.”

“We identified drive systems large enough to accelerate it at sizeable G.”

His mouth dropped open. Even without calculation, he knew that the power generation systems must have been immense. “Any indication of age?”

“Everything we’ve examined, including the ship, shares common construction features and metallurgy.” Lottie took a breath. “I’d say we’re looking at a snapshot of this colony in its last days, but we’d have to snag a sample and analyse the radiation degradation to get a date.”

“Go for it. You might have better luck interfacing with a computer than we are, too.”

“Any preferences? There’s a good range... Something’s happening. Wait one.”

Algey began pacing. He’d got complacent and was stuck on the planet relying on second-hand information. Captains shouldn’t go on away missions.

“OK.” Lottie’s voice remained calm. “We’ve got a power source on the native ship. Definitely wasn’t there a minute ago.”

“Maybe the scans triggered a wake-up sequence?” Algey’s heart leapt with excitement. “Get a team ready to go aboard. If it’s got power, it might have working terminals, a database.”

“Will do. Mariett can lead it.”

“No.” Algey shook his head. “He’s not up to it.”

“Well, it’s either that, or I go and leave him in command of the Han...”

Algey opened his mouth to suggest he came back up and swapped with Mariett, but it would only shift the problem down to the planet. “Fine. But make sure to have a quiet word with the lead security operative before they depart.”

He opened up the reconstruction of the ship on his pad. A prolate ellipsoid over two kilometres from tip to tail. The surface was unusually smooth, devoid of the normal clutter of sensors, weapons and heat dumps.

A klaxon sounded over the channel to the Hansard. Lottie’s voice came back with a hint of awe. “It’s locked an active sensor on us. Engines coming online... It’s moving!”

Algey’s heart raced. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. “How? Sleeper crew?”

“Or AI. I don’t know,” said Lottie. “It’s coming straight for us. The acceleration’s phenomenal.”

“You got the Han running hot?”

“Of course.” Lottie called something to someone on the bridge. “Hatches opening across its surface... Looks like weapons ports.”

“Run!”

“Ahead of you on that one.” Lottie’s voice bore the strain of high-G. “It’s launching missiles... Correction, single missile.”

“Activate CIWS but don’t deploy main weapons.”

“Not my first rodeo, Algey.”

“Sorry.” He looked down to see why his hand hurt and found he’d dug his nails into his palm. “Just frustrated at being stuck down here.”

“Missile’s gone ballistic... It’s not tracking with us. Looks like its target is... Algey, take cover, its heading for your position. ETA ten minutes.”

Algey’s hand went to his radio and pressed the emergency broadcast button. “Everyone, we have incoming. If you’re within five minutes of a shuttle, get in and take off. Otherwise find somewhere deep to take cover.”

He looked to the security operative next to him. “What do you reckon?”

Mary shook her head. “Seven minute run at best, given the debris.”

“Yeah, thought as much. I’m not holding a shuttle that long.” He bit his lip. There wasn’t anywhere closer for a shuttle to put down to collect them, either. “Let’s find some shelter.”

They hurried to the nearest building. Mary took the lead, with Algey helping the researcher with his equipment. “How’s it going up there, Lottie?”

“The ship’s slowing down. It’s still maintaining a lock on us, but it seems to be more interested in positioning itself between us and the planet than pursuing.”

“Don’t hang around.” Algey transmitted the data they’d collected on the surface. “Get out of here and bring help.”

“Understood, boss. I estimate a couple of hours and it won’t be able to catch us before we can jump. I’ll deploy a probe so you’ll still have eyes in the sky. Good luck down there.”

“Over here!” Mary waved from an open doorway.

As Algey and James reached her, the whine of a shuttle taking off carried down the narrow street. They piled inside and followed the operator down a flight of stairs. Then another one. The comms signals from outside cut out.

Three flights later, they came to the plant room for the building. Algey checked the countdown on his pad, which showed a couple of minutes left, and pointed to a gap between large, heavy-looking pieces of equipment. “In there. Ought to give us some protection.”

The three of them curled up on the floor, heads in their arms, mouths open to equalise any pressure differences from a shockwave. Algey’s thoughts strayed back over his career. At least if this was the end then he was going out on a high.
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The pad counted through zero and started on negative numbers. Ten minutes had only been an estimate, though, so Algey kept his head down. He ran over and over the damage control and rescue exercises he’d been put through in the Navy, working out what they might have to do to get out of the basement after the strike.

At minus two minutes, however, he began to fidget. Lottie couldn’t have been that far out. Perhaps the ordnance had been so degraded with age it’d broken up in the atmosphere? A glance at the other two people sharing the shelter showed they must be having similar thoughts; James even had his head up looking around.

At minus five minutes, Algey decided he had to find out. “Wait here. I’m going to find a signal.”

He climbed the stairs, checking the comms link after every step. The moment he got reception, he hailed the shuttles.

“Algernon. We were getting worried.” It was Max’s voice. “We saw the missile impact but there was no detonation. Then we realised we couldn’t raise you.”

“I was underground.” Algey frowned. “What do you mean you saw it impact? I didn’t feel anything, and even a kinetic strike should have done massive damage.”

One of the pilots joined the channel. “Looked like it was airbraking. It was certainly moving a lot slower than a missile strike should have been.”

“How many do you have with you?” Algey brought up the deployment roll on his pad.

“All but you, Harris, Mary, James, Frankie and Bikram.”

Algey updated the roll. “Right, well I’ve got Mary and James with me. Hopefully Harris, Frankie and Bikram found another basement together.”

“Do you want us to come back for pick-up?”

“Negative. You stay clear. I’ll go and investigate.”

“What’s happening?” called Mary from the bottom of the stairs.

“Could be a landing. Tell James to leave anything heavy and come up.”

Mary appeared with her rifle at high port. She’d ditched her pack, though her webbing bulged with kit. The drab browns and greens of her combats stuck out against the colourful background. 

James followed, working on his pad. “I’m grabbing the recordings from the shuttles. If I can triangulate, knowing their relative positions... There. It came down in the piazza outside the grey building. Or very close to it at least.”

They set off, keeping close to one side of the street. Mary took point, halting them before every junction. The third time they stopped, Algey picked up a friendly signal.

“Boss? Bikram here.”

“Glad to hear you. Go ahead.”

“I’ve got Harris and Frankie with me. We’re all OK. What’s going on?”

Algey checked his map and found Bikram’s beacon. He marked a junction. “Meet us at this location in three minutes. There’s a possible hostile surface force, so be alert.”
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Algey crept forward to join Mary and Bikram where they watched the piazza from behind a low wall. The researchers had argued about being left behind, but he’d put his foot down. It was simply too dangerous to have untrained people in the front line; they’d get in the way and could easily alert an enemy to their location.

In the centre, exactly where their first shuttle had landed, a pile of broken ceramic now sat. The jagged-edged pieces curved like giant bits of burnt eggshell nested in a slight crater. A small mammal scampered along the bottom step of the grey building.

Heavy footsteps sounded from the street behind. Algey and the two security operators rolled over as one, shoulders against the wall. A bipedal machine, slightly taller than a human adult but much broader, stomped into view. Algey instinctively raised his weapon, fractionally behind Mary and Bikram. The machine crouched. A gun appeared over one shoulder. Pods sprouted from its sides with barely a hint of a whir.

Mary squeezed her trigger, sending a burst of high-velocity rounds at the machine. Bikram joined in with his pulse carbine, scrabbling sideways to put space between them, while Algey unloaded his sidearm in controlled shots. Hundreds of bullets and pulses hit the machine, covering it in sparks. Mary jumped over the wall and signalled she was reloading. Bikram dropped a screening grenade and grabbed Algey, tugging him towards an open doorway.

Algey shrugged him off. He looked around. There was no incoming fire.

“At least take cover,” shouted Bikram in his ear.

Algey nodded and allowed himself to be guided over the wall as Mary opened fire again. Despite the thick smoke from the grenade, her shots still dinged off metal. The machine hadn’t moved.

“Stop,” said Algey firmly over the comms.

Mary and Bikram ducked down and looked at him.

Occasional gaps showed through the thinning smoke. Algey risked a peek over the wall. The machine stood, apparently examining the dents in its armour in puzzlement.

“Hello?” shouted Algey.

The machine tore itself away from studying itself and looked up at him. “Hello.”

Algey’s heart raced. “I think we might have got off on the wrong foot here... Sorry about that.”
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