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Prologue

	The Wrecking Ball champion, known only as Drazen, lifted thick, callused fingers to the calendar hanging on the grimy pale-blue wall. Professor Sharley had hung it there. This was the place he had to come and wait for Chet and Logan to arrive. But they did not. And Sharley told him if they didn’t show, he was to wait and check the calendar until the red crosses neared. There was a small one – a signal to start – and there was a larger one in a cherry red, marking the date Sharley deemed as the time to enact the final assault, the final revenge. The last stand.

	“I’ll give you anything you want. I swear.” A whimpering voice sounded to his right. Drazen turned to the small cell and eyed the man within. He was of late-middle age, balding, with curly gray hair at the sides of his head. His face was bruised and stubbled. His prisoner. Professor Sharley’s last hope. The first item on Sharley’s list of things for Drazen to attend to.

	As soon as Drazen had played his part, deceiving the FRS by acting as Chet and crossing the border into Arizona to draw the Aurora away from the Welles woman, his next job had been to find this Professor Jenkin LeFroy. It had taken longer than he thought. Drazen expected to have Chet and Logan’s assistance, but they never returned with the twins. That meant they were dead.

	Chet had already done some of the groundwork in locating LeFroy, but Drazen had to do the rest himself. He was proud of his efforts. Proud of his patience, his stealth. He knew he could do this; that he was smarter than Sharley gave him credit for. Sharley, like many others, assumed that because he was a quiet man, he was also a stupid man. But he wasn’t. That was just what he liked people to think, so they would underestimate him. He would prove to Sharley that he could do this; that he alone could carry out Sharley’s wishes and earn his pay.

	He had waited days for Chet and Logan to return, with no communication from them. For almost two weeks, he had not left this place. He dared not, not until that first red cross had passed on the calendar. That was his sign. That was the indicator to tell whoever was left to begin enacting Sharley’s next plan. The professor had allowed six months to pull the plan together. Step one had been to find Professor LeFroy, and Drazen had done so. LeFroy would help Sharley replace the Jumbos he had lost.

	“Please…” LeFroy begged.

	Drazen fixed his gaze on the university man and held his index finger – crooked from too many Wrecking Ball fights – to his lips. “Shhh,” he said, his eyes emotionless.

	LeFroy immediately obeyed. The man, a fraction of Drazen’s size, was terrified of him. As he should be.

	Drazen turned his eyes back to the calendar and ran his hands across the days, the weeks, the months, until he found the next red cross. The big red cross. Cherry red. Blood red. That was the one he most looked forward to. If the UNF did not release Sharley, if the other Jumbos had not returned by that date, then Drazen could act alone. That red cross marked the day he could unleash total and utter destruction at Sharley’s will.

	His gaze moved to the photos taped to the wall beside the calendar. The photos of three women. Three soldiers. The redhead with pale skin, the black woman with long braids, and the one Sharley wanted most: the Welles woman. The one who kept the professor’s children from him.

	She would pay most of all.

	


PART ONE: SIFTING TRHOUGH THE ASHES

	 

	
 

	1

	The Elements

	Sergeant Carrie Welles walked into her kitchen and saw her father standing by the hot plate, frying some eggs. He turned around and gave her a gentle smile. A rare sight from the ex-colonel.

	“Morning,” he said softly.

	“Morning,” she nodded. She felt tired still, her eyes dry and puffy. She’d been so tired lately, yet had found it hard to sleep.

	“I hope you’re hungry?” her father asked.

	She shrugged. The food smelled good, smelled of comfort, yet her stomach didn’t react to it at all. She’d been unable to shake the empty, barren feeling within.

	He scrutinized her. “You’ve hardly been eating, Ree. It’s time to get your appetite back.”

	“I’m fine,” she told him, dropping her eyes down to the T-shirt she wore. It was Doc’s. Had been Doc’s. She’d found it in the laundry basket. It was still relatively clean, although she’d smelled his scent upon it. She knew it was an odd thing to do, but she’d worn it to bed that night and had done so ever since, trying to hold onto that scent and somehow keep him alive. His scent had soothed her to sleep as though he was still with her. But time had passed, and now the shirt just smelled like her. She subtly wrapped her arms around herself, around the shirt, as though holding onto him.

	Freya’s cries sounded, pulling her from her daze, and Carrie moved on automatic pilot. She brought her daughter and her son, Brody, out of their room and placed them in their highchairs, grateful they were already taking a bottle. She didn’t think she’d have the energy to feed them otherwise.

	Her father placed a plate of bacon and eggs in front of her. She managed a smile and began to pick at it.

	“They sure have good appetites.” Her father motioned to the twins guzzling down their milk. “That got something to do with their… condition?”

	She studied the twins and their milk-dribbled chins, then looked back at her father. “The Jumbo virus gives you a stronger appetite.”

	He nodded. “So you must be starving then, with the little you’ve been eating?”

	“I just don’t feel hungry.”

	“Twins take energy, Ree, and I suspect that Jumbo twins take even more energy than normal. You need to keep your strength up.” He was using his colonel’s voice now, a voice she’d grown up with. His way of discipline, without using discipline.

	She stared at him. “Is this how we’re going to deal with this? Like soldiers?” she asked him.

	The colonel stared back at her, his expression firm. The hair framing his eyes looked more silver each day, the creases on his face more prominent. “Ree, I know you’re hurting, but you got kids to think about. You need to focus on them and move on.”

	“Move on?” she asked, a little exasperated.

	“Yes,” he said firmly.

	“How can you talk to me about this?” She dropped her fork onto the plate.

	His blue-gray eyes looked back at hers, but he didn’t answer.

	“You, of all people,” she continued. “When mum died, you handled it by shipping me off to a boarding school and running away. So, don’t lecture me about how to raise my kids while grieving!”

	“I sent you away from me to protect you!” he said defensively. “I explained this, Ree. I had no option!”

	“Regardless, you shipped me away! You have no idea what it’s like to try and be their mother, when their father is dead!”

	Her father exhaled slowly through his nostrils as his stocky shoulders tensed and his fingers tightened around his fork. “Despite how emotionally stunted you may think I am, Ree, I have lost not one, but two people I have loved. So, don’t tell me that I don’t know what you’re going through. ’Cause I do! I know exactly how much this bloody hurts!”

	Carrie looked down at her plate of eggs and felt her eyes sting with tears. She thought of her mother and of Katherine, both murdered, both taken from him. She took a moment to control her emotions, swallowing the lump, trying to summon her inner Jumbo to be strong. She was so sick of crying.

	“Look…” Her father’s voice softened. “It’s hard, Ree. I understand that, I really do. But you have to keep going. You have to pick up and dust off. It’s the only way—”

	“He was my life,” she cut him off. “He was my life, and my future—”

	“So, you have to make a new one!” he told her firmly. “For those kids! Things like this happen, Ree. As horrible as they are, they happen, and they spin your life off in a different direction, but you just gotta hold on tight and try and steer as best you can. Otherwise, you lose control… and god knows where you’ll end up if you do.”

	“I don’t know where my life is heading, or what kind of future they’ll have.” She gazed at her twins: Freya with her blond hair and bright blue eyes, Brody with his brown hair and brown eyes, just like his father. The twins stared back at her, their crystalline Jumbo eyes shimmering at hers so innocently.

	Her father reached out and squeezed her hand. “Your life will head where you lead it to, Ree. Just take hold of that wheel and steer.”

	“Even if I lead them into an uncertain future?” She looked back at him.

	He stared at her, unsure of what she meant by that.

	She studied him a moment, remembering he didn’t yet know the full truth about their future. She decided he should. She didn’t have the energy to lie to him. “There’s no longer a single signal, dad. There are hundreds, maybe thousands.”

	He paused, and his face dropped. “What? What are you talking about?”

	“The signals from space. There’s not just one anymore. Whatever they are, they’re coming in large numbers.”

	“Who told you this?” he asked quickly.

	“McKinley. He made a flippant comment, thought I knew. I questioned Dan about it. As far as I know, only those two and Harris knew.”

	Her father sat back in his chair. “I thought we were supposed to be in this together? No one’s said a friggin’ word to me!”

	“I found out the day that Dan died. There hasn’t been much time for in-depth discussions about it.” She stared at her father. “I found out on the day the love of my life died that there is little future left for our kids unless we do something about it now. He was supposed to help me through that. Dan. We were supposed to work on that together, supposed to prepare… so forgive me if I say I’m having a hard time picking up and dusting off, because right now, I don’t know what to do.”

	With that she stood and walked into the kitchen, leaving her father sitting there staring at her back, dumbfounded. She scraped the food off her plate and into the bin and began to stack the dishwasher. Her father suddenly appeared behind her.

	“This is why they rekindled UNFASP?” he asked. “This is why the Jumbo program is running again?”

	She turned to lock eyes with her father. “They’re coming in large numbers, Dad. The UNF is scared.”

	“Holy shit,” her father whispered.

	Carrie nodded. “Yeah.”
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	Captain Saul Harris had one of the better night’s sleep that he’d had in a long time. To have slept curled up beside Taya in his home left him with a feeling of comfort, which he desperately needed. He could smell the breakfast she was cooking as it wafted up the stairs. Knowing he was going to get another eight weeks of this made him smile. The past two weeks, dealing with Doc’s death, had been very hard and he needed time to clear his head. More importantly, he needed to figure out what he was going to do from here on.

	He thought Colonel Marchant would have resisted the notion of his having this time off, but surprisingly he hadn’t; he could tell that Marchant was sympathetic about Doc’s death, as well as about the bombshell of the impending invasion the colonel had unloaded on him. Marchant had given him a confidential background report to read, and after this leave he would return to Command for a further briefing on the invasion and begin preparations for what they might do about the ‘signals’. But after losing Doc like that, his friend, his right-hand man, his sounding board… he needed some time to refocus before he could do that. Then, and only then, he could start thinking about those signals, and more importantly how to break it to the rest of the Aurora team: that they’d been chosen to spearhead the Earth’s defense as the first unit of Jumbo soldiers.

	Still, despite dealing with Doc’s death, he’d found himself unable to stay away from that confidential report. It was only a summary of findings so far, the detail would come later, but what he’d read had piqued his interest enough. It contained the history of the Jumbo program starting with its inception, back in 2018, by a scientist named Lucas Montego. At the time, he had merely been doing a “What if?” scenario on possibilities for soldier advancement. Out of all the prospects Professor Sharley had to play with, Montego’s study was the one he selected to become the basis for the Jumbo program.

	Marchant’s report also summarized the space signals and communications received, starting with the discovery of the first signal back in 2059. It had apparently happened when radar specialist, Jane Canton, doing routine scans whilst suffering a terrible migraine, had accidentally plugged in the wrong coordinates. And so, by pure accident, or perhaps by way of fate, that first signal had been picked up. Harris had many questions for Marchant, but right now that was about as much as he could digest.

	Besides spending more time with his family, he planned to use this respite from the Aurora to try and sort out the family ‘gift’ he’d inherited, the whole ‘Guardian-Connector’ thing that had been bestowed upon him and Welles. He knew that, at some point, he might need to explain a few things to her, especially the static electricity that seemed to flow between them when they came into physical contact, but, in order to do that, he first needed to understand it himself. What he did know about the gift, so far, was minimal.

	Firstly, he knew that he got strong gut instincts about certain things, particularly in relation to Welles. So strong, in fact, they inflicted physical pain upon him. He remembered when his gut or spine had been trying to tell him something, but he hadn’t known what it was at the time.

	Secondly, he saw things in his dreams, which he’d discovered had a very good chance of coming true. He’d been forcefully reminded of this when he’d heard Doc’s dying words: “Something’s wrong.” He remembered a dream of Doc saying similar words, although, in that dream, Doc had been sitting in a pool of Welles’s blood. Looking back, Harris knew this dream had amalgamated two major events in their futures: Welles almost dying when the twins had been stolen, and Doc’s death. But he knew now: he’d seen his friend’s death well before it ever happened. It just hadn’t been clear to him because he had not yet opened himself up to the gift. And that was just one dream; what about all the others that had been trying to tell him something? What else could he have missed?

	Thirdly, he knew he had a connection with the dead. He could talk to them in these dreams, and even “sense” them in his waking life as he did with Bulk’s icy ghost on the Aurora. It all depended on the person and how they chose to communicate with him.

	And, fourthly, he could not deny any longer that he had an unmistakable connection with Welles. The zap of electricity he felt when they came in contact was undeniable proof of that. It only happened with her. Given he was her captain, there had been little reason, or chance, for their skin to come into contact, but the few times it had, there had been an exchange. Why their connection was so strong, he was still trying to figure out. Regardless, it was strong. She was his ‘Connected’. He was her ‘Guardian’. He believed it. Finally! And he was grateful that he had allowed himself to believe in time to save her from the last attack that had taken Doc’s life. Brody, Harris’s godson, still had his mother because of it. He was connected to Welles, now he had several weeks to try and find out why.

	Walking down the stairs he found Taya in the kitchen. She had her back turned and he crept up behind her, wrapping his arms around the pink silk robe she wore and kissing her neck.

	“Morning, Mrs. Harris,” he said.

	“Morning,” she smiled warmly back. “Coffee?”

	“Yes, please,” he smiled, taking a seat beside Ty, who rolled his eyes at the display of affection.

	“We shooting some hoops today?” Harris asked his son.

	Ty shrugged. “Maybe later,” his deepening voice replied. “I’m going to Debron’s this morning.”

	“Oh, I see.” Harris arched his eyebrow. “Ditching your old man for your friends, huh?”

	Ty smirked. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

	Harris watched as his son gulped down his juice, then headed for the door.

	“Make sure you take the guards with you!” Harris called out.

	“Yes, sir!” Ty said, throwing him a salute.

	Harris looked back at Taya, who was staring at him with her warm, brown eyes.

	“A lot’s changed, huh?” she smiled.

	He nodded slowly. “I guess so.”

	“So, what would you like to do today?” Taya sat down beside him, placing his coffee on the table.

	Harris considered things for a moment, then looked at her. “You know what?”

	“What?”

	“I think I might go pay Holly a visit.”

	“Yeah?”

	“It’s time to work out what’s going on.” He pointed to his head.

	She smiled at him, pleased he was, finally, listening to her advice. “Yes, it is.”
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	First Lieutenant Lincoln Gold of the UNF Carcharias strode along the corridor, headed for Captain Rovine’s office. He sighed heavily, listening to his boots clipping against the metal grid flooring in the ship’s silence.

	They were docked at Fort Centralis. Again. For a Space Duty crew, they’d been spending a lot of time on Earth of late. Something was going on. There had to be a reason for it, but Rovine, so far, had told him little. Gold wasn’t the kind of guy to get rattled easily, but the truth was, he was starting to feel a little antsy by the lack of information and clear direction.

	When he arrived at the captain’s office, he stood in the doorway, filling the frame easily with his height and athletic build.

	“Sir, you wanted to see me?”

	Rovine looked up from the three inbuilt widescreen panes surrounding his desk. Immediately, he retracted two back into his desk and closed down whatever files he’d been looking at on the other.

	“Come in.” The captain waved him forward.

	Gold entered and took a seat in one of the sleek guest chairs fixed to the floor in front of the equally sleek, minimalist desk. “What’s up?”

	Rovine sat upright, back straight, his light green eyes studying his lieutenant. “I wanted to speak with you about the attitude of some of the men.”

	“Sir?” Gold played dumb. He knew the captain was referring to Andy Ryker’s quip in the mess hall at dinner. Andy, his second lieutenant, was a good soldier, but he, like Gold, was restless. It had been months that they’d been hanging around Earth, waiting for something. But what, they didn’t know, although Gold was suspicious about the number of times he’d crossed paths with the UNF Aurora lately. Space was huge and the UNF had plenty of ships, so it was rare to cross paths with one particular ship this much. Gold knew they had been allocated as the Aurora’s back-up to catch the targets the UNF wanted, but the extended time they’d been hanging around the Aurora was strange. He knew the Aurora team had now caught or killed most of their targets and only one remained – this guy known only as Drazen. So why, with only one target on the run, did they still need the Carcharias around? Surely it didn’t take two teams to catch this one guy?

	“You know who I’m talking about,” Rovine said.

	“Ryker’s restless, sir,” he said, too tired to feign ignorance anymore. “Like the rest of the crew are. Why are we back here in FC again? Why have we been tied to this place for months?”

	“Centralis is the Command of all Commands, lieutenant. This is effectively our mothership.”

	“Yes, it is, sir, but we’re in the Space Duty Division. We haven’t seen space in a long time. Ryker had a point.”

	“His comments displayed a lack of loyalty,” Rovine said, his thin face and sallow cheeks showing no sign of humor. The man could do with some sun, Gold thought.

	“Sir, you couldn’t get anyone more loyal than him.”

	“Oh?” Rovine raised his eyebrows, his mouth holding the “oh” shape. “So that’s why he stated he was thinking about trading in his Blues for some Green?”

	Gold shrugged. “Captain, he had a point. The crew feel like all they’ve done is babysit the ship or follow the Aurora around. Ryker was just messing around when he said that if he jumped ship to the Greens he might actually get to see some action.”

	“Space Duty is an honor, lieutenant. Earth Duty is just a steppingstone,” Rovine said with hard eyes. “The Blues are the big league, I assure you.”

	Gold subtly sighed. “I’ll have a word to him to stow his mouth, sir.”

	“Good,” Rovine said, then turned back to his pane and began tapping in commands. “He might think he’s a barrel of laughs, but his British humor won’t fly with me.”

	Gold paused a moment, eyeing his captain carefully. “He’s Australian, sir.”

	“Hmm?” Rovine asked, distracted by what he was doing.

	“Ryker, sir,” Gold said carefully. “Second Lieutenant Andy Ryker. We promoted him, about six months back, to be my second. He’s an Aussie, sir.”

	Rovine waved a hand at him like it wasn’t important. Gold continued to stare at his captain, feeling a little insulted and, if he was honest, a little stunned. Rovine had no idea what nationality one of his soldiers was despite his having been aboard the Carcharias for 12 months now. He had no clue and didn’t care, it would seem. Did Rovine even remember where Gold himself was from? He knew he was a fellow American, obviously, but did he know what state? What town? Did he care?

	“Just make sure I don’t catch him saying it again,” Rovine said, although his mind was becoming engrossed in what was flowing on the pane in front of him, “or I’ll grant his wish and demote him to a Green.”

	Gold watched as the glow of the scrolling text reflected on his captain’s insipid skin, and he couldn’t help but again think how the man needed some sunshine.

	“Sir, can I ask a question?” Gold sat back in his chair.

	Rovine kept his eyes on the screen. “Mm?”

	“What are we doing here? Really?”

	Rovine looked up at him for a moment. “Your job,” he said bluntly.

	“Yeah?” Gold said. “My job, sir, is up there.” He pointed to the sky. “Down here we are fish out of water. We’re just sitting around watching the Greens do their thing.”

	“We are following orders, lieutenant,” Rovine answered, his eyes now on his fingers as they tapped and swished the pane before him.

	“And what orders are they, sir?” Gold persisted.

	Rovine paused to look at him. “Excuse me?”

	“What orders do you have, sir?”

	“You’re questioning my orders?”

	“No, sir, I’m questioning our orders.” Gold gave him a firm, but respectful, look. Rovine was, after all, his captain.

	“Your orders are what I give you, lieutenant,” Rovine said brusquely.

	Gold held his arms out in question. “So, what are they, sir? Other than just sitting around until you suddenly tell us we need to make for a certain location.” He dropped his hands and stared at him. “We dropped everything and went to Mars to help the Aurora crew search for their missing soldiers. Next thing, we drop everything and head to Eureka Station. Then we’re told to scramble to Meridian, where again we search for a missing soldier and the targets the Aurora were chasing. Then, suddenly we’re called back to Earth, here to Centralis, where lo and behold we run into the Aurora again. Everything we’ve done this past year has been shadowing the Aurora. We’ve been helping them search for their targets – hell, we even played delivery boys and escorted Captain Harris’s family back here to Command when it was in lockdown… I’m your second-in-command, sir. You rely on me to lead these men for you. I can tell you that it’s very difficult to lead the men when I don’t know where the hell I’m leading them to, or why.”

	“It doesn’t matter why. An order is an order.”

	They stared at each other for a moment.

	“I get that, sir. I’m just asking you, to help me to help you.”

	Rovine looked at him as though he were talking to a petulant child. “We are to remain on hand in case the Aurora team require it. That is that.”

	“All but one of their targets has been taken down, so why are we still needed? And who were these targets they were chasing, anyway? Why did the UNF want them so badly? It has to be more than for the kidnap of that Welles woman. And who is this guy Drazen we’re chasing? The one that’s left. At least with the other targets we had pictures. This Drazen guy’s a ghost. You want me to lead the men for you, sir, it’d be a hell of a lot easier if I can give them some answers. Hell, I’d like some answers. It has been months, now, we’ve been doing this. Just waiting, biding our time, and chasing ghosts.”

	“Are you having trouble commanding the men, lieutenant?”

	Gold prickled a little at the question. “No, sir. They respect me just fine, and I them.” And I know who they are and where they come from, he couldn’t help thinking to himself.

	“Then there is nothing to discuss here,” Rovine said with finality. “You follow my orders, and they follow yours. And our orders are to remain here in Centralis until we’re called to do otherwise. Are we understood?”

	Gold stared back at him, searching his eyes for the truth he knew Rovine was holding back.

	The captain stared at him. “You control the herd, lieutenant, and I manage the farm. That’s how we work. The only thinking and strategizing you need to do, is out there in the field. You leave the overall direction of the Carcharias to me.”

	Gold felt an anger flicker inside him, but he didn’t give way to it. He tried not to give in to rage too readily. He found that confidence and a certain blasé attitude worked better for him. Knowing he wasn’t going to get any answers from Rovine tonight, but satisfied he’d aired his grievances, he gave one of his award-winning smiles to his captain. “Yes, sir,” he said.

	Gold stood and left the captain’s office, his mind turning over. He felt the prickling along his skin again. Until today, Rovine had just been his CO, his boss, but today he also reminded Gold a lot of his father: the dominant male figure telling him what he could and couldn’t do. Someone trying to make him follow a certain path in life, despite him wanting to take another. Someone trying to control him, as though he were a weak-minded and pliable fool.

	His father had wanted him to be a football star. Gold had certainly been on his way to quarterback stardom, but that oppressive presence of his father overshadowed him like a dense fog, choking him. So, he became a soldier instead. Something his high-flying businessman father had least expected from him, or wanted. Besides, Gold had already tried his father’s lifestyle at his behest. He would’ve done well too with his charisma, good looks, and his father’s connections. But it had no heart.

	Although he’d joined the army to annoy his father more than anything, and at times the style of discipline echoed of his father’s, Gold had found a home within its ranks. He’d worked hard to forge his own life, his own career, and had made his way to Space Duty in record time. And that got him as far as humanly possible from his father’s oppressive reach. Now, here he was on the Carcharias. In many ways he felt like he was the ship’s captain. After all, the men followed his orders, not Rovine’s. He was the one who had the team’s respect. He was the one who had earned it.

	He pictured Rovine engrossed in his pane, hands darting here and there, an orchestra of lights slicing across his pale skin. For some reason Gold thought of the Aurora’s captain, Harris, and remembered his taunting words about Rovine hiding in his office while Gold and his men did all the work. This hadn’t bothered Gold before. He liked being in charge and leading the men, being responsible for them. But thinking about Captain Rovine now, he couldn’t help feeling that Harris was right. There was Gold, blindly following orders and leading his men into god knows what, chasing god knows what, while Rovine sat in his office, safe and sound, not getting his hands dirty. The captain, sitting there holding all the secrets, all the power, and sharing none of it with him. Was Gold really a leader? Or was he merely a puppet on Rovine’s string?

	Respect and choice were what Gold had always wanted in life: two things that had been lacking in his upbringing. And after all his fighting, all his hard work, right now he felt like he had little of either. He thought of Harris again as he walked down the corridor to the mess. If Captain Rovine didn’t want to give him any answers, maybe Gold could find them on his own. After all, he had time to kill at the moment…

	It was time to take back his respect and choice. It was time to take charge and find out where he was leading his men.
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	Carrie, standing on the balcony of her apartment, walked over to the glass doors and watched curiously as her Sentinel, Roy, answered the front door. She wasn’t expecting any visitors. Roy spoke briefly to whoever it was, nodded, then pulled the door back. She paused as she saw the unmistakable figure of McKinley walk in: tall and broad, with longish, messy blond hair, a kitbag slung over his shoulder. His Jumbo eyes immediately spied her on the balcony. He dropped his bag by the door and headed toward her.

	“Hi?” she said, unable to hide the curiosity in her voice.

	“Welles,” he nodded.

	“This is a surprise. Is something wrong?”

	“Nope.” He averted his eyes and walked to the balcony railing to scan the surrounding buildings, as though he was still on her NOK 4 guard. She followed him, pulling her jacket tight around her as the icy cold wind gnashed its teeth against her skin.

	“The twins sleeping?” He looked back at her.

	She nodded. “You in town for a reason? Is the Aurora heading out already? You just went on leave.”

	“I just thought I’d come visit.” He looked back at her.

	“To see Freya?”

	He nodded. “That okay?”

	She pulled her jacket tighter again. “Yeah, that’s okay.”

	“So, how’s things?” he asked, a directness in his voice.

	“Fine.” She averted her eyes this time.

	“Yeah?” He looked her over carefully. “You’ve lost weight.”

	She glanced down at her body and wondered how he could tell with the jacket she was wearing, Jumbo eyes or not.

	“I’m fine.”

	“Yeah?” He continued to study her. “Don’t look like you’ve been sleeping.”

	“It’s called grief,” she told him bluntly, defensively. “It’s been three weeks, McKinley.”

	“I know.” He gave a sharp soldier’s nod. “But you still gotta eat and sleep, sergeant.”

	“Did my father call you?” She crossed her arms tightly.

	He shrugged nonchalantly. “Should he have?”

	“Why did he call you?”

	McKinley looked a little offended.

	“He doesn’t know you are Freya’s father,” she said quickly, quietly, darting her eyes to the Sentinels inside. “I haven’t quite gotten around to telling him my twins have two different fathers yet. So, why would he call you?”

	McKinley crossed his arms challengingly, mirroring her, and stared back with those piercing blue Jumbo eyes of his. “Maybe someone told him about those signals headed our way? Maybe he got hold of my number and decided to harass me for information?”

	“Oh,” she said darting her eyes away to the patch of horizon visible between the nearby buildings.

	“Yeah,” McKinley nodded. “Oh!”

	“So, you came to reprimand me for that, lieutenant?”

	“Nope,” he said, scanning the buildings again. “He told me he was worried about you, that you weren’t coping so well. So…?”

	“He did? Well, I’m fine, McKinley.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yes!”

	“Well,” he shrugged, “I was planning to come and see the twins anyway. Told Harris I was going to check up on you.”

	“Well, thank you, but I’m fine.”

	“Like I said, I was going to come and see the twins anyway,” he persisted, voice firm as though it were an order.

	She studied him. “That’s fine. Just so long as you’re not here to check up on me. You’re on leave, I’m sure you’ve got better things to do. You should enjoy it. Go see your mother. Go see… what’s her name? Kitt?”

	McKinley looked back at her. “I spent the past couple of weeks with my mother. She’s fine. So, now I’m here.”

	“And Kitt?”

	He stared steadily at her but didn’t answer.

	“You didn’t see her while you were in the area?” she pushed.

	He looked out at the surroundings. “Kitt’s a friend, Welles.”

	“Just a friend, huh?” she said skeptically.

	“Yes.”

	“You stopped seeing her because of the drugs?”

	“She didn’t touch the drugs,” he told her. “She knows my past, knows about my father. She understands.”

	Carrie stared at him curiously. “She knows your past? That’s a good friend, then, if you told her that. And you don’t want to catch up with her?”

	He exhaled and stared back at her. “I probably would have, but I got a call from your father and figured I’d better come here instead.”

	“And check up on me?”

	He shrugged. “I guess so.”

	“And now you see me?”

	He eyed her over again. “I’d say he’s right.”

	She looked back at him, a prickling of emotion sliding over her at his observation.

	“Look,” she tried to explain, “it’s been a hard three weeks, but I’m okay. The twins are okay—”

	“Are they?” he stared.

	“Did my father say they weren’t?”

	“No, he just talked about you.”

	“So, why are you here then?”

	He gave her an impatient look that said: ‘I told you why’.

	“The twins are fine, and my father’s here babysitting me,” she told him.

	McKinley looked down at the balcony rail, taking hold of it. “Freya’s my daughter, Welles. You wanted me to be a part of her life, you pushed me to be a part of her life, so that’s what I’m trying to do.” He glanced at her. “Besides, we promised Doc we’d look out for Brody.”

	Carrie’s eyes fell to the floor. She knew McKinley was staring at her but tried to avoid his eyes.

	“So, you mind if I stay here a while?” He broke the silence around them.

	She looked up at him. “I, er… well, there’s the couch. My father has the spare room—”

	“Your father’s leaving.”

	“What?”

	“Says he’s got some things to do. He has to leave for a few days, maybe a week.”

	“When?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	She nodded to herself. “And that’s why you’re here. To babysit me until he comes back.”

	McKinley shrugged. “Call it what you want, Welles. I say I’m here to visit my daughter and check on Brody.”

	Carrie felt her chest sink a little. “You say that like you don’t trust my mothering skills.”

	“No,” he said, staring at her, “I just don’t trust your grief.”

	“What?” Her brow furrowed.

	Before he could answer they heard the door go again, and in walked her father.

	*

	There was an uncomfortable silence over dinner. Carrie kept running over in her mind the conversation she’d had with her father earlier. She’d found a private moment to confront him about his call to McKinley, but he had defended his actions.

	“I called to ask him about these goddamn signals, Ree! He asked how you were doing, so I told him. It was his idea to come out here, not mine.”

	“His idea? But you saw your chance to exit?”

	“No, Ree!” he’d hissed. “I saw my chance to take a few days and go see to some personal business. Is that alright with you? I will be back as soon as I can, but despite what you may think, life does go on outside these four walls. The world keeps on turning, Ree. I’ve got bills to pay, things to see to back in Florida. There’s still insurance paperwork floating around from that little incident of my apartment exploding, you know.”

	“I just wish you’d told me!”

	“Why? So, you could try and stop him from coming? You need a hand with the twins, Ree. He wanted to help. God knows why! But having another person around here to talk to will probably do you some good.”

	Sitting at the table, she eyed them both and decided to break the silence to mention the elephant in the room.

	“So, when do you leave?” she asked her father, reaching for the salt.

	Her father looked up. “I’ll head off after breakfast.”

	“You want to take one of the Sentinels with you?”

	“No. I’ve already spoken with Command. My NOK 1 will be collecting me.”

	She nodded. “When will you be back?”

	Her father glanced at McKinley, then looked back at her. “I told the lieutenant I’d let him know.”

	Carrie looked between the two of them. “What, am I a child now?”

	They both ignored the comment.

	“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” her father told her.
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	Harris looked at his sister, Holly, and she shrugged.

	“I can’t see any other explanation for it,” she said, her dark brown eyes staring back at his, the shape of her face reminiscent of their grandmother Sibbie’s.

	He nodded, his mind absorbing the information he’d just been given. Information that Holly had been researching on his behalf.

	“And you’re sure you can’t tell me what this event is?” Holly queried. “’Cause I’m starting to get a little worried here, Saul.”

	“Holly, it’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a UNF thing,” he lied. It was far too early to break that kind of news to her: news of the possible invasion.

	“Mm-hmm,” she said flatly, eyeing him skeptically.

	“Alright,” he rubbed his face, trying to force the information to sink in. “So, Bryant Todd, as far as we can tell, was the first Connector.”

	“Yes, according to the purple book.”

	“And from what you know, his claim to fame was that he saved this woman, Lettice Lockyer, from drowning?”

	“Yes.” Holly’s eyes focused sharply as she pulled the news clipping toward her. It was one of those she’d sent to Harris along with the purple book. “Bryant Todd had never met her before. He says here in the article that, for some reason, he’d felt drawn to the ocean that day. Apparently he rarely went down to the beach, but that day he felt compelled to go down there at once. And when he did, he saw her there, drowning. Bryant was not a strong swimmer, but he went into the sea, pulled her out, and got her breathing again. He openly tells the reporter that he believes he has a special sixth sense within him.”

	“So, he saved her life. She lived and went on to marry and have four children, one of whom turned out to be a scientist by the name of Lucas Montego—”

	“Who you say is linked to whatever you’re doing at the UNF, but won’t tell me about?” She tried, cunningly, to find out his secret.

	“That’s right, Holly,” he smiled. There was no way he could explain to her that Lucas Montego had done the initial study that had become the foundation for Sharley’s UNF Advanced Soldier Program.

	He continued on. “As far as we know, there are no other Connectors until Charles Washington comes along. He connects with a boy, and Charles keeps dreaming a lot of this boy and of fire. When the time comes, Charles winds up saving this boy from a house fire.”

	Holly nodded. “Which you also connect to the UNF, but won’t tell me how or why.”

	“Then there’s nothing again, until me.”

	“And, given your chosen career and that of your Connected, you’ve had a lot of direct contact with the UNF, and therefore more activity going on than either of the other two. The other two appear to be singular events.”

	“One from water, one from fire,” Harris mused aloud.

	“The elements,” Holly nodded. “So, what does that leave? Earth and air?”

	They stared at each other for a moment. Harris couldn’t help his thoughts ticking over to that alien invasion. The invasion that would no doubt start in the sky and end on the Earth.

	“Maybe it’s your destiny to save her from one of those?” Holly broke the silence. “You work on Space Duty. It’s gotta be the sky, right? Air?”

	“Maybe it’s both.” He briefly locked eyes with her.

	“Your connection is a strong one, so maybe.”

	“And then there’s the whole zap thing,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

	“That still happening?”

	He nodded, then reached out and took hold of his sister’s hand. He gripped it for a few seconds, then shook his head. “See, I’m not getting it with you. I don’t even get it when I touch her kids. No one else. Just her.”

	“I don’t know, Saul,” she shook her head, as he dropped her hand, “but for whatever reason, you got a powerful connection with her. Way more powerful than has gone before from what I can tell.”

	“How do I keep that, though? Maintain it? I seem to dream less of her when I’m away from her. Unless she’s in trouble, then I…”

	“Well, I guess you need to be near her, until you sort all of this out. Maybe it’s something that you need to constantly feed, to charge up. You haven’t told her about this yet, have you?”

	“No. But I know she’s felt the static.”

	“You better tell her something before she thinks you’re some kind of crazy freak.”

	He sighed. “But I am some kind of crazy freak.”

	She smiled gently and patted his shoulder. “Saul, you’re doing good. I’m real proud of how you’ve accepted this and how you’re trying to figure it out. It is working. Sibbie and Etta don’t visit my dreams anymore. That’s a good sign. They’re talking directly with you now.”

	He nodded somewhat glumly. “I saw Terence with the dead before I knew he was dead,” he said, referencing their brother. “I sensed something was up with Welles when Doc was killed. I’ve dreamed things before, about how she nearly died… I can’t deny it anymore. I’ve seen too much now.”

	“And the more you believe, the more you will see.”

	“I just wish I… if only I’d seen Doc’s death. If only I’d known that was what my dream was about.”

	Holly shook her head gently. “He wasn’t your Connected, Saul. That was out of your hands. But like you say, you did save her. It worked for you. You’re her Guardian and you kept her safe. She is alive today, because of that.”

	He nodded absently, his mind wandering off in thought, picturing Doc and Welles together; happy, smiling, laughing, at the Nectar bar on Pegasus when he’d first caught them together.

	“Maybe you should try and talk to her?” Holly suggested. “Maybe you should get her to open up to this and see where it leads?”

	Harris looked at her skeptically.

	She shrugged. “I think you should try it. For this connection to be fully realized, I think she needs to be open to it too.”

	“Easier said than done,” he sighed.

	Holly eyed him sympathetically. “Just grab hold of her hand, Saul. Grab hold of her hand, and hold it until she believes in that static and what it means.”

	He stared back at her and repeated, “Easier said than done.”

	 


 

	2

	Mirror, Mirror

	Carrie had a strange, strange dream. She was walking around this old, unidentifiable, deserted house. It was autumn, almost winter, and she heard the wind blowing and the leaves rustling along the pavement outside. She found herself wandering into the bathroom of this house and stared at herself in the mirror. She looked terrible. She saw dark circles under her eyes, and hollow cheeks. She leaned down to wash her face, and when she came back up to the mirror she saw Harris looking over her shoulder. She turned around to find him, but he wasn’t there. She looked back to the mirror and saw he was still there in the reflection. He just stared at her like he always seemed to do in her dreams lately, as if he was trying to figure something out. She could still see a sadness sitting across his shoulders from the loss of Doc, and couldn’t help feeling a sense of contentment, of comfort, at their shared grief. He felt the pain like she did. 

	“You understand,” she told him.

	He didn’t answer. He just stared at her with that strange look in his eyes. It fascinated her.

	And that was it: the two of them staring at each other, trying to figure the other one out.

	*

	When she awoke the next morning it was late. She’d slept for hours, yet she still felt tired. She heard the twins and realized that McKinley must have already got them up. She threw a robe on over Doc’s shirt and walked out to the open living room, dining and kitchen area. She studied the twins as they grinned upon her entrance. Brody’s little shimmering brown eyes, and Freya’s little ocean-blue moons lighting up. It made Carrie smile. She ran her hand gently over the backs of their heads as she kissed them each on the cheek.

	“Morning, my beautiful babies,” she whispered to them.

	“Afternoon, actually,” McKinley answered from the kitchen area.

	She looked over at him. “Does that Jumbo hearing ever annoy you?”

	“Every day,” he smirked. “Try staying in my apartment in Vegas and listening to what’s going on next door. Not pretty.”

	She gave him a half-smile, and watched him move around the kitchen.

	“I still can’t believe you cook,” she said, noting he’d cooked almost every day since he’d been there.

	“Mm-hmm,” he answered. “You like omelets?”

	She nodded. “So, where did you learn to cook?”

	He paused slightly before giving his answer. “Let’s just say that my mother wasn’t much for cooking.”

	He brought a plate out and put it on the table in front of her. She had to admit it looked and smelled pretty good.

	She sat down at the table. “Thanks for getting them up again,” she motioned to the twins. He’d been tending to them every morning since he’d come to stay. “I haven’t been sleeping well. I must’ve been tired to sleep so long.”

	He nodded, eyeing her as he walked over to the table. “I’m actually getting good at the whole diaper thing,” he said proudly.

	“Yeah?” She gave another half-smile, trying to ignore her fuzzy head, aching from too much sleep. Or maybe not enough. She didn’t know anymore.

	He placed his plate down on the other side of the table and Freya instantly held her arms out to him. He picked her up and sat her on his lap, then began to eat. Meanwhile, Carrie stood and headed over to the balcony doors. She saw Roy on patrol in his Ray-Bans, the dark glasses balancing out his thick reddish-brown mustache. Exchanging a nod hello, she eyed the gray skies overhead.

	“I’m sick of this weather,” she said quietly.

	“It’s called winter,” McKinley told her. “Happens once a year.”

	She shot him a sarcastic smile, then looked back out the window. The sky seemed to mirror the way she felt inside: gray, lifeless.

	“Where’s the sunshine?” she whispered, reaching up to stroke the scar on the back of her neck where Quint, she guessed, had cut out her TD on Meridian. The scar had ruined her snowflake tattoo. The tattoo that had linked her to Doc. “I miss the sunshine.”

	“It’ll be back,” he told her.

	She turned around. “You know, this time of year there’s sunshine back home in Australia. You ever been there?”

	“Australia?”

	She nodded.

	“Nope. Too far,” he dismissed.

	“Says the Space Duty soldier,” she said dryly. He smirked again.

	“You’re doing yourself a disservice, lieutenant,” she told him, walking over to the table and caressing Brody’s cheek as she passed his highchair to sit down again, aware of McKinley watching her. Freya sat perched on his lap, clasping his arm.

	“What?” she asked him.

	“Eat, sergeant,” he ordered.

	“You’re as bad as my father,” she muttered. She began to pick at the food, but really didn’t feel like eating. She didn’t know why. It was as though she didn’t have the energy.

	“Welles,” he said, watching her.

	“I’m not hungry, McKinley. I just woke up. I’m sorry. Where’s Novak?” she asked, referring to the second of her three Sentinels, moving the conversation along.

	“He’s out front,” he told her.

	She saw Brody reaching for a plastic rattle. She picked it up and handed it to him. He grinned, drooling, and put it in his mouth. She felt a faint smile curl her lips as she eyed her son. He seemed to respond to her slight smile, squealing in delight, then began to bang the rattle on the highchair table. She looked back at McKinley who was still looking at her.

	“You heard from my father?” she asked, trying to remove his focus from her.

	“No. You?”

	“No. I wonder what he’s up to? He’s been gone a week already.”

	McKinley shrugged. “Whatever he has to attend to must be taking longer than expected.”

	Carrie suddenly felt a little anxious. “What if something’s happened?”

	“Welles, he’ll be fine.”

	“What if he’s not? Maybe I should contact Command—”

	Just then Brody smacked the rattle so hard against the table it smashed, shooting the contents everywhere. She exchanged a surprised look with McKinley, then looked at Brody’s chubby face as he stared at the smashed rattle. Suddenly, her son’s face scrunched up and he burst out crying. Carrie instantly reached for him, pulling him out of his highchair and hugging him tightly against her.

	“It’s okay! It’s okay,” she soothed, as he wailed loudly, the sound cutting her deep within her chest. She stood and began to anxiously pace, rocking him up and down. “It was an accident, honey,” she said softly, suddenly feeling the tears welling in her own eyes as she listened to him bawl. “You just don’t know your own strength, sweetie, that’s all.”

	Pacing, she turned and saw McKinley’s intense Jumbo stare. She looked away from it, then sat down. She rocked Brody some more, settling him on her lap. She looked down at his teary brown eyes, as he continued to cry, and all she could think of was Doc. The cutting in her chest felt like a vicious knife was being wrenched back and forth. She leaned forward and kissed her son’s forehead. “Please don’t cry, sweetie.” Then she felt her own tears begin to trace down her cheek.

	“Welles,” McKinley said.

	She pressed her lips together, fighting back the sobs and looked over at him.

	“It’s fine,” he said firmly. “Calm down.”

	“He’s seven months old, McKinley, and he can smash a rattle!”

	“You getting upset is not going to help things. He needs to learn that it’s okay, that this is normal for him.”

	“Normal!” she laughed through her tears.

	“Yes! Normal for him. He’s a Jumbo, Welles.”

	She stared back at him for a moment, then looked down at Brody. His eyelashes were wet, his bottom lip trembling. She pictured Doc’s face again, so many of his features ingrained in his son’s. She wondered what he would have said about this. But thinking of Doc only made things worse.

	“He will never be normal,” she whispered. “He’s a Jumbo kid, with a dead Jumbo father, and everyone wanting a piece of him.” Carrie couldn’t help it, she began crying. She hugged Brody to her chest while he began to cry again in response to her own shaking shoulders.

	“Welles!” McKinley called firmly, sounding like an order.

	She ignored him but suddenly saw movement in her Jumbo periphery. She looked up through her tears to see McKinley placing Freya back in her highchair, before quickly swooping over to her and taking Brody from her arms.

	“Don’t do this to him!” he hissed, eyes shooting fire.

	She looked back dumbfounded as McKinley took Brody from the room. She immediately followed him into the twins’ room and watched as he put Brody in his crib.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Getting him away from you,” he muttered.

	“What?” She glared at him. “He’s my son!”

	McKinley turned to her. “And I’m trying to help him, Welles!”

	“By taking him away from his mother?”

	“By taking him away from this grief of yours!” he snapped.

	“Doc’s dead, McKinley! His father is dead! I’m not allowed to grieve?” she demanded.

	“You’re allowed to grieve, Welles, just so long as it doesn’t suck the life right out of him!” He pointed to Brody, then turned and ushered her to the door.

	“What are you talking about?” she yelled, her face contorted angrily.

	“I’m talking about this! You!” McKinley said heatedly. “You keep this up and you’re going to destroy him!”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Her anger morphed into confusion.

	“This!” he said exasperated, motioning to her. “The not sleeping, not eating, the empty shell that just sits there staring off into nothing! The woman who acts like everything is okay, but as soon as she’s behind closed doors won’t stop fuckin’ crying!”

	She looked at him a little gobsmacked. “Wh–what do you mean?”

	“Jumbo hearing, remember!” He pointed to his ear. “I’ve heard you crying in the shower, Welles. I’ve heard you crying in your room at night! You don’t fuckin’ stop! Then you come out here and pretend like nothing’s happened!”

	“So,” she said, tears welling up again. “It’s called grie–”

	“GRIEF! I KNOW!” he roared. “And don’t I fuckin’ know it well!”

	Brody started crying again. McKinley glanced around at him, then went to move her out of the room, but she stopped him.

	“Do you?” she demanded. “Know it well?”

	“Yes! My father, remember? Had his head and hands cut off and sent to me and my mother! And my mother? She started out just like you!” He pointed at her viciously.

	“Your mother?” She suddenly lost all power in her voice, as though a stark realization hit her.

	“Yes! She started out like you, Welles, and then she couldn’t stop. Day in, day out. She became a fucking mess, terrified of everything and anything. And if you don’t stop this? If you don’t get over this…”

	“Get over this?”

	“YES! If you don’t snap out of this, Brody will grow up TO RESENT YOU!” he yelled.

	Carrie reeled back in shock at his words.

	Just then, Roy stepped into the hallway. “Sergeant Welles, everything alright?”

	They both looked over at Roy, then she glanced at McKinley and saw his Jumbo chest heaving. Carrie quickly grabbed Brody and handed him to Roy.

	“Take him and Freya for a walk, Roy. I’m fine.”

	“You sure?” he asked, darting his eyes to McKinley.

	Carrie nodded. “Leave us.” She ushered him away, then closed the door to the twins’ room. McKinley was now holding onto the side of Brody’s crib, his back turned.

	“Why will he resent me?” she asked him.

	McKinley didn’t answer, he seemed to be focused on controlling his Jumbo anger. She saw the veins protruding in his arms.

	“Why?” she demanded, her own Jumbo anger rattling her weakened body.

	McKinley turned around to her, a little calmer, but chest still heaving slightly. “Because you’ll get so caught up in this grief of yours, you’ll end up forgetting everything else in this world that exists outside of that grief. Your grief will become the core of your very existence, Welles, and he will become a mere ghost on the periphery of it.”

	“He’s my son and I love him, McKinley. I would never—”

	“It becomes an obsession, Welles. You can’t control it. And no matter how much you think you love your son, nothing compares to that grief you feel!” He turned his back to her again. “So caught up in the self-pity, you lose your grip on reality, and then it’s gone too far… and you can’t come back from it.”

	Carrie took a moment to regain her breath, feeling her own chest heaving too. “Your mother? She did this to you?”

	“I’m talking about you, Welles!”

	“No, you’re not.” She shook her head.

	“Yes, I am!” He turned to face her. “Doc was good guy, Welles. He would not have wanted his son growing up like this, with you living like a shadow and feeling sorry for yourself. And he would not have wanted his son trying to live up to some self-absorbed, glorified memory of his old man, that his mother can’t let go of!”

	She shook her head. “But it’s only been a few weeks…”

	“He’s been dead four weeks now, Welles. How much longer are you going to just exist like this? Hanging by a thread? Not eating, not sleeping, worrying, crying yourself to sleep? It’s enough, Welles. Enough! The twins need you. They need you to be here! Stop abandoning them!”

	“I’m not abandoning them!”

	“You are! You’re just going through the motions right now. You’re caught up in your own grief and you are not being there for your kids! And I’m telling you that they will resent you if you keep this up. Don’t do this to them!”

	Carrie stared at him, shaking her head softly. “What did your mother do to you?”

	“I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT HER!” he yelled, stepping forward, his face turning red with anger.

	She stepped backward in unison with his movement, holding her hands out to stop him. “You are! I’m not your mother, McKinley. Don’t take your anger at her out on me!”

	She saw him clench his fists and shoot her a look of fury. Then he suddenly seemed to notice she was holding her hands out, as if to protect herself. He darted his eyes back to hers.

	“Just calm down, alright?” she said softly. “Y–you’re scaring me.”

	He paused a moment, studying her. “I thought I didn’t scare you, Welles?”

	“Well, you are now,” she whispered.

	He stared at her a moment, then stepped back and turned around to grip the crib railing. She swallowed hard, staring at him, unsure as to what had just happened, and unsure what to do with the emotional baggage he’d just unloaded on her.

	“I love my kids, McKinley,” she told him, as her eyes teared up again. “And I won’t do anything to hurt them. I promise you that.”

	His shoulders eased off, and his breathing began to even out as he looked around at her.

	“Then stop just existing,” he said, calmer now, although his jaw was still clenched, “or you will hurt them in ways you won’t ever be able to mend.”

	They stood staring at each other a moment, before he left the room.

	Carrie stood there alone, staring at the empty cribs, and silently began to cry.
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	Harris sat in the office of his house in Detroit wondering what he should do. He’d just received a transmission from Colonel Marchant, updating him on Professor Sharley’s deteriorating condition. It would appear that since being told the news that Chet and Logan were dead, the man’s mental health had become more unbalanced, and his psychosis had grown in grandeur. Even though he was chained, Command staff could not get near him, because of his kicking and biting, the sheer ferocity of his Jumbo strength and anger. So violent was his behavior that they’d taken to stunning him from afar with a taser to subdue him, so they could enter his cell and do simple things like change his linen and bathe his unconscious form. This, however, was not a practice that the UNF wanted to continue.

	Dr. Scavesci had held daily sessions with Sharley, but had to admit that the professor’s mind was now such a warped, complicated fortress, it could take months, maybe years, to try and find a way in. So, unsure on how to move forward, Scavesci decided that they should submit to some of Sharley’s demands, to see if it would placate him and, therefore, perhaps assist in trying to treat him.

	Of course, Sharley’s demands were simple in theory, but unfortunately not that enticing to Harris. There were three names Sharley repeated constantly in his rants, three people he demanded to see: Welles, himself, and McKinley. Naturally, Welles was the one he spoke of the most, but she was also the one he seemed most violent toward. That didn’t leave Harris with a good feeling.

	Harris wasn’t sure that now was such a good time for bringing Welles and Sharley together again. He’d spoken on the phone with McKinley a couple of days earlier and what his lieutenant told him didn’t instill confidence that Welles could handle a visit to Sharley right now.

	“What do you mean ‘not really’?” he’d asked McKinley, questioning his response when asked whether Welles was doing alright.

	McKinley had sighed. “She’s not eating much, she’s lost weight, she sleeps a lot, and when she is awake, she just gazes off into nothing. And she thinks I don’t know but…”

	“But?”

	“She cries all the time. Behind closed doors. I hear her.”

	“And the twins?”

	“She feeds them, she bathes them. She’s there, but she’s not really there… Right now she’s pretending to cope.”

	“Pretending to cope? What makes you say that?”

	McKinley had paused. “I know what pretending to cope looks like, sir. I’ve had a lot of experience with it.”

	A silence sat between them for a moment.

	“You think it’s that bad?”

	“Not yet, but if it doesn’t stop soon? I’m not far off snapping and slapping her out of it myself.”

	Harris had sighed long and hard down the phone. “Alright,” he told him, “I’ll arrange to come and visit as soon as I can. Just… try not to snap too hard.”

	After the transmission from Marchant and the phone call to McKinley, Harris had finally had another “Sibbie dream”. He’d been in his childhood home, walking around the empty house again, and listening to the leaves blowing along the pavement outside. For some reason he’d made his way into the bathroom and walked over to the mirror on the cabinet. He leaned down and placed his hands either side of the basin and looked into that mirror. What he saw made him stop. He saw his own reflection, but in the background he saw Welles and Sharley; one over each of his shoulders. Strangely enough, they looked quite similar. Their faces were drawn, their bodies thin and frail. He looked over each shoulder as though hoping to find them there, but there was nothing more than empty space. He looked back into the mirror and suddenly saw Sibbie, Etta, and his mother staring back at him.

	“Is she alright?” he asked them. “Welles?”

	“What does your gut tell you, Saul?” his great-grandmother, Etta, asked him.

	He looked back at them. He wasn’t sure. “Do I need to be near her, for the connection to work?”

	Sibbie eyed him carefully. “It depends how strong that connection is.”

	His mother nodded in agreement and smiled gently.

	He studied them all, soaking up their words. “I’ve been speaking a lot with Holly and trying to research the other two Connectors written in that book,” he told them. “Bryant Todd and Charles Washington?”

	“My father,” Etta smiled.

	“It was strong with him?” Harris asked.

	“Yes. But you have the potential to be stronger. There’s a lot of history flowing through your veins, Saul.”

	Harris nodded slowly to himself. “I read that your father saved a boy from a house fire?”

	Etta nodded. “They were connected.”

	“And,” Harris continued, “I read that that boy went on to become a lawyer. He married, and they had a daughter by the name of Jane Canton. Jane went on to become a radar specialist… and she was the one who originally discovered the signal heading for Earth.”

	The women held deathly still and stared at him: his mother, his grandmother, his great-grandmother.

	“If Charles hadn’t saved her father,” Harris continued, “she never would’ve been born. Does that mean we never would’ve discovered that signal? She was pivotal to it, after all.”

	All of a sudden, in unison, they began to nod.

	“This gift of ‘connection’, it’s not just random is it? There’s a reason for all of this… and all of this reasoning leads up to one event, doesn’t it? The invasion. That’s what this is about.”

	A brief moment passed, then all three nodded again.

	“So, I’m connected to Welles; I’m her Guardian. Was that just so she could deliver those children? Or does this go further than that?”

	The women did not answer.

	Harris clenched his jaw, trying to hold back the nervousness shooting through him. “The twins… it’s about them, isn’t it?”

	They stared at him and he felt the hairs on his arms stand on end, as the silence sat eerily around them. Then all three nodded in unison again.

	“Jesus,” he whispered, feeling a slight shock wash over him. He stared at the three women, trying to fathom the depths of this. “Bryant Todd saved the woman whose son was involved in pioneering the studies into Advanced Soldiers. Charles Washington saved the boy who fathered the woman who discovered the signal that gave us a warning of what was out there, of what was coming. The early studies into Advanced Soldiers started the ball rolling and gave us a possible solution… So, we have a warning, and we have a solution… and there’s only one thing left, right? Taking heed of that warning and putting that solution into action. Implementation… somehow… that’s where the twins come in, right? Are they going to be pivotal to Earth’s defense against the invasion?”

	For a moment it felt like time had stopped, like the air around them had been sucked into a vacuum. Then the three began to nod in unison.

	“Jesus Christ…” he whispered again, running his hand over his face. “So… so am I only her Guardian, or theirs too?”

	“Just hers,” Sibbie told him.

	“But it’s not over yet?” he asked them. “Charles and Bryant were one-off events. Will I be her Guardian to a certain point, or will I be her Guardian for life?”

	His mother smiled sadly at him. “For life, Saul. Hers and yours. As long as you keep her alive, the children will stay alive too.”

	Etta reached her hand out to him and slid it over his heart. “Do not think that this connection is one way, Saul.”

	“What do you mean?” His brow furrowed.

	Sibbie smiled at him. “The connection is strong. Keep her safe, Saul, and there will come a time when she will keep you safe too.”

	He felt his body pause.

	“She already has,” his mother said.

	Suddenly, he saw a FLASH of light and he was back on the Darwin. Logan and Chet had him captive on the secret floor, and they watched as Welles ascended in the elevator toward them, gun out front. Another FLASH of light: he saw her standing at the Aurora’s dock checkpoint on colony Meridian, wearing the prosthetics she had used when escaping Sharley’s lair. Another FLASH of light: he saw her lean over the mess hall table at Cavelera and hiss, “You did this to us.”

	There was another FLASH of light and the three women were standing in front of him again.

	“There’ll be more, Saul,” Etta told him, nodding. “This connection has potential beyond anything we’ve ever seen before.”

	“S– so, we save each other?” he asked. “We protect each other, and in turn, the twins stay safe?”

	All three nodded.

	“But she is in more danger than you, Saul,” Sibbie told him with a strong, serious look in her eye. “She is a target, and she is weaker than you. Be her Guardian, Saul. Connect your strength with hers; it will form a shield, and the children will grow into the adults they need to be.”

	He stared at them wide-eyed, not sure what to say, but he eventually managed to nod. How could he fathom a lifetime of protection for her? How could he fathom the consequences if he failed and she died?

	If she dies, the twins die. If the twins die, somehow the Earth will die along with them.

	“Learn everything you can, then go to her, Saul,” his mother nodded. “Open her up to this.”

	At that, the three women began to disappear from view.

	“No, wait!” he called. “What about Doc? Have you seen Doc?”
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	Carrie, for the first time in a long time, awoke before the twins. It was early, 05.16. She pulled herself out of bed and looked out the window. To her surprise, the gray clouds had dissipated and there was blue sky overhead. Despite the tiredness that lingered heavily in her body, she gave a small smile as though her wish had been granted. She saw her Sentinel, Shane, standing on the balcony looking over the side and soaking up the sunshine, although he had a coat on, indicating there was still a chill to the air. Regardless, she couldn’t help but think it was a good day to be outside.

	She’d spent most of yesterday avoiding McKinley, and he had done the same with her. He made some excuse about errands and left for several hours, and she had been grateful for it. From the things he’d said, she knew he was talking about his mother, but at the same time, she knew he’d held a mirror up to her so she could see the truth; if she wasn’t careful, she could wind up in the same state as his mother had. Although the full detail of that, she didn’t yet know.

	She’d been grieving, yes, but the fact was she had also been selfish and caught up in self-pity. Doc had been the love of her life, he’d been taken from her, and it had left her devastated. She’d been trying to fight that reality, not wanting to move on, clinging to some hope that it was a bad dream, that this awful turn of events had not happened to her. But yesterday, the reality had sunk in, somewhat brutally. Doc was dead, and it was real, and there was no rewinding the clock, no matter how much she wanted to. She had to accept that cold hard fact and move on for the sake of her children. Her father and McKinley were right. The twins needed her. She had to put her own misery aside and put them first. 

	She sighed again, looking out at the blue sky and thought how symbolic it was, because today was a new day. Today, she would try to do more than just exist.

	She showered and dressed, then made her way into the kitchen and began to put on a pot of coffee. After a minute or so, she heard a noise behind her and turned to see McKinley standing there. He wore long black shorts, no shirt, and his hair was slightly on end like he’d just woken up.

	“Morning,” she said.

	“Morning…” He eyed her with skepticism.

	“Coffee?” she asked.

	He stared at her. “Who are you and what have you done with Welles?”

	She gave him a half-smile, acknowledging that she deserved the comment. “It’s a new day, McKinley,” she said, “and today I’m going to try to do more than just exist.”

	He continued to eye her curiously, and she felt the need to elaborate.

	“What you said got me thinking—” 

	“I was out of line,” he said quickly. “Well, a little, anyway,” he shrugged.

	She stared, speechless. Despite all the arguments they’d had since they’d known each other, this was the first apology she’d ever heard from him. She nodded in acknowledgment, as they heard Freya begin to cry. A smile curled McKinley’s mouth and said, “I’ll get her.”

	Carrie made up bottles for the twins and greeted them both with kisses and cuddles as McKinley brought them out to their highchairs. She then put on some breakfast, which they ate mostly in silence, while McKinley shot her careful glances every now and then. After breakfast she tidied up, then headed out to the balcony and sunshine where McKinley had taken the twins. He’d removed a mattress from one of the sunlounges and placed it on the ground, and the twins sat atop playing with toys, while he took a position on the sunlounge next to them. Her Sentinel, Shane, walked off around the bend, enabling privacy as the Sentinels were trained to do.

	McKinley watched her as she approached. “Sunshine. I don’t believe it.”

	“I know,” she smiled, sipping her second coffee for the day. The sun managed to warm her skin despite the chill that hung in the air. She looked down and saw Brody had a new rattle in his hand, a soft one, and was happily banging it on the mattress.

	“I bought it yesterday,” McKinley told her, then smiled. “Unless he tears it apart, he shouldn’t break that.”

	“No,” she smiled, then added, “Thank you.”

	McKinley eyed her carefully, then an awkward look crossed his face. “Listen, Welles, about yesterday—”

	“McKinley, it’s fine. You were right—”

	“No,” he shook his head. “Well, yes and no. I stand by the content of what I said, but I shouldn’t have said it the way I did… I know how you felt about Doc. It was a little… hard of me. Insensitive.”

	“Insensitive?” she teased. “You’re admitting to being insensitive?”

	He grinned slyly back at her. “Now, don’t expect this every time we argue, Welles. This is a one-off.”

	She smiled back, but then her face slowly grew serious. “You made me see some home truths and I needed to see them. As tactless as you may have been,” she flashed another smile. “But I needed to hear it. I’m sorry if I haven’t really been here… thank you for helping me take care of the kids. I know this isn’t the kind of life you had pegged out for yourself.”

	“It’s alright,” he said looking down at them. “Believe it or not, it’s actually been kinda good for me.”

	“Yeah?”

	He nodded again. “You forced me to spend time with them,” he said seriously. “You forced me to spend some real time with them… with Freya. It’s been a lot different from just visiting for an hour or so, every now and then.”

	“Yes, it is,” she agreed. She studied him a moment, curious. “I never knew that about your mother.”

	He glanced up at her, then back down to the twins, but didn’t say anything. Carrie sat herself on the ground on the other side of the children, stealing glances at him. “Does this have something to do with why she never came to Command with the other families?” she asked gently.

	He didn’t look at her, but he conceded with a nod.

	“Is she okay?” she asked, expressing a genuine concern.

	McKinley glanced up at her briefly, then gave his attention back to the twins. “Depends how you define okay. Is she alive and functioning? Yes. Does she leave the house? No. Is she terrified of open spaces? Of strange people? Of anything? Yes.”

	“Because of your father’s death?” Carrie asked gently.

	He nodded, reaching forward to pick up the rattle Brody had put aside for another toy. “From that moment on, she was never the same.”

	“From that moment? You mean when she got that package?”

	He nodded again, clenching his jaw, as he turned the rattle around in his hands. “Neither of us was the same to tell the truth.”

	“So, she fell into this grief and… couldn’t cope. And you felt abandoned?”

	“I was thirteen, Welles. I was thirteen, and I had to take care of her. Where the fuck did my childhood go? I never got a chance to have one. She would barely eat, barely sleep… She started taking these sleeping pills, then she just sat around vacant, drugged up… She kind of retreated into herself. Got too scared to venture out again. She got it into her head that if she left the house, she’d be next. So, instead of being there for me, she just sat there in her own cocoon… I had no time to grieve ’cause I was too busy trying to fend for myself, trying to be strong for her.” He clenched his jaw briefly again. “She’s my mother… I know she loved me. I know she still loves me, somewhere deep inside. But she wasn’t there when I needed her, Welles. I saw what was in that package that day, too, and from that moment we split right down the middle. She retreated into herself, and I just stood there saying, ‘What the fuck do I do now?’ That one day, that one defining moment, changed my life forever. My whole life, everything I thought I knew about the world, was gone, was over. It’s like my life started again. It got restarted, and from that point on, I was on my own.”

	Carrie nodded softly, swallowing the lump that had snuck its way into her throat. She’d never seen McKinley talk so openly about himself or his family before. There was no facade, he wasn’t trying to be a tough soldier, he was just being him. For whatever reason, he trusted her enough to open up and tell her all this. Maybe he felt it was okay now that he’d seen her at her worst. After all, she wasn’t in any position to judge.

	“Strangely enough, I kinda know how that feels,” she told him. “When my mum died, I wanted someone too, but my father sent me to boarding school and he went away. Of course I know why now, but back then I felt abandoned too. For a while there we were like complete strangers. I mean, back then, I only saw him a few times a year. I was on Earth and he was in space. It took a lot of years to build something between us. It’s been one hell of a roller coaster ride. It’s kinda funny that it’s taken something so horrible as Doc’s death, and the invasion, to bring us back together again.”

	McKinley looked contemplative. “At least you’re back together now. Better late than never.”

	She nodded, mind turning over. “Sharley was so right, you know?” she said, studying him.

	“About what?” he asked.

	“Us.” She looked down at Brody and Freya, rugged up in their coats, playing on the mattress. “He referred to us as twins, remember? Two murdered parents. Two parents left who didn’t know how to cope, so we had to learn to cope for ourselves… his solitary units.”

	McKinley eyed her for a moment. “Like I said once before, Welles, that’s not a great thing to have in common.”

	She shrugged. “I guess it depends on how you look at it. We’re survivors, McKinley. I probably understand you better than you do yourself. And I’m thinking that you probably know me better than I know myself. Our aptitude for shooting, the upbringing. We’re like a mirror image.”

	McKinley chuckled, humor dancing in his eyes. “A mirror image, huh?”

	“Well, obviously, we have our physical differences. You’re a giant freak and I’m normal…”

	He scoffed. “You’re a short-ass freak, I’m the normal one.”

	Carrie smirked but moved on. “Nevertheless, I do think we’re a lot alike. Sometimes we falter… like I have been lately,” and she felt a guilty look splash across her face, “but ultimately, I think we have that ability, that instinct, that willpower to not give up. To pick up and carry on and know how to survive. That’s why we’re still here.”

	He stared back at her, then nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe, Welles. But I still don’t like to think that Sharley has been right about me.”

	“No,” she said quietly. “Still… thank you for making me sort my shit out.”

	He eyed her for a moment, then she saw a look of guilt cross his face. “I, er, I didn’t mean to fire up like that yesterday. Don’t think I’ve ever been that angry before… at someone I didn’t want to kill, that is. The virus still catches me by surprise every now and then.”

	“I know. And I seem to have a talent for bringing it out in you,” she grinned, then let her face go serious again. “I know it wasn’t just me you were angry at. But you were right, I needed a kick up the ass… I guess you were the man for the job, lieutenant.”

	A confident smile curled the corner of his mouth.

	“Now, don’t go expecting me to say that every time we argue. This is a one-time thing.” She threw his words back at him and he laughed. “Anyway,” she continued, “I’m going to try hard to be here.” She looked down at the twins again. “I can’t guarantee that I won’t falter every now and then. Every time I look at Brody I see Doc…”

	“Faltering’s okay, sergeant,” he told her firmly. “Just so long as you pick yourself up again and keep going.”

	“I’ll certainly try to, sir.”

	He gave her a soldier’s nod. “And I’ll help you try.”

	The silence sat around them then. Carrie stared up at the blue sky and sunshine, then leaned down and scooped up Brody from the mattress, hugging him close to her chest.

	“What a beautiful, beautiful, day,” she whispered.
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	Drazen stooped low as he entered the doorway. This tunnel was not meant for men of his height. His feet kicked the earthen floor and his shoulder grazed the rough stone walls as he made his way toward tonight’s arena. This abandoned cave in Mexico was a place he’d fought in several times before, and many of those he passed recognized him. They bowed in respect or flattened themselves against the wall to clear him a path. Few made eye contact. Tonight was not a Wrecking Ball, however. It was the next best thing: a Sledgehammer Tournament, where two men fought as one in a tag-team event. Drazen was here to see the reigning champions retain their title: Hazus and Hexus, the brutal brothers from Bulgaria.

	Drazen arrived at the main belly of the cave. It was an open space, shaped in a rough square, but with rounded edges; large enough to fit 200 people tightly, and stinking of damp, dirt, blood, and sweat. He smiled at the memory of his last fight here. He’d broken his jaw, almost lost the fight, but Kareem, his opponent, had gotten cocky. He was so sure that he would defeat Drazen. But no one defeats Drazen. No one. That was why he was the Wrecking Ball Champion.

	He chose a dark corner, up high on an elevated ledge, with a view over the crowd of heads and into the ring. There he saw Hazus and Hexus moving around, circling necks, rolling shoulders, eyeing the crowd in a threatening way. Drazen smiled again. Hazus and Hexus would make strong allies.

	He turned his eyes to their opponents, Fatuse and Manuel, a new pair making waves back in Europe. Fatuse was tall and solid, with a round belly and strange patterns shaved into his closely-cropped blond beard. Manuel had light brown skin and a long, rough scar that ran from the edge of his mouth upward. Story goes that he pissed off the wrong guy and wound up on the end of a shark hook.

	Drazen returned his eyes to Hazus and Hexus. Hazus was the older of the two by barely nine months. Within weeks of Hazus being born, their mother had been pregnant with Hexus. Given they were born in the same year, they often joked that they were practically twins. Hazus had short curly yellow-blond hair that sat on a block-shaped head atop his wide, muscular girth. Hexus, the younger, was slightly leaner, and if such a thing was possible, a “pretty-boy” for this line of work. Despite his slightly broken nose and the thick scar along his eyebrow, Hexus still had all his teeth and a smile that was worthy of a model. And he used it too, to lure his opponents into a false sense of security. Hexus was just as deadly as his older brother, make no mistake.

	Fuentez, the Head Keeper, stepped into the middle of the ring. A small man, with a plaited, black beard, he made sure the fighters kept to the rules. What few rules there were, that is. Fuentez was in the employ of the man who ran these fights, a man known only as the Greenback, and because of this, the fighters knew Fuentez was a protected man. Raise your hand to, or argue with, Fuentez and by next morning you’d be missing your legs below the knees. Fuentez was untouchable, and respected. Just like the Greenback himself. And what Fuentez said in the ring was obeyed. Tonight, the rules were simple. This wasn’t a ‘Terminal Bout’: a fight to the death. Tonight, they were just fighting until one team didn’t get up. Death paid a lot more for the winner, but good money could still be made on these lesser roustabouts.

	Fuentez unclipped a device from his belt and triggered the activation. A thin wall of laser light issued from the device, splitting the ring into two halves. Hazus and Hexus on one side, Fatuse and Manuel on the other. This signaled the fight was about to commence. Fuentez made hard eye contact with both teams, then slid back against the wall. Hazus and Hexus punched each other in the shoulder, then Hazus stepped up to the wall of laser light. Manuel did the same from the other side, and the two combatants glared at each other through the thin wall of light. Fuentez gave a shout of warning, and the two competitors took up readying stances. Fuentez yelled again and the wall of light disappeared.

	Hazus roared and the two bodies connected. Manuel landed a crunching punch to Hazus’ jaw, while Hazus landed a brutal uppercut to Manuel’s gut. Hazus fared better of the two, steadying on his feet more quickly. Drazen watched on as the two fought for several minutes and the blood and spittle flew. A struggling Manuel managed to tap in Fatuse, and Hazus braced himself against the big man’s impact. All the while Hexus stalked up and down awaiting his turn. Before long, the exchange was made and Hexus replaced his brother in the ring. He was faster than Fatuse and used that to his advantage; darting about and landing swift punches and kicks, stunning his adversary. Fatuse eventually tapped out and then Hexus fought Manuel. The fight didn’t last much longer, though. Manuel, just as fast as Hexus, landed a few mighty jabs on his opponent, but they failed to weaken him. They only angered him. Hexus’ pretty-boy face turned ugly as he caught Manuel’s arm and then twisted the arm back until it bent in places it shouldn’t. Manuel fell to the ground desperately reaching out with his other arm to tap Fatuse in. Hexus gave an arrogant laugh and sauntered over to tap his brother in again.

	The two big men, Hazus and Fatuse, slammed into each other with such ferocity, Drazen heard the mighty thump over the shouts of the crowd from where he stood. Squeezing the life out of each other, as though they were trying to break each other in half, it looked to be a fairly even contest. That is, until Hazus slammed his skull into Fatuse’s. It bent the big man back momentarily and he lost his feet as Hazus released his grip, stepped back, then stomped him hard in the gut. Fatuse hit the ground and Hazus was quickly on him, slamming his meaty fist into the bloodied man’s face. Fatuse soon went limp and Fuentez activated his device again. Hazus saw the wall of laser light and stepped back to his side, glaring at his opponents. Hexus stepped up beside him, slapping his brother on the back and giving a devilish smile of victory. The battle had been fought, and won. Hazus and Hexus were undefeated.

	The crowd cheered and the bookmakers started making their collections. Drazen grabbed the back of the shirt of the guy in front of him and tugged the man toward him. The man looked around angrily, but saw it was Drazen and his anger quickly vanished into submission.

	“Tell Hazus I want to speak with him and his brother,” Drazen said in his deep, accented voice.

	The man nodded quickly and disappeared into the crowd. Drazen stood back against the wall and eyed everyone, smiling to himself. This was just the start, he thought.

	The start of Sharley’s new Jumbo army, which would take back what was his.

	
 

	3

	Common Ground

	Harris was on his way to Welles’s apartment. He’d called McKinley the night before to give him the details of his arrival, and was glad to hear that Welles seemed to be doing a little better since they’d last spoken.

	“We, er, had a few words,” McKinley had told him over the phone.

	“Mm-hmm,” Harris said. “As only you two can, I bet?”

	“Yes, sir.” He could almost hear McKinley smiling. “Anyway, I think it’s worked. It’s only been a couple days, but so far so good.”

	“Alright, well keep it that way. Marchant and Scavesci are keen for us pay Sharley a visit, and I don’t want her going in there if her head’s not up to it. You hear me?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Alright. See you at 16.00.”

	“Sir?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Just so you know, Welles knows about the, er, extra signals headed our way.”

	“She does?”

	“Yep.”

	“And how’d she take that?”

	“Well, she found out the day that Doc died.”

	“Fuck. That explains a lot.”

	“Colonel Welles knows too, sir.”

	“Jesus! Anybody else I need to worry about? Do I need to remind you this is seriously fuckin’ classified, lieutenant?”

	“No, sir. We’ll contain it. It won’t go further than the Welles family.”

	“Alright. I’ll see you at 16.00.”

	Although he was supposed to be on leave, Taya seemed to understand when he told her he was doing it for Doc’s sake. “I promised I would look out for them,” he’d told her. “McKinley said she’s been having a hard time, so I think I should go check up on her.” Knowing that he would need to visit Welles for the sake of his ‘connection’, he’d gone out of his way to spend as much time with Taya as possible in the days leading up to his departure to ease his own guilt. He took her out to dinner, the movies, cooked for her at home, and spent plenty of time in the bedroom. More time than they’d ever done in the past. Despite the bad things that had happened in his life of late, his relationship with Taya had never been stronger. Although, that said, he’d seen less of Ty, who’d often been swept away by his basketball and his friends. He was fifteen now, quickly heading for sixteen. It was hard, but Harris knew there would come a time when his son no longer wanted to hang out with his old man.

	When he’d arrived at Welles’s apartment late in the afternoon, she’d been expecting him, and invited him to stay for dinner. He accepted, and was happy to see her cooking and more full of life than when he’d seen her last, right after Doc’s funeral. Although, that said, she was still not the Welles he’d known before Doc’s death. He could still see an emptiness behind her eyes, and a hollowness within her thinner Jumbo body. McKinley seemed comfortable with things, however, although Harris did note he was watchful of her. But the twins seemed happy and healthy, so for now, there looked to be little for Harris to worry about.

	He couldn’t help but smile as Brody beamed him a big, chubby grin, drooling down his chin and banging a soft toy on his highchair table. He’d grown in the few weeks since Harris had seen him last.

	McKinley glanced at Harris. “We’ve learned to give him unbreakable toys now. He likes to hit things a lot. I think it’s his way of dealing with his Jumbo energy.”

	“Yeah?” Harris arched his eyebrow at him. “And her?” He turned his eyes to Freya, who stared up somewhat mesmerized by him.

	“A little the same,” McKinley told him, “but she gets more caught up in how things smell and sound, as opposed to breaking things.”

	“I see,” Harris said as he studied her little hand grabbing at his, so pale against his dark skin.

	“It’s interesting to watch,” Welles said, coming back to the table, bringing him a beer and taking a seat beside him. “Every day, they fascinate me. Especially her. Every now and then she’ll just look out of the balcony doors all of a sudden, in unison with McKinley. They hear things Brody and I can’t. It’s kind of weird.”

	“Like father, like daughter, huh?” Harris smiled at McKinley.

	He shrugged back, then gazed at Freya. “I guess so.”

	“So, captain,” Welles shuffled in her seat, “McKinley said you mentioned something about Sharley?”

	Harris saw concern creep across her face as he outlined the situation. “Apparently, Sharley’s mental health is of some concern to the UNF. He’s been deteriorating rapidly and they’re worried. He keeps demanding to see us. Mainly you, Welles, but he’s demanded to see all three of us at one time or another. Dr. Scavesci believes if we offer Sharley something he wants, to appease him, they might be able to use that to get through to him and treat him.”

	“Treat him?” McKinley said a little disbelievingly. “They want us to help him?”

	“Why?” Welles’s furrowed brow seemed to mirror McKinley’s sentiment.

	Harris shrugged. “I guess they think there is still more they can learn from him. Information is power, don’t forget.”

	“But they want us to help him?” McKinley clarified. “They’re expecting us to help?”

	Harris nodded softly. “I know what you’re thinking and part of me is inclined to agree. Sharley has put us through a lot of misery and pain—”

	“But?” McKinley asked, staring intensely with his Jumbo eyes.

	Harris thought about how to put in words what he was thinking. How could he explain that he knew this Jumbo program would be pivotal to Earth’s defense against the invasion? How could he explain about the Connectors of the past, and what they protected to get them to this point? And how could he explain about his connection with Welles, and how the Jumbo twins themselves would somehow be central to Earth’s defense? How did he explain that Sharley could hold important information regarding the twins and their development, which might help with the most likely of futures ahead of them?

	He decided that now was not the time to get into all of that. Welles was still grieving Doc. She had enough to deal with. He’d tell them a little at a time. Piece by piece. Right now, they knew about the signals and they knew that the Jumbo program could help, so he focused on that.

	“We know about the signals and what might be headed for us, right?” he said, arching an eyebrow at them both.

	They nodded.

	“This Jumbo program, UNFASP, coupled with the most advanced weaponry and spacecraft we can muster, is the best chance we got at defense. Sharley created this program. He worked with Martin, the Surgeon, and other top scientists on this. He used past studies on this concept to create what you are.” He motioned to McKinley. “Soldiers like you are our best hope, and like it or not, Sharley created you. He designed you to succeed. His mind is full of useful information that the UNF want to tap into. Other than Martin, whose information is limited, everyone else connected to Sharley’s program is dead. They lose Sharley, they lose a wealth of information. That’s why our mission was always to bring him in alive. Right now, he’s losing it. They want to bring him back, to access his knowledge, so they’ll do whatever they can to make that happen. Sharley wants to see us. He wants to see you, Welles. If that somehow helps bring his mind back to reality, if that calms him down—”

	“Calms him down?” McKinley asked, his Jumbo stare unmoving.

	Harris darted his eyes to Welles, then back to McKinley’s. “He’s become quite violent. Threatening. He’s incredibly volatile and on the brink of a total mental and emotional breakdown. They want us to help them rescue the situation.”

	Welles sat back heavily in her chair, staring off into space. McKinley eyed her, then looked back at Harris.

	“So, despite all the pain he put us through, they now want us to rescue him from his?”

	Harris nodded softly again and sighed. “It’s a means to an end.”

	“But what about Martin?” Carrie asked. “He bragged about knowing what Sharley was planning.”

	“He did. But Sharley was the one spearheading the permanent mutation program. He was the one who took it offline and was driving things forward in his own particular way. Martin wasn’t privy to the detail of that. He only knew the big picture. Sharley’s the one who created you,” he pointed to McKinley again, “and whether the UNF like it or not, he was successful, and the UNF want to learn more… so they can create more.”

	McKinley exhaled loudly and he, too, sat back heavily in his chair. Harris studied Welles.

	“You think you’re up for a session with Sharley?”

	Her eyes drifted to his. “I honestly don’t know.”

	“I’ll go in with you,” Harris told her firmly. “I’ll be sitting right beside you. He can face us both at the same time.”

	She nodded, albeit a little vaguely. He turned his eyes to McKinley who was staring at him again.

	“When?” McKinley asked.

	“As soon as possible. First thing tomorrow?”

	*

	“You ready?” Colonel Marchant asked.

	Harris turned to Welles, who stood by his side, eyeing Sharley through the mirrored glass of the interrogation room. The professor sat very still, head down, his body gaunt, his silver hair dark with grease.

	“You ready?” Harris passed the question on to Welles.

	She nodded, not taking her eyes off Sharley. Harris looked over the top of her head at McKinley. The twins were outside in the corridor with their Sentinels.

	“Alright. You wait here and just observe us for now.”

	“Gladly,” he muttered back, crossing his arms.

	Harris looked back at Marchant and gave a nod to proceed.

	“Be careful,” Marchant said. “Stay on your side of the table.”

	Harris arched an eyebrow in question.

	Marchant stared back. “He may not be your size, but he is a Jumbo, Harris. And he’s been expressing his anger in rather violent, unsavory ways.”

	“Unsavory?” he asked, eyebrow still arched.

	“Show him Welles and you’ll see,” Marchant said.

	Harris glanced at McKinley again, then walked over to the interrogation door and opened it. As he walked into the room, Sharley did not move. He remained still, staring down at his lap, almost comatose. Welles followed behind Harris. The second she entered the room, Sharley slowly raised his head. His eyes flashed dark and fierce, psychosis visibly burning within. And then the smile appeared, like the sun coming out from the clouds. Except Sharley’s smile was yellowed by poor oral hygiene.

	“Weeeeeeelllllllles,” he whispered.

	Harris exchanged a glance with her, then they both took a seat at the opposite end of the table to the professor. Sharley sat calmly, eyes burning even more darkly at Welles, a glint to them, his smile turning into a snarl.

	“You asked to see us, Professor Sharley?” Harris said firmly in his captain’s voice.

	Sharley’s eyes flickered to his, then back to Welles again, although Harris noted she was gazing down at the table in front of her. Harris eyed Sharley’s thin, sinewy arms as they rested on the table in front of him, digitally cuffed and chained to the metal ring protruding from the table; they were pale, bruised, and scratched. His fingernails looked brown with dirt… or possibly dried blood.

	“You’ve been ignoring me, Carrie,” Sharley said, voice low and threatening.

	“We’re here now,” Harris answered for her.

	“YOU KILLED CHET!” Sharley spat, the veins bulging in his neck as he stood abruptly in the chained cuffs and tried to point at Harris. “You and McKinley! I heard.”

	Harris nodded firmly, subconsciously squaring his shoulders. “He was about to kill Welles. Did what I had to.”

	Sharley seemed to suck the air in around him, like a reverse hiss. “You killed my boys!”

	“Logan killed Doc!” Welles suddenly threw back at him. “Your creations killed each other!”

	“I DON’T CARE ABOUT DOC!” Sharley yelled back, still standing, chest heaving. “He was a means to an end, Carrie. He served his purpose. You had my babies—”

	“No, I had MY BABIES!” she yelled back.

	Harris eyed her firmly, trying to convey an order for calm. She seemed to register it, softening her shoulders slightly, although he noted her chest was heaving, reminding him of the Jumbo that lay within her too.

	Sharley stared so fiercely at her now that even Harris found the look disturbing.

	“They are mine, Carrie,” Sharley told her calmly. “You are mine. I own you—”

	“You own nothing, Sharley,” Harris told him.

	Sharley turned his gaze to him. “You are mine too, Harris. I may not have got my hands on you yet, but I will. You will submit to me. You will obey my command and be beholden only to me!”

	Harris watched as he broke into his grin again.

	“I submit to no one,” Harris told him plainly.

	Sharley seemed to suck in the air around him again.

	“We won’t ever submit to you,” Welles told him.

	“YOU BITCH!” Sharley screamed, spitting saliva over the table. “I CREATED YOU!” he yelled. “YOU ARE MINE! I OWN YOU, CARRIE WELLES! I OWN THOSE CHILDREN! YOU THINK YOU CAN BEAT ME?! YOU THINK YOU CAN TAKE ME ON—”

	“Sharley…” Harris said firmly, holding his hand out to calm him.

	“I WILL KILL YOU, CARRIE WELLES!” Sharley continued, muscles clenched, spit continuing to fly. “I WILL FUCKING DESTROY YOU! I WILL MAKE YOU FUCKING BLEED! I WILL CAUSE YOU SO MUCH PAIN, YOU’LL BEG TO DIE! I WILL FUCKING TEAR YOU TO PIECES!”

	Harris looked at Sharley’s body and suddenly registered that Sharley had begun to move his groin against the table. His eyes drifted back to Sharley’s face and saw him smiling like a hyena, glaring psychotically at Welles, as he continued to scream like a wild animal.

	“YOU WILL NEVER KNOW PAIN LIKE I WILL SHOW YOU! I WILL MAKE YOU BLEED FOR YOUR BETRAYAL! YOU KILLED MY BOYS, AND FOR THAT I WILL TEAR YOU OPEN FROM THE INSIDE! BUT I WILL KEEP YOU ALIVE, CARRIE! I’LL KEEP YOU ALIVE AND MAKE YOU ENDURE THE PAIN THAT I WILL INFLICT. YOU WILL WITNESS MY STRENGTH. YOU WILL WITNESS MY POWER OVER YOU, AND YOU WILL BEG FOR MERCY!”

	Harris saw Sharley’s hip thrusting hard against the table now, as the veins in his neck grew thick from the yelling. Then Sharley thrust one hand down the front of his pants and began to move it in a very obvious way. Harris quickly glanced at Welles, who’d noticed it too and was recoiling in disgust.

	“I WILL COVER MYSELF IN YOUR BLOOD, CARRIE! I WILL ROLL AROUND IN IT, AND MAKE YOU WATCH. BUT I WILL KEEP YOU ALIVE. I WILL MAKE YOU PAY FOR YOUR BETRAYAL! I WILL FUCK YOU AGAIN, CARRIE! I WILL FUCK YOU AGAIN LIKE I ALREADY DID!”

	The hand Sharley had down his pants moved quickly and so overtly now that his hand, and its contents, risked coming free of his clothes.

	“Alright, we’re going!” Harris stood abruptly, grabbed Welles’s arm with a zap, and pulled her to her feet. Her pale face looked down at his hand, where she’d felt the zap, then looked up at his face, questioning and confused.

	“…THOSE CHILDREN ARE MINE, CARRIE!” Sharley continued to scream. “I CREATED THEM! I FUCKED YOU! I AM THEIR FATHER! THEY ARE MINE! DO YOU HEAR ME! I AM THEIR FATHER!”

	McKinley suddenly tore the door open and charged up to Sharley, who quickly dropped down into his seat, cowering and holding his hands up in defense as McKinley leaned over him.

	“I am their father now!” McKinley seethed. “You understand me? If you even think about laying a hand on them!”

	“McKinley!” Sharley said in a light voice, almost pleading. “I chose you,” he said trying to lay his hands on the lieutenant, who shrugged violently out of his reach. “You are my chosen. You are the one,” he said, cowering still, then motioned over to Welles. “I am the voice, and you are my body. Just like Drazen. And I chose her for you. She’s ours. Don’t you smell her? Can’t you smell her?”

	Harris exchanged another look with Welles.

	“She is ours, McKinley.” Sharley reached for McKinley again, but he viciously smacked his hands away. “She belongs to us. I will make her obey us. She will give us what we want. She will create our children and they will save us all—”

	“ENOUGH!” Harris yelled, forcing Welles out of the room, then walking over to McKinley and pulling him back. “Leave!” he ordered him.

	McKinley stared murderously at Sharley, chest heaving.

	“LEAVE!” Harris yelled at him.

	McKinley met his eyes, then turned and stalked out the door. Harris felt Sharley grabbing for him, but he spun around to push the man’s arms away, then bent down and pointed viciously in Sharley’s face.

	“You will never touch her or those kids!” he hissed through his clenched teeth. “I bet my life on it!” Then he turned swiftly and strode for the door.

	“Is that what you see in your future, captain?” Sharley asked quietly, calmly.

	Harris paused, then turned his head to stare furiously at the professor, as a tingling sensation slowly crawled down his spine.

	Sharley sat there submissively, but smirking slightly, and staring at him through matted eyebrows. “You were always my chosen, too, Saul Harris… grandson of Sibbylla Jones… great-grandson of Etta Washington.” His slight smirk grew into a long skinny grin. “And you will lead my army into war.”

	Harris suddenly felt an awful feeling, so uncomfortable that he immediately left the room.

	“What the hell was that about?” Marchant eyed him as he entered the viewing area.

	Harris shot him a look, then glanced over to see Welles and McKinley staring at him as well. He didn’t provide them with an answer though. Instead, he walked out of the viewing area and down the corridor, with the aim of getting as far away from everyone as humanly possible.
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	Lieutenant Gold strolled down the corridor of Command that led toward the Quarantine channels at the rear of the complex. He was only strolling because he did not want Captain Rovine to know he was following him. The captain had been coming in regularly for meetings, but exchanged little information with Gold about them.

	“I have to check in with Colonel Marchant, you know how it is,” was what Rovine would tell him. So, Gold decided enough was enough. It was time for a little reconnaissance mission of his own.

	The thing is, Gold knew most briefings took place in one of the many levels in the area behind the grand reception of Command. So why was the Carcharias’s captain headed in the direction of Quarantine?

	Rovine made his way toward what looked like a service elevator, just outside the Quarantine Zone’s clearance hall. Gold held back, casually bending down to tie his shoelace and peering around the corner at Rovine. He watched as Rovine swiped his pass and entered the elevator. The doors closed and he was gone.

	Gold stood again and headed for the elevator, confident, like he knew where he was going. He walked up to it and swiped his pass, but the access flashed red. He stared at it a moment, then quickly glanced around to check if he had been seen. No one was paying any attention, but he panicked a little, knowing his card would register as trying to access a restricted area.

	He casually looked around, pulled out his PDP and pretended that he was talking to someone about his access. Then he turned and casually walked away, still pretending to talk on the phone.

	And all the while, his mind burned to know just what Captain Rovine was up to.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Carrie slumped down on the couch in her apartment. On arriving back, she’d put the twins down for a nap, then walked back to the living room, where she’d found McKinley staring out the balcony doors.

	“So, what the hell just happened? What the fuck was that about?” she asked shaking her head, sitting on the couch. “Did we accomplish anything, or did we just make matters worse?”

	McKinley sighed heavily, then walked over and slumped down beside her. “He’s a fuckin’ dangerous head case. They need to lock him up and throw away the key… or kill him.”

	The silence sat for a few moments. Carrie’s mind replayed the morning’s incident.

	“I’m not ready,” she said quietly.

	McKinley looked over at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

	“I’m not ready.” She shook her head. “If Sharley had come at me today… I wouldn’t have been able to do anything to stop him.”

	“Harris was there.”

	“But what if he hadn’t been? What if Sharley ever escapes Command and comes for me? It’s not good enough. I’m not good enough. I’m a Jumbo and I’m still not good enough. I need to start training again. I need to rebuild the strength I let the grief steal from me.”

	McKinley watched her carefully.

	“I have to protect my kids, McKinley. They need me more than ever now Doc’s gone. I need to step up… and the truth is, I’ve never really had the chance to harness the Jumbo inside of me. First I was pregnant, then I nearly died. Then Doc died. One thing after the other, stealing my strength. No more delays. I need to embrace this Jumbo inside of me, and I need to embrace it now. Will you help? Will you train me? I mean really train me? Like you’ve been doing with Evenssen?”

	He seemed to consider her words for a brief moment, then nodded.

	“I mean really train,” she told him. “No going easy on me. Forget I’m a woman.”

	“I couldn’t agree more, Welles. You’re a Jumbo and you should use that. I’ll help you train, alright.”

	“Good,” she said, content, and a little surprised there was no resistance to her idea. She guessed this was the difference between Doc and McKinley. Doc had always wanted to keep her away from the fighting, to protect her. And here was McKinley telling her to embrace the fighting, but for the same reason: her protection.

	She sighed and ran her hand over her face. “What happened to Harris? Where’d he go?”

	He shrugged again. “Don’t know. He still acting weird to you?”

	She nodded. “What was Sharley on about, mentioning his grandmother? Was he threatening her? Is that why Harris took off like that? Is she even still alive?”

	“Don’t know.”

	“Everyone’s been so worried about me, but I think it’s about time we got to the bottom of whatever is going on with the captain, don’t you?”

	“I tried,” he told her. “I tried to talk to him, but he said it was personal and he didn’t want to talk about it with anyone. That was right before…” McKinley looked at her, but he seemed to be thinking aloud, as his mind ticked over in the background. “That was right before we got the alert to head to Arizona… we were headed there, but the captain told Hunter to turn the ship around and head for you. I don’t know why, but for some reason, he knew we had to head for you. I don’t know how. There was no evidence of an attempt on you guys. The rest of us were gunning to follow the lead to Sedona… but he made us turn around.”

	Carrie suddenly remembered the zap when Harris grabbed her arm in the interrogation room. She wondered whether she should tell McKinley about the strange sensation she’d felt whenever she’d come into physical contact with captain. And there was the night in the Vicar before Doc died, when Carrie had felt that static electricity all through her arm and up into her skull. But what would she say without it sounding weird?

	“Everything’s gone a little crazy if you ask me,” McKinley said, shaking his head. “And it’s all gone crazy because of Sharley. How he ever got handed this program is beyond me.”

	“Was Sharley really… was he doing what I thought he was doing? With his hand, right?” she asked McKinley, a little awkwardly.

	McKinley nodded. “Like I said, a fuckin’ head case. They should’ve just let me put him out of his misery there and then.”

	“He’s angry at you for killing Chet,” she said, a small spike of worry pinging through her.

	McKinley looked at her. “Yeah. But he’s also scared of me.”

	“He mentioned Drazen too,” she said quietly.

	“Yeah. He’s still out there somewhere.”

	She studied McKinley a moment. “What did he mean about smelling me? Can’t you smell her? What the fuck was he talking about?”

	A flash of awkwardness crossed McKinley’s face. “It’s nothing.”

	“It must be something,” she pressed. “Is this like… how you said that time, that I smelled different? When I came back pregnant. You said I smelled different.”

	He ran his hand over his jaw a little uncomfortably. “It’s nothing, Welles.”

	“Do I smell?” she asked him. “Should I be made aware of something here?”

	“Welles, it’s nothing.” He locked eyes with her. “Don’t worry about it. He’s a head case.”

	“A head case who can smell something about me. What is it that you Jumbos smell on me? Does this have something to do with how you found me locked up in that room at Command? When they took the twins?”

	McKinley shot her a curious look.

	“Harris told me. He said that if it hadn’t been for your senses the rest of them probably would’ve walked right past and never found me until it was too late.”

	McKinley leaned forward, elbows on knees, and clasped his hands out front. He shrugged humbly. “Got the nose of a bear, Welles. I smell a lot of things.”

	“So, you know what Sharley was talking about then?”

	He stood up. “Don’t want to talk about it, Welles.”

	“Where are you going?” she asked.

	“Away from this conversation.”

	“McKinley?” she called after him. “Alright, alright, but what are we going to do about Harris?”
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	Drazen approached the bar called Hell’s Gate. Established in an old converted church, it was in relatively immaculate condition inside and out, despite the clientele it attracted. Then again, given it was owned by the Greenback, it was understandable why the premises was respected. The Greenback controlled everything to do with the underground fighting ring he’d established, even providing places for the fighters to drink. He walked through the arched entrance, guarded by two large men and a heavy wooden door. The men recognized him. One stepped aside, the other opened the door for him. As he stepped through into the main room he gave his eyes a moment to adjust, inhaling the incense that burned throughout. Although there were a couple of spotlights shining up the walls, the interior was lit predominantly by candles, enabling the external lighting to show up the twelve stained glass windows. They weren’t the original stained-glass windows, however. The Greenback had installed custom-made ones that depicted some of the greatest Wrecking Ball and Sledgehammer Tournament Champions of all time. They were referred to by patrons as the Twelve Commanders, and Drazen was depicted in window six.

	He made his way over to the bar along the right-hand side of the room, ignoring the patrons sitting at the tables on the left. He saw who he was looking for. The man was sitting at the very end of the bar in his usual seat, on his own, looking down into his drink. As Drazen approached, he eyed the VIP area at the very end of the building. It was roped and curtained off, spread out around and behind the altar. The altar, unlike the windows, was part of the original church. Tonight, the VIP section was empty, however. The Greenback was not in.

	He pulled up a seat beside the man at the bar and was sure he heard the room fall silent. The patrons must think him brave to approach the Monsignor like this. The Monsignor was a man who liked to drink alone; no one disturbed him when he was. The Monsignor was, after all, depicted in window four. He’d held the title of Wrecking Ball Champion a few years before Drazen himself had. And it was fair to say that although Drazen feared no one, if any were to come close in doing so, it would be this man.

	The Monsignor, adorned in a long black coat and pilgrim hat, slowly turned his face to see who had been so bold as to sit beside him. His face was lined and scarred, and his amber eyes stared at him coldly from behind the dark eyeliner he wore. The large blue cross tattooed on his forehead was a warning his mouth didn’t need to speak.

	Drazen stared back. “I have job for you.”

	The Monsignor stared at him but did not offer any words.

	“Good money,” Drazen said, then allowed a smile to curl his mouth. “Easy fight.”

	“Since when did you need someone to fight your battles?” the Monsignor said, turning back to his drink.

	Drazen stared at him, dropping his smile. “I don’t need you to fight my battle for me. I want you to fight beside me.”

	The Monsignor looked back at him, the candlelight flickering in his amber eyes. “Fight who?”

	“Soldiers. UNF soldiers.”

	The Monsignor eyed him, analyzing his words as the silence sat. Then suddenly he broke into a husky laugh. “Does the Greenback know what you’re up to?”

	Drazen ignored the question.

	The Monsignor sipped his bourbon and looked back at Drazen. “How many? I don’t get out of bed unless it’s worth my while.”

	Drazen smiled. “As many as it takes.”

	The Monsignor stared at him, analyzing him again, his eyes threatening Drazen not to waste his time.

	“You look like you could do with a good fight,” Drazen said, then looked at the stained-glass window above the bar where they sat. Number four. “It’s been a while since you had one.”

	The Monsignor looked up at his window, too, the one he sat right in front of. Then he raised his glass to the window and said, “I’ll drink to that.” And he did. Then he placed his glass back on the bar, turned back to Drazen, and said, “Tell me more.”

	
 

	4

	Connecting The Connected

	Harris sat on the couch in his apartment in Fort Centralis, sipping his fourth scotch on the rocks. He swirled his glass around and watched the ice cubes clunk noisily against the edges. He couldn’t help replaying the scene with Sharley over and over in his mind. What Sharley had said had alarmed him. Haunted him. But at the same time, as he thought about it now, it made complete sense.

	Harris had always wondered why Sharley was so set on having the Aurora as his prototypes, so set on having them be the ones to be the leaders. He knew that Sharley had studied the team’s profile and their individual profiles in great depth; he had known so much about Welles’s upbringing and her colonel father, for instance. He no doubt knew about McKinley’s upbringing and his father. It made perfect sense that somewhere, somehow, Sharley had found out about Harris’s family too. Harris knew he wasn’t being paranoid here. Sharley had used the words: “Is that what you see in your future, captain?” Somehow, he’d found out about Harris’s family gift.

	Harris began to trawl through all the information locked inside his mind. When Sharley took on the UNFASP program, he would’ve been given every bit of information the UNF had gathered to date, including material on the initial signal. Sharley must not have just looked into the proposed prototypes, he must have looked into everyone associated with the program. The early work on creating Advanced Soldiers had been done by Lucas Montego – the son of the woman that Bryant Todd had saved. Maybe Sharley had found the same news articles that Holly had, and that had led him to discover the link to Harris. And not just the link with Bryant Todd, but also with Charles Washington, the man who enabled Jane Canton to be born and discover that very signal. To have researched all of this was obsessive to say the least, but that was Sharley. Maybe at first it was just the fact that Harris had come from a family history of heroism, but once Sharley started digging, he must have found more. That was why he wanted Harris to lead this fight. Sharley must have found the connection between Montego, Canton, and his family, realized these weren’t coincidental events, and then dug further and further into his ancestry. Somehow he must have discovered, or at least suspected, Harris’s family’s gift, and the professor must have decided that that sense of foresight could only give them the upper hand in fighting the invasion. Harris was stumped as to how he’d done it, but somehow Sharley had discovered his secret, well before Harris even knew it existed or, rather, before he knew it existed within himself. The big question now, though, was whether Sharley knew about the connection with Welles. Surely not. As far as he was aware, only he and Holly knew this. Which meant that Harris knew something about his gift that Sharley did not. Sharley may have thought he had the upper hand, but the truth was, Harris did now.

	He let out a sigh and held the icy glass to his forehead. He thought then about the zap he’d felt when he’d pulled Welles out of her chair. She’d felt it too. She’d looked at him again, confused and startled. Time was running out. He would have to tell her soon. He still wasn’t sure just how he’d do that: Welles, I have this special gift. We are linked, and it’s my destiny to protect you, so that your children will live to defend the Earth. That didn’t sound crazy at all, did it?

	She’d called him several times that afternoon and left messages inviting him to dinner, but he just couldn’t accept. He couldn’t face her without knowing what to say. What if he accidentally touched her again? What if McKinley saw? Picked something up?

	A knock at the door startled him. He looked at it, then down at his watch: 19.40. He put his glass down, walked over to the door, and flicked on the monitor beside it. He paused when he saw Welles standing there. What the hell is she doing here? He thought about not answering it, but decided he’d better in case something was wrong.

	“Captain,” she nodded.

	“Where’s McKinley?” he asked quickly.

	“At my apartment with the twins,” she said, a curious look on her face.

	“Where are your Sentinels?” Harris pulled the door back further and stepped out. He saw Roy and Shane standing in the background.

	“What’s wrong? What are you doing here?”

	“I came to see you, sir. I wanted to speak with you about something.”

	“Yeah? What is it?”

	“Can I come in?”

	He scrutinized her again, catching the green shimmery glow in her Jumbo eyes brought about by the contrast of the darkness outside and the light inside his apartment. He nodded. “Alright.”

	As he walked into his apartment, he heard her tell the Sentinels to wait outside. He walked over to the couch and picked up his glass again, trying to ignore the nerves he felt suddenly bubbling inside of him. Why was she here? He heard the door close behind him, took a sip of his drink, and eyed her as he sat on the couch.

	“What is it?” he asked her.

	She walked over, staring at him kind of strangely, then nervously took a seat beside him on the couch.

	“Sir… is everything alright?” she asked.

	“I’m fine, Welles.” He took another sip. “What about you? You okay after what happened today?”

	He saw her glance down at his forearm, then back to his eyes. “Sharley’s sick. I don’t ever want to see him again.”

	Harris nodded. “I had no idea he was that bad. I wouldn’t have encouraged you to go if I had… I’m sorry you had to see that, sergeant. The things he said? He’s crazy. Don’t let his words get to you.”

	She nodded, eyeing him nervously, then suddenly reached out and latched onto his forearm. He felt the static zap and subsequent energizing sensation immediately. He darted his eyes to hers, then tried to snatch his arm away, but she held onto it.

	“What the hell is that, sir?” she asked, staring at him.

	“Welles, let go!” he said, trying hard to remove her Jumbo grip.

	“Sir?”

	He mustered his strength and snatched his arm away, then stood up, backing away from her.

	She stared at him, shaking her head. “What the hell is that, sir? What’s happened to you? Are you part of another experiment or something?”

	“Welles…”

	“No one else does that. Why only you? And why me? Am I the only one you do it to?”

	Harris’s heart was pounding in his chest. He didn’t know what to say. When he pictured telling her it was all thought out and well-planned, not off-the-cuff like this.

	“Sir?” Her eyes pleaded with him. “What’s going on? Are you alright?”

	He plucked his glass off the table, took another drink, and began to pace.

	“Sir, please. What’s happened to you?”

	He stopped pacing, looked at her, mind ticking over. Then he exhaled, relenting. It had to be done sometime. He tried to muster his best captain’s voice. “You.”

	She looked at him blankly. “I– I don’t understand?”

	“You’ve happened to me, Welles.”

	She looked astounded, not sure what to say. Or maybe not sure how to take it. He suddenly realized how it may have sounded and decided to explain himself a little better.

	“Don’t get the wrong idea here, sergeant,” he told her firmly. “It’s not like that. I love Taya, she is my wife. When I say that ‘you’ve’ happened to me, I mean that you’ve set off our connection.”

	“Connection?”

	Harris held his hand up to stop her, then rubbed his face. “Welles, this isn’t easy to explain…”

	“I understand, sir. But I would like an explanation either way.”

	He dropped his hand and sighed, mind ticking over for a way to say this. “You remember the night at The Vicar, when I told you that I’m your Guardian?”

	She nodded. “Yeah, and I didn’t know what you were talking about then either.”

	He began to pace again. “Welles, I come from a family with a history of… special gifts.” He darted his eyes to hers. “These special gifts have helped people in my family, over time, get… strong gut feelings about things. And some have… some have dreamed the future.” He darted his eyes back to hers again to check her reaction. She was concentrating on his every word. Silence sat for a moment.

	“You mean, like ESP or something?”

	Harris nodded. “Only it’s kinda… stronger. Much stronger.”

	“Stronger, how?” she asked, cocking her head to the side a little. “Like the static electricity thing?”

	He nodded again, then sighed. “My great-grandmother was what they called a Sense’er. She got really strong gut feelings about people. My grandmother was called a See’er. She could dream of things that would happen in the future.”

	Welles nodded, her eyes wide, her face a little pale. “And you’ve inherited this family gift?” He could hear the disbelief in her voice.

	He nodded again.

	“So… which one are you?” she asked, somewhat hesitantly.

	He locked eyes with her. “I’m both.”

	“Both?”

	“I’m what they call a Connector. I have the ability to connect with someone. We become linked, and… I can sense when they’re in trouble or need help. I can also dream their future. It’s also known as being a Guardian.”

	The silence sat heavily, as she stared at him, unmoving.

	He subtly took a deep breath. “I’m your Guardian, Welles. It’s not something I had any control over. It just happened. I didn’t even realize it was happening until recently. Apparently, it’s always been there, since you first came aboard for the Darwin mission, but, I… I had my mind closed to it.”

	“And n–now?” she managed.

	“Now, my mind is open. And now it’s been opened, it is stronger than ever.”

	“Okay.” She stared at the floor for a moment, thinking. “So, other than the zapping, buzzing thing, obviously,” she said, a little muddled, trying to formulate her words, “h–how do you know you’re my… Guardian?”

	He sighed again, seizing the opportunity to try and explain things clearly. “Ever since you came aboard the Aurora, I’ve been having these crazy dreams… some of which have come true.”

	“Such as?”

	Harris wondered whether or not he should tell her, but decided he should. “I dreamed you were pregnant before you were. I dreamed of you lying in a pool of blood before you were.”

	“Did you dream about Doc’s death?” she asked quickly.

	He shook his head. “No,” he said softly. “I did have a dream where I sensed something was wrong, but… it was muddled. He wasn’t my connected. Only you.”

	“So, you know when I’m in trouble?”

	Harris nodded. “Somehow, I sense when you’re in danger.”

	“The attack on my apartment…” she said, a realization visibly washing over her. “You were headed to Arizona… but you knew to come to us instead.”

	He nodded. “The night before the attack, I dreamed of Chet taking off some prosthetics. I had no idea what it meant until we got the call from Marchant telling us to get our ass to Arizona. For some reason, I just knew that something wasn’t right… my gut…?” He locked eyes with her again. “Something just pulled me to go to you.”

	He saw her eyes begin to shine. “And you saved me.”

	“And we saved you.”

	Welles, upset, looked down at her lap. Harris walked over to the couch and sat back down beside her, placing his glass on the table.

	“Welles,” he shook his head, “I know this sounds crazy. Believe me, I’ve had a hard time accepting this is real. But it is. And I’m new to this… I don’t really know what I’m doing, but I’m trying to figure it out. All I can really tell you right now is this: we are connected. I’m your Guardian. And I will do everything I can to keep you and the twins safe.”

	“Did Doc know?” she asked quietly.

	“No,” Harris said equally quietly. “I was still figuring this out when he…” His voice drifted off. “I never got to tell him.”

	She looked back up at him as a tear slid down her cheek. “How is this possible?”

	“I don’t know, Welles. Believe me, it’s not something I would’ve chosen for myself… but I got it, and I can’t turn my back on it now.”

	She looked down at his forearm again, then slowly reached out and took hold. He felt the zap but did not pull away this time.

	“So what is that?” she whispered.

	“Us.” He shrugged sympathetically. “Our connection, I guess.”

	“All this time… the static zaps…”

	“Until recently I didn’t know what it meant. I just thought it was literally a static electricity thing. Some people are more prone to it than others.” Welles wiped another tear from her cheek, as he continued. “With each event, I guess my awareness grew. It’s only now that my mind’s open to the fact that this shit is real. It was closed before. That’s why it took so long to evolve… I think it was always our destiny to join paths at some point. We’ve been connected, Welles, since the day you stepped foot on the Aurora. But now I’ve opened my mind to it, it’s so much stronger. And I don’t know how far it will go.”

	She stared at him wide-eyed, as a pins and needles sensation crept up their arms.

	“Why me?” she said faintly, releasing his arm.

	Harris looked at her, not sure whether he should tell her that just yet. Then again, they’d come this far…

	“Why me, sir?” she asked again more firmly. “Do you know why you’ve connected to me?”

	“Welles, one of my forefathers, a Connector by the name of Bryant Todd, saved a woman from drowning. That woman gave birth to the man who did the first study into the possibilities of an Advanced Soldier Program. Another forefather of mine, a Connector by the name of Charles Washington, saved a nine-year-old boy from dying in a house fire. That boy went on to father the woman who was crucial in the discovery of that first signal from space.”

	“So, why me? What are you trying to tell me?”

	“One forefather’s connection enabled the Advanced Soldier Program to be incepted. Another forefather’s connection enabled the first signal to be picked up. And now I’m connected to you.”

	“This connection has something to do with the invasion?”

	Harris nodded slowly at her. “The other Connectors, the people they saved… it was their children who went on to do something vital in terms of the invasion and our response to it.”

	She seemed to stare at him now, utterly gobsmacked. “Wh–what are you saying? My kids? They’re… what?”

	“I don’t know, but somehow they’re important. At least they will be in the future.”

	“My kids? My kids?” She pointed to her chest.

	“Welles, I’m sorry, but I’m still figuring things out. I don’t have all the answers yet.”

	“Jesus Christ,” she whispered and grabbed at her stomach, as though she couldn’t breathe. “I mean, I knew that’s what Sharley’s ultimate intention was for them, to build his army, but…”

	“Welles?” He grabbed her arm and they felt the zap again.

	She looked at him. “How did this happen? Why? Why us?”

	He stared at her a moment, then sighed sadly. “Destiny, Welles. We came to this point by something beyond our control. It’s called fate. Normal people have little control over it, but… now I’ve opened my mind? I might just have the edge to steer it the way we want it to go.”

	She stared back at him, “I can’t believe this.”

	“Neither could I,” he said as he reached for his scotch again, “but I’m slowly getting used to it.” He downed the rest of his drink.

	“Who knows about this?” she asked.

	“Just you and I, Welles. No one else outside of some members of my family,” he said firmly. “And I plan to keep it that way.” He gave her his captain’s stare. “No one can know, alright? This is not something I want people knowing. This has to be our secret.”

	She nodded a little vaguely, while her mind raced in the background. “So, what does this mean? What do we do now?”

	After a moment’s contemplation, he said, “We carry on. We carry on as we have done. As soon as the Aurora is back on clock, Marchant is going to give us a more detailed briefing on what they know about the invasion. I’ll keep working on figuring out this ‘gift’ of mine, and I’ll let you know if I find out anything else.”

	She turned her gaze to the floor and stared blankly. The silence sat for a few moments.

	“Y’alright?” he asked, arching his eyebrow.

	She nodded, standing up. “I have to go. I’m sorry, sir. I need to get my head around this.”

	“Welles?” he called, stopping her. He stood up from the couch. “Wait here. I’ve got something you should read.”

	He quickly went into his bedroom and searched through his bag for the purple book. He found it, eyeing the faded, gold gilded edges, and handed it to her.

	“What’s this?” she asked, turning the book over in her hand.

	“Some light reading. About my family. It might help make sense of things.”

	“Oh.”

	“I’ll, er, need it back. And don’t show anyone else.”

	She looked up at him and nodded absently, then turned for the door.
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	Carrie, carefully watched by Roy and Shane, made a detour to a convenience mart under the pretense of needing some milk. She’d already asked them to take her for a drive around Fort Centralis. She was trying to buy time in order to clear her head before she went home, because she knew McKinley would be waiting for her with questions. She’d told him that she was going to see Harris to try and find out what was going on. McKinley agreed it was worth a shot, and now he would want to know the outcome. But what could she tell him? She had promised Harris she would keep his secret.

	And what a secret that was… She was still shaking from the shock. To be told that Harris was her Guardian, that they were “connected”… And what did that actually mean, anyway? He got strong gut instincts about her. He dreamed about her. Was there anything else? Could he read her mind? Was he reading it now? As she thought about it, she suddenly had a thousand questions to ask him.

	After delaying her arrival home for as long as she could, she made her way back to the apartment. It was late, she was tired, and she couldn’t put off facing McKinley any longer. When she entered the apartment, he was sitting there on the couch, staring at her for answers.

	“Well?” he asked, on hearing her silence.

	“He’s alright,” she told him. “He’s fine.”

	“That’s what he said?”

	“Not exactly.”

	“Well, what’d he say?” he asked curiously.

	“He’s going through some stuff. It’s personal… but he’s dealing with it.”

	“He told you what it was?”

	“Kind of…” She averted her eyes.

	“He having trouble with Taya?”

	“No. They’re fine. It’s… personal, like I said.”

	“But he’s dealing with it?”

	She nodded again. McKinley continued to stare.

	“And he doesn’t need our help with anything?” he asked.

	“No.” She shook her head emphatically.

	“So, it’s got nothing to do with the invasion or Jumbo program or nothing? Nothing we need to know about?”

	Carrie shook her head.

	McKinley eyed her a little skeptically but then nodded as though accepting her answer. “Okay, fine. But he knows we’re here if he needs anything?”

	“He does,” she said, giving him a smile.

	McKinley nodded to himself. His mind seemed to be turning over, but Carrie let it be. She decided it was a good time to make her exit, so she made an excuse about being tired and walked toward her bedroom.

	And as soon as she was behind that closed door, she pulled out the book Harris had given her and began to read.

	*

	Carrie awoke in the darkened hours to hear herself crying. She darted her eyes around the room, hoping that her dream had not been a dream, but unfortunately, it had. She took a few moments to catch her breath, then looked over at the clock: 01.54. She slumped back down in her bed and stared at the ceiling, trying desperately to remember the dream and hold onto it for dear life. After all, it was the first time she had dreamed of Doc since he’d passed.

	The dream had been very short. She’d been walking through the Aurora. It was deserted, the only sound her shoes clipping the corridor floor. She found herself walking toward Harris’s office, but then suddenly heard a noise behind her. She turned around, and there he was… Doc stood just down the corridor from her. She paused for a moment, not sure whether she could trust her eyes. When she realized that he really was there, she went to run to him, but she couldn’t move. It was as though her feet were glued to the floor.

	“Dan!” she called desperately.

	He smiled, albeit sadly, a beautiful smile and raised his hand slightly in a wave.

	“Are you okay?” she asked, feeling a sudden tightness in her chest.

	He nodded. “You?”

	She shrugged, trying to give him a brave look as the tears began to blur her vision.

	He glanced down, as though in contemplation, then looked back up at her. “I’m glad he told you.”

	“Who? Harris?” She was a little confused. Harris had said that Doc didn’t know?

	He nodded again. “Trust him, Carrie. He’ll help keep you and the twins safe.”

	“Who will keep you safe?”

	He smiled again. “I’m surrounded by people here. Don’t worry about me. Just stay strong, listen to Harris, and focus on the future… you can get through this.”

	He suddenly turned, as though someone had called his name, then looked back at her. Those brown eyes of his were soft but sturdy. “I have to go… stay strong, Carrie. Take care of my son.” He smiled one last smile, raised his hand in one last wave goodbye, then turned and walked down the corridor, away from her.

	“Doc?” she called, feeling her chest crush in on itself. “Doc!”

	But he vanished into thin air. And that was when she had woken up…

	She lay there in her bed and tried to dry her tears, wiping her face. She felt as though the wound she’d been trying to heal had just torn open again. Would it ever get easier? Could you ever recover from losing the love of your life?

	Feeling that Jumbo thirst clawing away at her throat and wanting to wash away the sadness, she decided to get herself a drink of water. Quietly padding out to the kitchen, she took a glass and filled it from the tap. She took a sip, staring out the kitchen window at the stars, suddenly wondering where exactly Doc was now. She sighed sadly, holding the glass to her chest as though trying to stem her wound from bleeding, and walked over to the couch, flopping down on it. Despite the darkness of the room, her Jumbo eyes instantly fell on the photo that hung on the wall of her parents goofing around. The one taken just days before her mother was killed. She studied her parents’ faces with her Jumbo eyes, making out every detail of their smiles, the laughter in their eyes.

	She heard movement and flicked her eyes around to see McKinley standing at the hallway entrance, fresh out of bed in his long black shorts. His Jumbo eyes stared through the dark at hers curiously, maybe even a little concerned.

	She wiped her face. “Did I wake you?”

	He nodded, leaning on the doorway, then pointed to his ear. “Jumbo hearing, remember?”

	“Sorry,” she sniffed, and tucked some wayward hair behind her ear.

	“You… alright?” he asked a little awkwardly.

	She nodded. “Yeah.”

	She saw that his eyes were slightly narrowed with doubt. She realized that he must have heard her crying again.

	“I dreamed of Doc,” she confessed, looking down into her lap.

	He nodded, but didn’t say anything.

	“I guess I’m just having one of those ‘faltering’ moments.” She gave a half-smile.

	He pushed off the doorway. “Faltering’s okay, Welles. Now you just have to get back up.” He walked over to sit on the couch beside her. “It’s not easy, I know, but you have to… I’ve seen what happens when you don’t.”

	“I know,” she nodded. “It was just the first dream I’d had of him since he… passed.”

	McKinley nodded to himself. “Was it a good dream, at least?”

	“He waved goodbye.” She fought back the lump rising in her throat, wanting to be strong. “He told me to stay strong, listen to Harris, and focus on the future.”

	McKinley studied her through the darkness. “Sounds like a good dream.”

	Her eyes darted to his and smiled sadly.

	“Is that why you’re up?” he asked. “Or you got other things on your mind?”

	“I’ve got everything on my mind.”

	His eyes narrowed at hers again, “Sharley?”

	She nodded. “Sharley. Alien invasions. The twins. Our futures…”

	He nodded, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees, hulking his broad shoulders over. “There’s a lot going on, Welles, I’ll give you that. But the invasion? We’ve got years to sort that shit out. No point in worrying about that now.”

	She wanted very much to tell him Harris’s prediction for the twins and their part in the invasion, and about everything she’d read in Harris’s book, but she couldn’t. A promise had been made to keep the captain’s secret. She couldn’t help but wonder, though, how McKinley would feel, knowing his daughter was going to be expected to do something about the invasion. Destined to do something about the invasion. Was it right to not tell him? He was Freya’s father after all. What if the situation was reversed? What if he knew something and didn’t tell her?

	He seemed to notice her studying him.

	“Welles, it’ll be okay,” he said firmly. “Stop worrying about this stuff, alright? Sharley is locked up in Command. Chet and Logan are dead. The invasion is years away. Just chill out and enjoy the time you got now, alright?”

	She nodded, trying to flatten the worry that swirled inside her like a freshening breeze. She pictured Doc’s smiling face inside her mind again. It helped ease things.

	“Get some sleep,” McKinley told her, standing up again. As he did, he suddenly turned his head to the balcony doors. Roy stepped through, pushing back the curtain. He paused, staring at them both, the balcony light providing him with a glowing aura.

	Our eyes! Carrie panicked. McKinley exchanged a look with her, as though reading her thoughts, then turned back to Roy. The Sentinel kept his composure, darting his eyes between each of theirs, then gave them a subtle nod of apology, closed the door again, and walked across the balcony as though nothing had happened.

	“Our eyes,” Carrie whispered to McKinley, moving to stand by his side. “Do you think he already knows?”

	“If he didn’t, then he does now.”
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	Harris sipped the coffee that Welles had served him.

	“My flight departs in a couple of hours,” he told her.

	She nodded.

	“I’m supposed to be on leave,” he explained. “I don’t want to be away from Taya and Ty for too long or they’ll never forgive me. I spend enough time away from them as it is.”

	“I understand, sir,” she smiled, reassuring him.

	He nodded. “When did McKinley leave?”

	“Just under an hour ago. He shouldn’t be long.”

	“That’s fine,” he said, then eyed her carefully. “I came to see you anyway. You got any questions before I go?”

	She studied his face for a moment. “Thousands.”

	“Wanna pick one?” He arched an eyebrow.

	“Where do I start?”

	Harris sat quietly, waiting for her to decide.

	She studied him a moment, mulling things over in her head. “You say you get strong gut feelings… that you can dream my future. So… can you read my mind or anything?”

	“No. Not that I know of. Your mind is your own.”

	“But you can sense when I’m in danger, or when something’s wrong?”

	He nodded. “The connection is subconscious. I’ll sense things, but won’t necessarily see a clear picture of what’s happening. When Chet and Logan attacked, I didn’t know you were in danger exactly, I just felt that something wasn’t right and that I had to get to you. I think it’s a little like how a twin can sometimes sense things about their other twin,” he said, watching Brody and Freya on the floor playing with their toys.

	She nodded to herself, eyeing them too. The silence sat for a while, as if her mind was wading through all the questions she had. “I read that…” she said, looking down at her coffee, “Connectors and See’ers… they can talk to the dead. Is that right?”

	Harris nodded, clenching his jaw, remembering the dream he’d had last night of Doc. The first one he’d had since his passing. “It’s rare, but yes.” 

	“And you can?” She looked at him. “Talk to the dead?”

	He hesitated, then nodded again.

	“Who?” she asked. “Who have you talked to? Doc?”

	“I don’t talk to them exactly, Welles. They appear in my dreams and we’ll converse, but it’s not necessarily like a normal conversation.”

	“And Doc?” He saw her pleading eyes.

	He nodded, feeling his face soften. “I finally dreamed of him last night.”

	Her mouth fell open slightly as her eyes widened. “I dreamed of him, too!”

	“Last night?” he asked.

	“It was the first one I’ve had of him. I was walking on the Aurora and he was there in the corridor. He waved goodbye and he told me to—”

	“Stay strong,” Harris finished her sentence.

	Her mouth dropped open fully now, and they stared at each other.

	“We had the same dream?” she asked. “The exact same dream? Is that possible?”

	Harris felt as though his body had frozen.

	“We have the same dreams?” she asked again.

	“I don’t know.” He shook his head, his brow furrowed. “Maybe it was a one-off, because of what I told you.”

	“I don’t believe this.” She sat back a little in her chair. “H–how can we have the same dreams?”

	Harris ran his hand over his face, then shrugged. “I don’t know. But we’re connected, so I guess it’s possible.”

	“But if you can dream the future? Does that mean that I can dream the future too?”

	“I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” He briefly stared down at the table, thinking. “Did you have a dream the night before you were attacked? Did you dream of Chet removing some prosthetics?”

	She shook her head. “No.”

	He shook his head, too, dumbfounded. “Maybe we had the same dream because I told you about the connection? Maybe we opened up the lines a bit or something?” He studied her. “I guess, in real life, Doc was our connection and now he’s gone. We opened the subconscious connection last night, so maybe we dreamed of Doc as the physical manifestation of it. Or something.”

	“You’re asking me how this thing works?” She raised her eyebrows at him.

	“I’ll talk to Holly,” he told her.

	“Holly?”

	“My sister. She always believed in this stuff, in our family history. My grandmother imparted her knowledge to Holly, in the hope that one day she’d pass it on to me. Strangely enough, because of everything that’s happened, I finally decided to listen to her. I wish I’d done it sooner.” His eyes seemed to glaze over for a moment as he sighed. “Holly-Hope…” he mouthed, barely a whisper.

	Welles glanced down at her cup, then lifted it to her mouth and took a swig as though it were alcohol. She looked back at Harris.

	“How come we still have this connection if you’ve already saved my life?” she asked. “The others, they were singular events, right? A drowning, a house fire. The person was saved and they went on to have the children that became pivotal to this. You saved me on the Darwin and a couple of times since then, but I’ve had the children now. Why do we still have the connection if the twins have been born? Does it mean that… my life is still in danger? And the twins need me, so I still need you?”

	Harris shrugged. “I don’t know, Welles. I think the connections are a lifetime thing. I guess it might depend on how dangerous your life is as to how many times I’m called upon. You working for the UNF, as a Jumbo, with Jumbo kids, doesn’t exactly help our chances there.” He gave a friendly grin, then it fell away. “I can only guess that there’s going to be a long road ahead of us. I think this is far from over. And I think this will continue until the invasion.”

	She nodded, gazing off into space as her eyes seemed to cloud over. “We need to stay strong and focus on the future…” The glaze disappeared and she locked eyes with Harris again. “Just like Doc said. Did he say anything else to you?”

	Harris raked over the memory of his dream. He remembered it was short. He’d been upset that he didn’t get long to speak to Doc, but he had been glad to see him because it meant that Doc had finally accepted his fate and crossed over. Harris wondered whether his conversation with Welles last night had helped things along. It comforted him to know that at the end of the dream Doc had walked away toward a waiting Carter, Smith, Bulk, and Louis.

	He looked back at her. “He told me he was glad that I told you.”

	“Me, too,” she whispered, eyes widening again.

	“He’s alright,” he assured her. “He’s with the guys now.”

	“The guys?”

	“Yeah. The guys. Carter, Smith, Bulk, and Louis. He walked off with them at the end of the dream.”

	“I didn’t see them.”

	“You didn’t?”

	“No.”

	Harris frowned, wondering why.

	Welles shrugged. “You’re the one who talks to the dead, remember?”

	“But you saw Doc? Up until that point we had the same dream.”

	She stared back at him, but had no words to say.

	He nodded to himself, then glanced at his watch. “I have to go, Welles.” He downed the rest of his coffee and stood. “I’ll speak to Holly and I’ll let you know if I find anything out.”

	He walked to the door, then stopped and turned around to her. “Promise me something, Welles?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Remember your dreams. When I get back we’ll compare.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	He turned to leave, but stopped again. “And… just remember that I’m connected to you, alright? If you get into any trouble just try… try and make me feel it. Alright?”

	“How?”

	He shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

	She stared back. “I’ll try.”

	He gave her a captain’s nod, then left.
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	Drazen waited in the car park of Carnough’s Slaughterhouse. He intentionally found Meat’s sleek black 1970 Mustang and rested himself up against it. He wanted to get the man’s attention, and this was a good way to do it. Meat loved his car more than anything.

	Word spread quickly, and the stocky Samoan soon came out to see who dared touch his car. His face was scrunched in anger, his shoulders tensed around his tree trunk of a neck, and he stepped up his pace, ready to steamroll whoever it was. But as he neared, he slowed. He recognized Drazen, although that didn’t make those shoulders ease off any. The scowl upon his face seemed to match nicely with the long scar that traversed the side of his shaved skull.

	Drazen spoke first. Mainly because he knew Meat couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. Some rumors went that he’d had his tongue cut out; others said that he was born mute or something. Drazen wasn’t sure. Either way, he knew it would be a one-sided conversation, punctuated maybe with a nod or grunt.

	“I have work for you,” he said.

	Meat, his hands still clenched into fists, furrowed his brow. He was much shorter than Drazen, but that neck of his proved he was as solid as they come. His body was a wall of concrete, as many a fighter had come to realize in the ring with broken hands and wrists. And that wall of concrete could hit back too. Some said Meat practiced on those carcasses of pigs and cows that he cut up for a living in his day job.

	Some people liked to work into his story a kind of Samoan legend or the like – saying that Meat’s tongue had been removed via the scar along his skull as payment for his physical strength. Either way, he knew Meat liked to earn money on the side, and he had an anger that he liked to vent. That’s what made him a good fighter. He was strong, tough, and brave.

	“Good enough money to give you a break from here for a while,” Drazen said, looking over his head at the slaughterhouse behind him, wrinkling his nose at the smell of raw meat. He looked at the bloody white plastic apron Meat wore.

	Meat stared at him with dark, angry eyes, but his fists loosened a little.

	“Is private job,” Drazen said. “Not through the Greenback. This pays more.”

	Meat moved his eyes to where Drazen’s butt rested against the side of his polished Mustang. Drazen shifted his weight to his feet, stepping away from the man’s car.

	“You’re in, yes?” Drazen said.

	Meat eyed his car as though checking his baby was okay. Drazen stepped closer to the Samoan, stopping right in front of him and looked down at him. Meat held his ground, the wall of concrete and tree trunk neck ready as always to take whatever someone threw at him. Drazen smiled.

	“You’re going to fit in well.”

	
 

	5

	Opening Doors

	Carrie sat at the table with McKinley and the twins eating lunch. McKinley had been a little surprised that Harris had not stayed around to speak to him, but Carrie passed it off as merely a “hello, I’m heading out, goodbye” visit. He seemed to accept it, but despite that she saw the curiosity behind his eyes.

	There was a knock at the door and Novak opened it. Her father walked in.

	“Where have you been?” she demanded, dropping her fork to her plate. “I was about to call out the National Guard!”

	“I told you, I had some things to take care of,” he said, as he walked over to the table beside the twins, squeezing their little hands in his and smiling at them.

	“So?” Carrie stared at him, waiting for an answer.

	“Lieutenant,” her father nodded in greeting to McKinley.

	“Colonel.”

	Carrie’s stare grew impatient and her father registered it. He shrugged back at her.

	“I sold the land the apartment was on in Florida, as well as my place in Australia. I’ve severed my ties. Now I’m here.”

	“What do you mean, now I’m here?” she asked.

	“I mean,” he said, taking a seat, “I’ve bought a unit here in your apartment block, one the UNF still had on their books.” He quickly held his hand up to her. “Don’t worry, I won’t impose on you, but I figured it was a good idea to be close.”

	“You did?” Her face softened in confusion.

	He nodded. “I’ve spent enough time away from you, Ree. You need me now.” He darted his eyes to McKinley, then back. “And knowing what I do now, about what’s coming? We don’t have that much time left. I want to do what I can to help. It’s not going to be easy doing it on your own.” He motioned to the twins. “They’ve lost their father… but maybe they can gain a grandfather?”

	Carrie was silent. She didn’t know what to say, but she managed to find some words. “You were always their grandfather,” she said softly.

	She saw McKinley move a little awkwardly in her Jumbo periphery. “I’ll, er, leave you guys to it,” he said, standing and grabbing his plate.

	“No,” Carrie said in a reflex action. “Sit down.”

	McKinley looked back at her. “This is between you two—”

	“It also concerns you,” she told him, then looked at her father. “McKinley is Freya’s father.”

	She saw McKinley pause, deathly still, and stare at her. Her father darted his eyes to him, then back to hers. “What?”

	“Brody was Dan’s. Freya is McKinley’s,” she told him.

	“What?” Her father looked at McKinley again, incredulous.

	“I’m done lying,” she told McKinley. “It killed me to lie to Ellen’s face at the funeral. She thinks Freya’s her granddaughter. I can’t do that to my father, too. It would come out eventually… and he knows everything else now anyway.”

	“You didn’t want to maybe discuss this first?” McKinley said, placing his plate back on the table.

	“What the hell is going on?” Her father’s brow furrowed as his eyes roved around to the twins, then Carrie and McKinley. “What do you mean? How can they have different fathers? They’re twins.”

	“Dad,” Carrie leaned her elbows on the table and clasped her hands in front of her chin, “it wasn’t a biological conception. Professor Sharley impregnated me when I was unconscious after the Jumbo eye surgery on Meridian. Dan and McKinley were on the Aurora somewhere in space when it happened. Before that, when Sharley had us all captured in the Hell Town dungeon, he took the relevant, ah… samples from Doc and McKinley. We called them twins because it was easier, but it was also kind of true. They have the same mother, they were conceived at the same time, shared the same womb and were born minutes apart. They’re twins. They just have different fathers.”

	“Jesus Christ…” her father said, as he sat back in his chair, looking at them.

	McKinley exhaled loudly and sat down, too, eyeing her with a slightly pissed, slightly disappointed look. She saw her father stare over at McKinley now. McKinley stared back, holding his ground. Her father reached forward and plucked Freya from her highchair and held her up as if comparing her with McKinley. Her father looked back at Freya, as though he’d seen a ghost.

	“I always wondered where you got your looks,” he whispered to his granddaughter. He looked at Carrie. “After the funeral, I thought maybe it was Ellen. She had blond hair and blue eyes. Dan’s younger brother did, too.” He gently sat Freya back in her highchair.

	“Dad, I’m sorry.” Carrie dropped her hands again. “I didn’t envisage telling you this way—”

	“So, when were you going to tell me?”

	“We said they were both Dan’s at first because it was just easier than trying to explain what had happened. But there has… just been too many secrets around here. You kept my mother’s murder a secret. You kept the first signal and Jumbo program a secret—”

	“To protect you!”

	“I know.” She held up her hand. “At first I also had to keep my relationship with Dan a secret, then I had to keep the pregnancy a secret, then keep Freya’s paternity a secret, then Dan kept the new information about the increased number of signals a secret from me,” she thought of Harris’s secret then and paused. “I’m not sure I can stand too many more secrets right now. You’re my father,” she told him, then looked at McKinley. “And you’re Freya’s father. We trust each other, right?” She looked to her father for understanding. “I don’t want to have to pretend around you. I don’t want to have to lie anymore.”

	Carrie watched as her father studied McKinley again. “So that’s why you volunteered to come take care of things while I was away?” Her father nodded to himself. McKinley didn’t answer, but Freya held her arms out to him, wanting to get out of her highchair again. McKinley automatically reached over and pulled her out, holding her to stand on his lap.

	“Two kids to two different fathers,” the colonel whispered.

	“Careful what you say next,” Carrie warned him, Jumbo-like.

	Her father held his hand up, peacefully.

	“It’s not an ideal situation,” Carrie conceded, “but it is what it is,” then she shrugged. “And let’s face it, Dad, my kids are Jumbos. Their fathers are Jumbos, their mother is a Jumbo. There’s never going to be anything normal about that.”
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	Harris lay quietly in bed. It was early morning and he was warmly wrapped around a naked, sleeping Taya.

	He ran over the dream he’d had and, strangely enough, he felt quite content and at peace. He’d been in the same dry, grassy field he’d been in when he’d first dreamed of Sibbie and Etta, almost two years ago, the morning he got the call for the Darwin mission. He’d been soaking up the warm sunshine as each beam touched his brown skin, inhaling the fresh Earth air and exhaling long, as though clearing out his soul. Suddenly his female ancestors had appeared, and their contentment had been evident. They were proud he was accepting his gift, and proud that he’d finally told Welles about it. Where things would go from here he didn’t know, but somehow he knew he was on the right path. He did know one thing, though. Right now it was time to divulge his secret to someone else he knew…

	Harris felt Taya stirring beside him and heard Ty’s heavy footsteps heading down the stairs. He kissed Taya’s cheek, slid out of bed, and threw on some clothes, then made his way to the kitchen where he caught Ty drinking from the milk carton.

	“Hey,” Harris called out, “get a glass!”

	“Can’t,” Ty told him, wiping his mouth. “I’m running late.”

	“For what?” Harris looked at his watch. It was 07.34.

	“Basketball. What else?”

	“At this time of the morning?”

	“Yeah. Practice makes perfect!” Ty grinned, pulling his bag up over his shoulder.

	“Hey, I thought we’d go see a game on the weekend. What do you say?”

	“Sure,” Ty nodded, then headed for the door, skolling the rest of the milk.

	“Take your guards with you!” Harris ordered.

	“Yes, captain,” Ty said in a bored tone, throwing his father the empty carton, and walking out the door.

	Harris caught it and placed the carton on the counter, then began to make some coffee.

	“Morning,” he heard Taya say behind him and he turned to see her yawning.

	“Sleep well, Mrs. Harris?”

	She smiled and put her hands around his waist. “Did I ever,” she purred. “Where are you getting your energy from?”

	He smiled to himself, and they kissed, long and soft. Then he waved his hand toward the table. “Take a seat, Mrs. Harris.”

	“Really?” She raised her eyebrows, surprised.

	“Yeah. I figure it’s about time I waited on you.”

	She smiled. “Well, I won’t argue with that!” She took a seat, while he put on some toast and put the frying pan on the heat for some eggs.

	“Ty playing basketball again?” Taya asked, resting her head in her hand as she watched him.

	“Mm-hmm,” Harris said, cracking the eggs. “He’s dedicated, I’ll give him that much.”

	“He’s growing so fast, Saul. I’ve noticed the shift, you know? He’s hit that stage where he’s too cool to do certain things anymore.”

	“Like hanging with his old man? Yeah, I’ve noticed that.”

	Taya smiled. “I think he has a crush on one of the cheerleaders too.”

	“He does?” Harris quickly looked at her.

	She nodded. “I think her name is Candie. She’s the little blond one.”

	“Blond?” Harris eyed her. “She’s white?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Interesting.”

	“Is it?”

	Harris shrugged. “He had a picture on his phone of a black model.”

	“Yes,” Taya said a little more firmly. “He thinks I haven’t seen that.”

	Harris chuckled again, pouring her coffee.

	“You think it’s funny?” Taya grinned. “That just means you need to have a talk with him. Stat. You’re well overdue on that, Saul.”

	Harris dropped his smile and placed her cup down in front of her. “Isn’t that what the schools are for?”

	“Saul!”

	“I’m kidding,” he grinned back. “But, seriously, do I need to?”

	“Saul, you should’ve had that talk with him long ago,” Taya told him. “First there was the picture of the model, then he’s spending his time at the basketball courts, wanting to practice when the cheerleaders are—”

	“Yeah?” he smiled.

	“And he’s been talking to a girl on the phone.”

	“How do you know it’s a girl?”

	“Saul, I’ve heard Ty talking to his friends. Believe me there is a big difference between him talking to his male friends in a series of grunts, and him talking all soft and light to a girl using actual words.”

	“Yeah?” he smiled, feeling a flush of pride washing over him.

	“Yes,” Taya said. “He’s been noticed by the scouts, Saul. He’s the star player of his basketball team, and now he has the added allure of having UNF guards follow him everywhere like he’s a celebrity and they’re his personal bodyguards. Trust me, he’s caught the eye of every girl in his school.”

	Harris laughed. “So you’re saying that our son has a few ‘fans’ prowling after him?”

	“Yes, Saul. And I don’t think it’s so funny.”

	“Tay, our son is popular with the ladies! I think that’s a good thing.”

	“Saul, with everything that’s been happening lately… I’m just worried.”

	“Tay,” he said, plating up the eggs and toast for her, “the danger to us has been taken care of.”

	“Oh, yeah? So why do we still have guards here?”

	“Okay, the danger has mostly been taken care of. There’s one guy still on the loose, so it’s precautionary.”

	“Saul, please.” She shook her head. “Ty’s at an age where he wants to be out there, but with all that’s happened, I want him in here. Safe! This isn’t going to end well for our relationship with our son.”

	Harris sighed, taking a sip of his coffee. “I know, Tay. But like you said he’s fifteen. All he wants right now are his friends… and his girlfriends!”

	“You need to talk to him, Saul. You need to make sure he’s—”

	“Being careful, I know.”

	“Not just with the ladies, Saul, but being careful with everyone. There’re a lot of people who want a piece of him right now. How does he know who he can and can’t trust?”

	“How does anyone know that?” he shrugged.

	“I’m just worried. He’s got the scouts watching him, he’s got the UNF watching him, he’s got his school friends wanting a piece of him—”

	“Tay, he’s a sensible kid. I’ll talk to him, make sure he’s taking care of shit, but if we try to restrict him too much now, it’ll cause more problems than it’s worth.”

	“What? Are you telling me, you, the disciplinarian wants to go easy?”

	“No,” he said firmly, “I’m saying we trust him with an inch, and then if he takes a mile, we rein him back in. But we gotta try the trust road first. I’ll make sure the guards are around him, but at some point they’ll have to drop back as well.”

	Taya sighed and eyed him a moment. “Is that why you went back to Fort Centralis?”

	Harris swallowed his mouthful and looked at her. “I, er, wanted to speak to you about that.”

	“Why? What’s wrong?” she asked quickly.

	“Nothing’s wrong,” he assured her. “It’s just…”

	“What, Saul?”

	He sipped his coffee. “You know the stuff Holly and I have been talking about? The purple book?”

	Taya nodded, her brown eyes instantly shining with curiosity.

	“Well,” he said, “I think we’ve got to the bottom of it. I’ve got my head around it, so… I think it’s time to get yours around it too.”
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	Lieutenant Gold had timed this well. He knew the woman would turn the corner any moment, and he was ready to run into her. He’d been following Captain Rovine for days now, and had noticed this woman every day, walking past, her arms holding several items against her chest. Like clockwork she turned the corner and he knocked into her shoulder coming the other way.

	“Oh! I’m sorry!” he said, grabbing her arm to steady her. “My apologies!”

	She looked angry at first, but he gave one of his award-winning smiles and her ire soon melted. Her dark-blue eyes softened, and she tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear.

	“That’s okay, lieutenant,” she said, seeing the rank displayed on his shirt, then continued on.

	He gave her a few seconds before he turned and walked after her. Again his timing was superb. Just as she reached the elevator, swiped her pass and entered, he called out to her.

	“Miss! You dropped this!” He held out her pen.

	She paused and looked down at her things, then reached out to halt the closing doors. Gold reached the elevator and leaned in, passing the pen to her.

	“It’s lieutenant,” she said firmly. “Not Miss.”

	“I’m sorry,” he smiled again, giving a slight bow. “My apologies.”

	“Apology accepted,” she smiled back, taking the pen.

	He gave another smile, then darted his eyes to the console panel in the elevator, as he leaned back out. He watched the doors close over the woman’s face, then he stepped back and continued on his way like nothing was wrong.

	But something was: the buttons for the floors were in negatives. That meant all the floors the elevator serviced were below ground. Which had to mean that Command had a whole other facility underneath his feet.

	What the hell was going on down there?

	And what the hell did it have to do with Captain Rovine?

	Gold’s jaw worked and his mind whipped around like a tornado, while he slowly made his way back to the ship.
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	Carrie stood on the balcony looking out through the gaps in the encircling apartment buildings to the point where the ocean met the horizon. It was warmer now they had finally hit spring. It almost felt like her recovery from Doc’s death was moving with the seasons. He’d died in winter, when it was cold and dark. Now, two months on, she was feeling that slow defrost setting in.

	Each day was slightly easier than the last. She still thought of him constantly, but she cried much less, felt less tired, and was instead choosing to be happy for her children’s sake. After all, whenever she witnessed Brody’s big grin, how could she not be happy too? Doc lived on in his son. She knew it. And she owed it to his memory to do right by him.

	Harris called her every couple of days to ‘check in’ and they would compare dreams, but so far none of them had been similar. Still, she found it kind of reassuring to hear his voice. He meant it when he said that he would watch out for her. She believed it in her heart. He was watching over them for Doc’s sake. It made her feel as though staying close to Doc’s friend somehow helped keep Doc’s memory alive that much more. Harris told her he was planning another visit soon, and strangely enough she was looking forward to seeing him again.

	McKinley had chosen to extend his stay at her apartment after her father returned and moved into his new apartment below hers. Her father had also suggested McKinley stay on, and she welcomed the idea, although she had to wonder whether maybe she was getting too used to having McKinley around. He was proving to be a good distraction from her mourning. They had begun undertaking basic training every day: jogging, weights, target practice. Carrie was beginning to feel less helpless again. She was feeling more positive and getting back the confidence she once had. Apart from the distraction of the training, they would often discuss possible tactics for the future invasion, or recount their battles with Sharley, Chet, and Logan. She and McKinley spent many an evening arguing over current affairs, but they also spent an equal amount of time actually agreeing on things too. She welcomed his company, because it kept her mind busy, and she could feel herself beginning to heal.

	Her father was spending time with her, but not overdoing it. He was giving her space and living his own life, but letting her know that he was there if she needed him. And she was grateful. It felt like she was getting to know him after all these years. What surprised her the most was how he was taking to the twins; the hard colonel playing grandfather. Thanks to news of the invasion, he was trying to get to know his family before it was too late.

	What made her even more curious was how he interacted with McKinley. Her father seemed to be more drawn to McKinley now that he knew he was Freya’s father, than when he’d first learned that the man was a Jumbo. He engaged McKinley in discussions about his shooting, his Jumbo senses, his opinions on the invasion. McKinley, in return, asked her father about his time in the service, listening avidly to her father’s tales of colonizing the Moon and Mars and the hardships he’d faced.

	Carrie, standing on the balcony, pulled herself out of her daydreaming and opened an email from Colonel Marchant on her PDP. It was his third, still trying to convince her to move into the new UNF complex built especially for her and the twins, rather simply dubbed ‘the Fortress’.

	“Marchant again?” McKinley walked up beside her, eyeing the PDP.

	She nodded. “Doesn’t give up, does he?”

	“The UNF would’ve spent a lot of money on that place. Is it such a bad idea?”

	“Ah, but is it for my protection? Or to contain me and the twins?”

	“Maybe, but it’s in their interests to keep you safe.”

	“Maybe.”

	McKinley looked up at the sunshine, then sighed as he leaned on the balcony ledge. “Spring has sprung.”

	“Indeed,” she nodded.

	“This was always my favorite time in Arizona.”

	“Yeah?” She looked at him, an idea forming. “You know you haven’t seen your mother for a while.”

	He nodded his head in agreement.

	“Why don’t you go see her?” she asked.

	“She’s alright, she’s got her guards. We transmit every couple of weeks.”

	“Yeah, but seeing her in person would be better. It won’t be long before Harris calls you back up for duty, you know. You should see her. Get one last visit in before you head out again.”

	“Nah, it’s fine. I’ll stay here with the kids.”

	“We’ve got the Sentinels.”

	“Yeah, but still…”

	She studied him. “You know, I haven’t left Fort Centralis in a while. If you want, we could go with you?”

	He frowned at her as if she was crazy.

	“What?” she shrugged. “New surroundings might be good! This view is getting a little old. A change is as good as a holiday, you know?”

	“Yeah, but—”

	“But?” She scrutinized him. “You haven’t told her about Freya, have you?”

	McKinley looked at her, then darted his eyes away.

	“You haven’t told her?” she asked, although deep down, she’d already figured he hadn’t. “Why not?”

	He shrugged. “When she was born, I thought she was going to be raised as Doc’s kid. I thought it was done.”

	She nodded. “But now it’s not.”

	“No.”

	“Well, she’s only eight months old. You can still tell her. Pretend you only just found out.”

	“Yeah? And how do I explain Brody?”

	Carrie shrugged. “We don’t have to go in. You could just take Freya—”

	“There’s no point.”

	“Why not?”

	“’Cause I don’t think it would do any good.”

	“Why not?”

	McKinley looked at her, then back at the view, but did not respond.

	“Look, McKinley, I know she’s not well, but maybe this could help her?”

	“Welles, she’s been like this for twenty years. You can’t just undo that.”

	“Yeah, but she was probably fine for all the years before that. She changed into this. What’s to say she can’t change out of it? What’s to say that finding out she has a granddaughter isn’t the little spark she needs to do that?”

	“If she couldn’t do it for her son, she won’t do it for her granddaughter.”

	“I still think we should try.”

	“We?”

	She looked at him, blushed slightly, then shrugged. “Well, she’s my daughter too.”

	He eyed her briefly, before returning to the view.

	“I think we should go,” she said resolutely.

	“Welles, this is my family you’re talking about.”

	“So? You’ve been here helping me with mine. Why can’t I help you with yours?”

	“My family is a lot different from yours, believe me,” he muttered.

	“Is it?” she challenged.

	“Yes. Your father can cope with life, he can leave the house—”

	“Yes, but even he has changed since the twins came to be.”

	They exchanged a look, then he shook his head. “We training today?”

	“Changing the subject?”

	“Yes.”

	“God, you’re stubborn!”

	“Look who’s talking,” he said.

	She stared at him, crossing her arms.

	“Are we training or not, sergeant?” he asked again more firmly.

	“We’re off duty. You can’t pull rank on me.”

	He gave her an unrelenting Jumbo stare.

	“Yes, we’re training!” she hissed, uncrossing her arms. “I would love the opportunity to smack you around.”

	She moved indoors, listening as McKinley chuckled quietly behind her.
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	Harris eyed Taya.

	“How long will you be gone this time?” she asked.

	“Don’t know,” he told her, raising his fingers to run them down her cheek. “You sure you won’t come to Fort Centralis? Stay in my apartment?”

	“Ty’s comfortable here, Saul. I can’t uproot him now.”

	He sighed. “I know,” he nodded, kissing her forehead.

	Taya hugged him tightly. “It’s going to be harder to extract you from the UNF now this is going on, isn’t it?”

	“Tay, if it wasn’t Doc’s… the mother of Doc’s children, I wouldn’t put so much stock in it.”

	“Yes, you would.” She pulled back from him and looked up into his eyes. “It’s in your nature to help the weak, Saul. That’s why you became a soldier.”

	He took hold of the tops of her arms. “You sure you’re okay with all of this?”

	She gave a laugh. “Am I happy that you’re the one who’s inherited the family gift? That you’re a Connector? Yes and no. If it helps keep you safe, then, yes. Am I happy you’ve connected with another woman? Not really. If she wasn’t Doc’s… what do we call her anyway?”

	“Girlfriend, I guess. Partner.”

	“Partner. If she wasn’t Doc’s partner, then I might be a little less agreeable. But I know her life’s been in danger and she has the twins to take care of and… they’re all we have left of Doc.”

	He nodded. “Yes, they are.”

	She locked eyes with him. “As long as one day you tell Holly and me what it’s about. Why you, like your forefathers, have connected to these particular people.”

	“I will.” He kissed her forehead again. “I promise you, one day, I will.”

	Ty entered the room, ending their conversation.

	“Ready to go, Dad?”

	“Sure am.” He walked over and held out his hand for Ty to slap.

	Ty looked down at it. “What’s this?”

	“Well,” Harris shrugged, “I figured you were getting too old to want to give your old man a hug.”

	Ty laughed, his voice deeper than ever, then slapped his hand. “See you around, captain!”

	Harris smiled sadly. Secretly he’d been hoping that Ty would want to still hug him, but after the discussion he’d had with him, it was all too evident that Ty was no longer a kid. He let out a sigh, then bent down and picked up his bag. He walked back over to Taya and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”

	She hugged him tightly again and they kissed.

	“Geez!” Ty said, waving his arm at them and leaving the room.

	Harris exchanged a look with his wife. “See, you’re a bad influence on him,” he said pointedly.

	Taya chuckled and playfully hit him.

	He walked to the door and opened it.

	“Stay safe, Saul,” she called after him. “And… keep her safe too.”

	He stared back at his beautiful wife. “I will,” he said.

	*

	Harris sat at the local UNF base outside of Detroit, waiting to catch his flight to Fort Centralis. He stared out the glass windows, watching all manner of aircraft taking off and landing, against the backdrop of night and the sparkle of the terminal lights. He thought about the goodbyes he’d had with his family. Taya had accepted the news as to what he was now and the connection he had with Welles. Naturally, she’d wanted to know why, as did Holly, but he didn’t feel the need to burden them with Earth’s future when it was still so far away. He would tell them soon, but for him, soon was still several years away.

	Right now, he wanted to keep them safe from this knowledge. He wanted them to live like they had forever. Or at least until he could ensure that they had a good chance of forever. Besides, after his talk with Ty, he knew there was enough going on in their lives at the moment without him turning their world upside down. As Taya suspected, Ty was, in fact, dating the cheerleader, Candie. Harris had gone to Ty’s room, sat himself down on the bed beside his son, and started a conversation that led him to find this out. 

	“Yeah?” Harris arched an eyebrow to encourage more detail, when he’d finally managed to extract the information.

	Ty shrugged. “Yeah, a while now.”

	“Really?”

	Ty nodded, smiling.

	“So, how serious are you?” he asked his son.

	“I don’t know?”

	“You like her?” Harris studied his son, noticing the man he was swiftly becoming. His hands and feet growing large, his shoulders sprawling, his muscles defining.

	“Yeah,” Ty shrugged. “Wouldn’t be going with her if I didn’t.”

	“So, you’re serious?”

	“I don’t know. I guess.”

	“You having sex?” Harris bit the bullet and asked him directly.

	Ty’s eyes popped a little. “What?”

	“You heard me,” Harris told him. “You having sex?”

	“Dad,” Ty laughed, shifting uncomfortably.

	“I just want to make sure you’re taking care of things, Ty. You need to be careful here. You get yourself carried away with things, next thing you know accidents happen, and then—”

	“I’m not stupid, Dad!”

	“I know,” he told him gently. “I just want to make sure you’re taking care of things, though. An accident could cost you—”

	“My future,” Ty cut him off. “I know. I got my eye on the ball, captain,” he smirked. “Ain’t no-one taking my future away from me. I will play pro ball!”

	Harris eyed him carefully. “So, are you telling me that we don’t need to have this discussion?”

	“Dad!” Ty groaned and buried his head in his hand. “C’mon.”

	“So, you know what you’re doing?” Harris asked, pulling his son’s hand away.

	“Yes!” Ty laughed again, shaking his head as though Harris were the child.

	“And you’re being safe?” Harris persisted.

	“Man!”

	“Ty,” Harris gave him a firm look, “you wanna start doing adult things, you got to act like an adult. So, tell me, are you being safe?”

	“Yes! I know what I’m doing!”

	“It’s not just about you, you know? You get her pregnant, then that’s her life gone, too.”

	“I know, and I told you we got it under control.”

	Harris exhaled loudly and shook his head. “Where the hell have the years gone?”

	Ty shrugged. “I guess they passed while you were out in space,” he said matter-of-factly.

	Harris looked back at him, as a guilty feeling heated his chest. His son’s childhood was gone, and the truth was Harris had missed a lot of it. “You think I did the wrong thing by you? Being out in space so long?”

	Ty shrugged again. “It’s your job. I had Mom here. It’s all good, captain.”

	“You know I love you, right?” Harris said. “You know I would give my life for you, Ty?”

	His son looked at him, and Harris saw his face soften. “Yeah, I know.”

	The silence sat for a moment, before Harris broke it, throwing his arm over Ty’s shoulders and pulling him in close, squeezing him. “Can’t believe my kid is no longer a kid!”

	“That’s what growing old does to you!” Ty said cheekily.

	Harris smirked. “Hey! Enough of the old!” He grabbed Ty in a headlock like he used to, but he noted that Ty was getting stronger now and resisting. It was just more evidence for Harris of how the time was passing so swiftly, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d miss too much. 

	Had he already? 

	His kid was no longer a kid, and it worried him that he didn’t have enough memories of his son’s childhood to hold onto.

	He sat there staring out the windows of the terminal, waiting to board the passenger shuttle, thinking of everything that had happened, and what he had to face. He leaned forward in his chair and clasped his hands out front. He always hated leaving Taya and Ty, but this time more than any other he knew that he had to focus on what lay ahead of him now. He couldn’t avoid things any longer. The inevitable had arrived. He was heading back to Command, to rendezvous with his troops, and advise them of their new mission. Only it was not going to be an easy one to tell them. After all, how exactly do you ask your team to give up their very lives as they know it and become Jumbos, to test and train for the UNF, in order to build an army to battle an unknown invader in the years to come?

	He sighed and ran his hand over his face. More to the point, the biggest question of all was, could he do it? Could he, himself, become a Jumbo? How would Taya and Ty feel about that? But what if he didn’t? How could he lead an army of Jumbo soldiers to war, if he was not one of them? Was it his destiny to become one? He raked through his dreams and he remembered some where he had indeed been a Jumbo. Was that his destiny? But in his dreams of late he had not been one. Could he lead this army and not be a Jumbo? If he chose not to, could he rely on McKinley for protection if things got out of hand? Was that a fair thing to ask of his lieutenant? Surely, in order to lead, he would need to lead by example; he would need to be one. If he was going to ask his men to be brave and make this sacrifice, then wouldn’t he need to as well? But what would that mean to his gift? Would it affect it? Or could it somehow enhance it? If he had increased strength, the senses of an animal, would that somehow translate to a stronger connection with Welles, who, herself, was a Jumbo?

	He had a lot to get his head around, before he faced his team again. He would need to decide his own fate before announcing this mission to them. And what if they chose not to? What if his team deserted him at this request? He knew McKinley and Evenssen would stand by his side. They were already Jumbos, what other choice did they have?

	But what of Hunter and Brown? What of Steinberg, Murphy and Yughiarto? What of Gregson, so new to the team? What of Packham and Colt? He wasn’t sure he should encourage the women to become Jumbos, because it put them that much closer to ending up in Welles’s position. But then again, if they became Jumbos, surely that would enhance their own protection too? And Sharley was out of harm’s way now, wasn’t he? But then again, what about this Drazen guy; Quint’s apprentice? They hadn’t caught him yet. Had this Drazen cut his losses and walked away? Or could he still be out there working for Sharley somehow?

	He sighed again, running his hand over his jaw. This really is just the start, he thought. Everything that had happened up until now had been a test. This was the beginning of the real fight of his life. His fight to keep Welles and the twins safe, his fight to see them through to the point where it all counted.

	The invasion.

	
 

	6

	Sedona

	Carrie squared off against McKinley on the mats in the apartment diagonally above hers. The UNF still owned the apartments surrounding hers, which they’d used as a base during her pregnancy. Except for the one her father had purchased, of course. The one the Aurora team had used as a gym was still a gym, and it was turning out to be quite handy to use when the Aurora itself was out of bounds, like when the crew were on leave. They’d been at it for about two hours now, working through maneuvers, covering old ground and getting up to speed.

	“You ready?” McKinley asked from a crouched position, eyeing her strategically with his Jumbo eyes.

	She gave a sharp nod, a ball of concentration. He lunged at her and she darted away out of his reach.

	“Good, you’re getting faster. Let’s go again.”

	Before she could nod to him, he lunged again. She ducked to the side, but he caught her by the arm. She tried to swivel out of his grasp, but it was too tight. She tugged at it roughly, but he tugged her back, pulling her toward him. She tried to block and deflect his free hand reaching for her, but within an instant he had her locked back against him, hand around her throat.

	“You gotta pay attention at all times, Welles. You let your mind go for a second and they’ll pounce!”

	“They?” she said, as he let her go.

	He shrugged. “If Sharley ever becomes a free man? This Drazen dude?”

	She suddenly lunged at him, leaping up into the air and throwing her arms around his neck, swinging her body around to his back. He quickly took hold of her arms, keeping them from choking him, then he twisted his body and dumped her on the mats on her back.

	“You see, I take my own advice,” he smirked.

	“Asshole,” she panted, looking up at him.

	He chuckled and shrugged, placing his hands on his hips arrogantly. “Well, you’re here to learn from the best, aren’t you?”

	She gave a sarcastic smile back. He reached his hand out to help her up. She took it, then immediately tried to tug him toward her, but he didn’t budge; his feet were flat on the ground, his strong thighs resisting her.

	“No chance, Welles!” He let go of her hand and started laughing.

	“Fuck you!” she sneered.

	McKinley continued to chuckle as she got to her feet and placed her hands on her hips, catching her breath.

	“How about some weights?” he asked her. “Give you a break from all this defeat. Must be hurting your ego, huh?”

	She stared back at him with scornful eyes.

	He grinned, then turned and walked over to the weight rack. She followed and sat down, legs either side of the bench, and slid herself underneath the bar. She looked up at McKinley, who stood ready to take the bar should she falter, his blue Jumbo eyes staring down at hers with humor.

	“Alright, Welles,” he said. “Show me what you’ve got in those little Jumbo arms of yours.”

	*

	The training had gone along those lines for the past couple of weeks. They’d go for a run in the morning with the twins, the two Sentinels also in tow, then in the afternoon they would head to the gym to work with the weights and work on hand-to-hand combat on the mats. After that, they’d do a few rounds on the digital target she had on her balcony. Despite the confined space in which she was training, Carrie had noted an improvement. She was getting faster and stronger, and, despite McKinley’s constant teasing and amusement, better on the mats. She was coming to realize that the teasing was just a tactic, his way of pushing her to do more. He knew her too well, knew that she couldn’t help but rise to a challenge, and, boy, did he like to give her one. She knew him well, also.

	Sometimes her father would watch the training, although he was generally quiet and offered no comment. She felt a little self-conscious having him there analyzing her capability, and if she wasn’t mistaken, McKinley felt it too. She noted the lieutenant was a little more formal with her during those sessions. She wasn’t sure why, exactly. It wasn’t like McKinley to try and impress anyone. She wondered whether he was intimidated by her father. He was an ex-colonel after all and still had a certain ‘presence’, a toughness, about him. Or was it because the colonel was Freya’s grandfather? Did McKinley feel the need to reassure him that Freya was in safe, mature hands?

	Despite her frequently offering McKinley the opportunity to leave and go enjoy his holidays, he chose to stay at the flat, which only sparked Carrie’s curiosity all the more. One night, as they sat on the balcony after dinner, she again pressed him about it.

	“McKinley, I appreciate your help, but it can’t be fun spending your holidays changing nappies and hanging out with my father,” she’d said to him one night.

	“If you want me to go, Welles, just say it. You’d rather I leave?”

	“No, I’m not saying that! I just don’t want you here because you feel you have an obligation.”

	“Well,” he shrugged, “I do feel an obligation. She’s my daughter, and I promised Doc.”

	She felt her shoulders slump a little at his words. “You still think I can’t take care of them.”

	“No, I didn’t say that, and I never said that.” He pointed firmly at her. “I just… I’m trying to do the right thing here, Welles. She’s my daughter… to be honest, it doesn’t really feel like an obligation,” he said as he looked at her. “Who would’ve thought, huh?”

	She gave a half-smile. “As long as you’re happy and you’re doing this for you.”

	A smile curled McKinley’s lips. “Welles, do I take you as a person who would do something if I didn’t want to do it?”

	“If you felt guilty maybe.”

	He looked at her and furrowed his brow a little.

	She smirked. “Even you have a heart, McKinley,” she pointed to his chest, “somewhere in there.”

	“Somewhere. But there’s a whole load of barbed wire and booby traps to get there.”

	Carrie felt her smile dissipate a little. “Ah, but if you leave it like that then no-one can reach it.”

	His grin slid away too. He looked out at the surrounding buildings. “Just the way I like it,” he said, then sipped his beer.

	“No, you don’t.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“You protect yours with barbed wire. I used to protect mine with ice… but then Doc came along and it melted. The last thing I wanted was a distraction from my illustrious career, but I didn’t have a choice with him. I do recognize, however, the fact that I had to let that ice melt. I had to help it along. And you know what? I’m glad I did.”

	“And the point of your story is?” he said dryly, sounding bored.

	“That you have to start taking down that barbed wire, McKinley.”

	“Says who?”

	She studied him and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe Kitt?”

	McKinley glanced at her, then sighed. “This again?”

	“Well, why not? You used to visit her every leave, did you not?”

	“I had nothing else to do. Visiting my mother I could only stand for so long.”

	“Don’t make out that you don’t care about her, McKinley.”

	“Who? My mother?”

	“No, Kitt.”

	“Kitt is a friend, Welles. Always was, always will be. Nothing more, nothing less.”

	“A friend. Just a friend?”

	He looked at her like she was crazy, then shrugged. “Alright, so she was a friend with benefits.”

	“Mm-hmm,” Carrie grinned.

	“That’s all it was, Welles. We were never exclusive.”

	“So, she was just… convenient?”

	He shrugged and pursed his lips. “I guess you could call it that. Convenience works with my lifestyle, my job.” He turned his eyes to her again. “Why the interest anyway?”

	“Just making conversation. I’m still learning things about you, McKinley,” she smiled. “As you’re Freya’s father, don’t I have a right to know some things?”

	He eyed her dubiously. “Some things.”

	“You already know pretty much everything there is to know about me,” she told him.

	“Do I?”

	She nodded. “What you get is what you see. You on the other hand…”

	“Yeah?” he challenged her, crossing his arms.

	She studied him for a moment. “Why don’t you want to introduce Freya to your mother?”

	“I never said I didn’t want to, Welles.”

	“Then let’s do it?”

	“Do what?”

	“Take her to see your mother.”

	“What? No.”

	“Why not? You only have a week before Harris calls you back up. I say we go.”

	“No.”

	“I need a holiday. I need to get out of Fort Centralis for a while.”

	“So, go on a holiday.”

	She pretended to be considering it. “Hmm, well Arizona sounds good. Don’t you need to come along and make sure Freya’s safe?”

	He frowned. “A minute ago you were telling me to leave her.”

	“So, now I’m saying come with us.”

	“Come with you where?”

	“To your mother’s.”

	“You can’t just go to my mother’s house, Welles.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I said so.”

	“Because you said so?”

	“Yes!”

	Carrie sighed, staring at him. “McKinley, there’s an alien invasion coming for us. Has that not made you stop and take stock of things?”

	“I am. I’m spending time with my daughter.”

	“But what about reconnecting with your mother? Look at me and my father. Who would’ve thought we could be like this? I’m happy that he knows his grandkids, and I’m really happy they know him.”

	“He’s different from my mother, Welles. I told you this.”

	“I don’t care.” She stood up from her seat. “Enough’s enough. We’re going!”

	He stared at her like she was crazy again.

	“If I have to, McKinley, I will pry that barbed wire away from your heart myself!” She pointed at him, then turned and left the balcony.
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	Harris watched the footage of Sharley’s latest rampage, apparently triggered by a calendar, of all things. The professor had requested one and Dr. Scavesci had obliged, handing him an old-fashioned paper calendar. Sharley had then asked what the date was, and when Scavesci had told him the professor had demanded to see Drazen. When Scavesci did not comply, Sharley suddenly turned. He’d injured two guards during his violent outburst, all the while demanding to see Drazen. Dr. Scavesci had spoken with him after Sharley had been lightly sedated and restrained, offering to get in touch with Drazen for him. Obviously, if the UNF could find out where he was or how to get in contact it would be rather beneficial. Sharley refused to tell him, however. He simply just kept repeating: “You must let me speak to him. It’s important. I need to speak with him.”

	“You think Drazen’s a threat?” Colonel Marchant asked Harris, stopping the footage. They were seated in the colonel’s office. Harris had just arrived back in Fort Centralis.

	“I don’t know,” Harris sighed. “Is he the only name Sharley has mentioned?”

	“Yes. Aside from you and your soldiers.”

	Harris eyed the colonel firmly. “Yeah, well, Sergeant Welles does not wish to see him again. You should’ve warned me he was that bad before I took her in to see him.”

	“I did warn you.”

	“No, you never said that his psychosis against her was now bordering on sexual violence. I mean, he’d always threatened things subtly, but Sharley was always the one who pulled Logan back from that kind of stuff. He never did it himself.”

	“Look, he hadn’t been that bad before. He was starting to lean that way and would say things about her, but he’d never actually, you know, done that before.”

	“Well, she won’t ever see that again, and nor will I, thank you.” Harris couldn’t help the look of distaste on his face.

	“I don’t blame you,” Marchant said. “Dr. Scavesci will keep at it, see what else he can uncover. Either way, we need to try track this Drazen down somehow. It’s been decided that the NOK 1 guards will be removed from the families.”

	“Really?” Harris arched his eyebrow.

	Marchant nodded. “Too much time has passed without incident and our resources are finite.”

	“But Drazen—” Harris began, but Marchant cut him off.

	“They will remain on your family, and Lieutenant McKinley’s mother, but the guards on the rest of the team’s families will be stood down. Sharley has made no threats against the others. Only you and McKinley.”

	Harris nodded, relieved Taya and Ty would still have the guards, but he understood the UNF’s decision. No one had ever really seen Drazen. He may have worked for Sharley once, but clearly they’d had no contact since his capture. It was unlikely that he could be a threat. Especially on his own now that Chet and Logan were dead.

	Marchant rested his arms out on the clear Perspex desk in front of him, clasping his hands together. He studied Harris a moment. “Have you had any further thoughts on our visitors?”

	“Yeah. Plenty,” Harris told him. “My biggest thought right now is to have that further detailed briefing you promised me.”

	“And I’m ready to give it to you.”

	“I want my first lieutenant there. McKinley needs to be a part of it.”

	“Agreed.”

	“I’d also like Sergeant Welles to be there, sir.”

	Marchant paused, staring at him. “Welles? Why?” he asked. “She’s a little junior, isn’t she? Why can’t you just brief her along with the team? Why does she need to be in the high-level briefs?”

	“She’s the first female Jumbo, sir,” Harris offered, “and she’s the first female to produce Jumbo offspring. And those offspring are going to be studied by the UNF as a possible solution to this invasion. You’ll need her buy-in, sir. The best way to get that is to keep her informed. If she’s included in briefings, then she’ll feel confident to make informed decisions. If she thinks the UNF are hiding things from her, then you’ll get nothing out of her. Besides, I no longer have Doc, so she will replace him in briefings.”

	Of course, Harris had other reasons for wanting Welles at the briefing. If his connection to her was related to the invasion, then he needed her to know everything about it. If he was going to war, then she, thanks to that connection, would inevitably come too. He wanted her armed with all the information, to help him. After all, the connection was a two-way thing. There could come a time when she might need to save his life again.

	Marchant continued to stare at him for a moment. “This is a highly classified program—”

	“She knows about the signals, sir,” Harris cut him off. “She’s Colonel Welles’s daughter. She knows about the original signal, and it turns out, by accident, she knows about the multitude of signals now.”

	“How?” Marchant’s brow furrowed angrily.

	“Doc,” Harris lied, figuring McKinley would be in a hell of a lot of trouble if he told the truth. But Doc was dead, they couldn’t do anything to him.

	Marchant exhaled angrily.

	“What is it about her?” the colonel asked.

	“Excuse me?” Harris arched his eyebrow.

	“What is it about her that everyone always seems to bend over backward for her? Time and again you, yourself, go beyond the call of duty for her.”

	Harris shrugged, pouting his lips in contemplation. He looked back at Marchant. “She’s one of my soldiers. I save her, she saves me. That’s how we work. That’s how my team works,” he said.

	Marchant stared at Harris reflectively.

	“So, both McKinley and Welles will be present at all future briefings, yes?” Harris asked.

	Marchant finally gave a nod, a glint of curiosity in his eye. “Alright. I’ll set it up and let you know.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	With that, Harris left the colonel’s office and made his way to the UNF reception area, heading for the exit. As he strode along listening to the sounds of the majestic rocky waterfall on display, he gazed up at the green and gold shield of Earth Duty, and the blue and silver shield of Space Duty, on the wall with the rearing Pegasus emblem behind them. The winged horse: the symbol of land and sky; of earth and air. The two elements in which Harris was destined to do battle. He felt a tingle down his spine and a clenching in his gut. Somehow he knew those aliens would hit Earth. They would battle in the sky, and they would battle on the ground. And that was why they needed this Jumbo army. A Jumbo army filled with both Space Duty and Earth Duty recruits.

	“Captain Harris?” a woman’s voice called.

	He turned around at the sound of his name and saw a face he recognized. One with long, dark hair and attractive Asian features. 

	“Miranda Finch, Universal Press,” she gave him a soft smile and held out her hand.

	He looked down at her small hand, then decided to be polite and shook it. “Ms. Finch.”

	“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said, then motioned to his forehead. “You look very serious there. Are you heading out on a mission?”

	He relaxed his face. “Soon.”

	“So,” she smiled, her cheeks padding up into soft balls, “does that mean you have time for coffee?”

	“Ah,” Harris glanced at his watch, “I’m afraid not. I need to get to my ship.”

	“That’s a shame, captain. It would seem you never have time to speak to me. I might start to get a complex.”

	“No need to get a complex, Ms. Finch,” he said, giving her a professional smile. “I’m just a busy man.”

	“I know you are! One minute trawling the streets of Meridian, the next in the middle of a locked-down Centralis. You’ve certainly been in the thick of it. Care to offer any comment?”

	His smile remained steady, but his eyes narrowed. “Nice try, Ms. Finch.”

	“Really, captain. What’s a reporter to do?” She gave a suggestive smile and delicately brushed her long hair over her shoulder.

	“Have a nice day, Ms. Finch.” Harris gave a nod, then turned for the door again. As he did, he ran into yet another familiar face.

	“Captain Harris!” First Lieutenant Gold of the UNF Carcharias greeted him.

	“Lieutenant Gold.” Harris gave him a nod. “We meet again.”

	“Yes, we do,” he said, eyes curious. “And still in Centralis, no less.”

	“We just had leave. We’re about to head back out. You?”

	“Same. Where are you headed?”

	“Here and there,” Harris said casually, “but we’ll probably stick close to Earth for a little bit.”

	“Oh yeah? You got a lead on this Drazen guy?”

	“No, but you never know.” Harris glanced over his shoulder to see Miranda Finch watching them keenly. He turned back to Gold. “Listen, I gotta move before that reporter bails me up again.”

	“Miranda Finch?” Gold asked, sizing her up. “You want to run from her, captain? She’s kinda cute.”

	“Yeah,” Harris said, giving him a friendly slap on the arm, “well, she’s all yours, lieutenant.”

	“Leave it with me, captain,” Gold smiled. “I’ll handle her for you.”

	Harris chuckled, shaking his head, and left.
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	Carrie felt sleepy as she gazed out over the car’s dashboard at the orange and pink dusk on the horizon. She smiled to herself. It had been a good few days. She looked over at McKinley who was at the wheel of the rental, staring at the road ahead. She glanced in the rearview mirror to see the twins asleep in their car seats, and the Sentinels following in the vehicle behind, their headlights highlighting the desert sands around them.

	It had taken a few days to convince McKinley, but her constant nagging paid off and he’d given in to her request. Well, it wasn’t a request so much in the end. She’d stood at the door with a packed bag and told him she was going.

	“You are unbelievable, you know that?” he stared at her, stunned.

	She grinned back at him. “I know. Go pack your bag, lieutenant. We leave in twenty minutes.”

	He stood there shaking his head.

	“This isn’t a bluff, McKinley,” she told him. “I’m going, whether you like it or not.”

	Within twenty minutes he was at the door with his bag too. She laughed at him, and went to scoop up Brody, but Roy quickly stepped to and thrust Freya into her arms, leaving McKinley to take her son.

	“See,” she smiled at McKinley, “even Roy’s keen to go!”

	She’d never been to Arizona before. It was actually more beautiful than she’d thought it would be. Maybe that was just because it was a nice change from the view of her balcony in Fort Centralis, but it felt good to see the flowers and the dirt and the red rocky outcrops lining the horizon.

	“It almost reminds me of home,” she told McKinley as they’d approached Sedona.

	“Home?” He glanced between her and the road.

	“Australia.”

	“Australia?” he teased, as though it was a strange place he’d never heard of before.

	“Yeah. But you wouldn’t know ’cause you’ve never been there.”

	“Too far,” he muttered.

	“That is such a lame excuse. Have you heard of those things called ‘skyjets’? You’ll have to go there one day, McKinley. It’s a beautiful, beautiful place.”

	“So, why is Centralis your home, then?”

	“Centralis was my makeshift home, on the road to my career. Now it is a forced home thanks to the Jumbo program. But my real home is, and always will be, Australia.”

	He sniffed another dismissal. “Too far.”

	“Close-minded American,” she muttered back. He chuckled.

	It had taken a couple of hours to reach his mother’s house from the nearest airport offering direct flights from Centralis. As they’d pulled into the drive, they saw her guards out front. It was a modest property, just outside the center of town, and surrounded by a small desert garden of cacti, and striking flowers that were small and red with bright yellow tips like fiery suns. They stuck in Carrie’s mind because Freya instantly took to them. As soon as they’d stepped out of the car to stretch their legs, Freya reached out her hand, opening and closing her fingers to her palm, motioning that she wanted one.

	McKinley, holding Freya, walked over to the garden and plucked one for her. She took it in her hands and squealed with delight, beaming a smile up at him.

	“Pretty,” Carrie said. “What kind of flower is that?”

	“That’s an Arizona Sun blanketflower,” he told her.

	Carrie smiled. “Looks like I’d better grow a pot of them for Miss Freya here.”

	McKinley didn’t smile in return. Instead, she saw him eyeing his mother’s front door a little nervously.

	“I’ll bet you a hundred EDs she’s thrilled she has a grandchild,” Carrie said gently.

	He glanced over at her, then shook his head. “Never in a million years did I think I’d be doing this.”

	“Introducing Freya to your mother?”

	“Introducing any child to my mother.”

	She stepped closer, straightened the little floral dress Freya wore, then patted him on the shoulder. “Good luck. Brody and I will take a walk.” She motioned back to the car.

	“Stay with the Sentinels!” he said firmly.

	“We will.” They eyed each other a moment, then he turned and walked to the door, as his mother’s guards approached him.

	*

	“You’re not going in?” Roy, her Sentinel, asked.

	“No,” she smiled. “This is a personal visit for him. I thought I might take Mr. B. here, for a walk?” she said taking Brody out of his car seat and resting him on her hip.

	“As you wish,” Roy nodded.

	“Maybe Novak should stay here?” she asked.

	“Mrs. McKinley has her guards. They’ll be fine. We’ll stay with you.”

	“Okay,” she nodded, then turned and began to walk down the road.

	After a minute or so, she noticed that Roy and Novak were hanging back as she walked along. She glanced around to them. “Why don’t you walk with me? It seems kinda strange that you’re hanging back there. We don’t want the locals to talk.”

	Roy nodded, and they moved up to flank her. “We don’t enter personal space unless invited,” Roy told her.

	“I know,” she nodded, “but I’m not really that formal, if you can’t tell.”

	Roy nodded and Novak smiled. She saw a park up ahead and began walking toward it.

	“So,” she said to her Sentinels. “You hang around all day and all night, you obviously know a bit about me. I think it’s about time you tell me a little about you?”

	Roy and Novak exchanged a look.

	“Novak, I know you’re from Slovenia,” she began. Whereabouts exactly? Tell me about your kids.”

	Novak looked at Roy, his dark brown eyes seeking some sort of approval. Roy gave a slight nod, and Novak smiled a little.

	“I am from Ljubljana, the capital. My wife and my boys live there. We have nice little apartment.”

	“How old are your boys?”

	“Henrik is five, and Tomaz is three.”

	“Do you see them much?”

	“No. I am here with you. Before you, I was in Moscow on assignment.”

	“Moscow, huh?” She raised her eyes, then looked at Roy. “And where were you stationed before you came to me?”

	“Washington,” Roy told her, although he did not look at her. Instead, he continued to scan their surroundings carefully through his Ray-Bans. “That’s where I met Shane. We worked together there, for General Berger, then I got asked to fill this post, so I brought him with me.”

	Carrie nodded. “And you just got thrown into the mix?” she asked Novak.

	“No,” Novak shook his head, “I have worked with Roy before, also.”

	Carrie looked at Roy and nodded in understanding. “You find guys you work well with, so you keep them on your team.”

	“Yes,” Roy nodded. “In this business, trust is paramount. If you can’t trust your team, then it’s your life, or the life of your assignment.”

	“Is that what I am? An ‘assignment’?”

	Roy glanced at her and nodded. “No offense, Ms. Welles, but it’s best we keep things generic. It helps no-one if we get emotionally involved.”

	She nodded again. “Okay, so tell me about Western Australia?”

	“You haven’t been there?” he asked her.

	“I have, as a kid. We went to Perth, the capital, for a couple of months following my father around. Didn’t see much else though.”

	“It’s a big state. Take you a while to see it all.”

	“And you’re from… Geraldton, right?”

	He nodded. “It’s north of Perth.”

	“On the coast?”

	“Yes. It’s a town built on fishing, farming, and windsurfing!”

	“Windsurfing?”

	Roy nodded. “It gets pretty windy there.”

	She smiled, trying to picture the usually stiff Roy relaxed and windsurfing. “So how did you fall into this line of work?”

	Roy shrugged. “I started out in general security, working events, and somewhere along the way I ended up working the inaugural Security Summit, got noticed, and was brought into the UNF.”

	“And you, Novak?”

	“I used to teach martial arts to a colonel’s son. We got talking one day, he passed on a recommendation, and I ended up here.”

	“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Carrie smiled. “How we just fall into things… fate works in mysterious ways.”

	“And how did you fall into the UNF, Ms. Welles?” Novak asked.

	“Me? Like father, like daughter. I thought my dad’s life was filled with mystery and adventure, so I wanted to follow in his footsteps. Turns out I was a good shot, so things just ‘fell’ into place. I found out the UNF was everything I thought it would be, but that it was also a whole lot more than I’d bargained for.” She contemplated them both. “And lo and behold, here we are.”
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	Lincoln Gold studied Miranda Finch. They sat on comfy couches in the corner of the bar, fresh drinks in hand. It hadn’t taken much to get them here. After a brief chat at Command, it was Miranda who’d suggested they go for a drink. She was thinking along the lines of a coffee, but Gold suggested something stronger. He was on leave, after all, and alcohol was a great weapon in lowering one’s inhibitions. And if Miranda Finch was interested in Captain Harris, then Gold wanted to know why.

	“You first,” she smiled back.

	Gold stared at her flirty smile. He shrugged. “Just curious about your curiosity.”

	Miranda cocked her head to one side. “Did Captain Harris ask you to bring me here and question me?” Her flirty smile remained.

	“Not at all,” Gold smiled back, capable of a little flirting himself.

	“Then why the interest?”

	Gold laughed. “That’s what I asked you.”

	“Yes,” Miranda laughed too, running her hand through her long black hair. She looked back at Gold. “It’s looks like we’re at a stalemate, lieutenant.”

	“Not really,” he shrugged. “I have no information to give you on the captain, so unfortunately I can’t help you.”

	“But I can help you?”

	“I don’t know.” He looked her in the eye as he sipped his drink. “Can you?”

	“It depends what you want to know. You obviously have reasons for being curious about the captain and what I know about him. Why don’t we start there?”

	“I’m only curious because you are. As soon as he turned up on Meridian, your attention was fixed. Then I saw the story you ran on the Centralis lockdown. You singled him out. Now I find you questioning him again at Command. You obviously smell a story there somewhere, Miranda. I like a good conspiracy theory as much as the next man. So, come on, what is it?”

	“You want me to show all my cards, lieutenant?” she said playfully.

	“It’s Lincoln.”

	“Lincoln,” she gave a soft nod.

	“You don’t have to show me all your cards Miranda,” Gold gave his award-winning smile. “Just a little peek at one of them.”

	She analyzed him. “I don’t think I have any more information for you that you don’t already know.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“Well,” she tucked her hair behind her ear, “you were working with him on Meridian. He came in and took control of whatever was going on there. And you were with him again in Centralis when that was locked down.” She shrugged. “Maybe you could shed some light on that?”

	“Me?”

	“Yeah,” she smiled. “How come a Space Duty captain took control of Centralis. Who was he chasing? Who were you helping him chase?”

	Gold stared back at her, a friendly smile still pasted on. “You know I can’t tell you about our missions. They’re classified.”

	“Oh, come on, Lincoln.” She leaned forward in her chair. “If I’m going to show you mine, then you’re going to need to show me yours.”

	Gold broke into a laugh, and she reciprocated. “On that note, I think it’s time for another drink,” he said. “Would you agree?”

	“Most definitely,” she smiled.
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	Carrie looked around the motel room. It was a small room, one double bed, one bathroom, small TV, and just enough room to set up the two portable cots.

	“I’ll sleep in the car,” McKinley had said, in reference to the fact that there were only two rooms available: one for the Sentinels, one for them.

	“There’s always your mother’s?” Carrie looked at him.

	He looked at her. “I’ll stay with the twins.”

	“That’s why we have Sentinels,” she told him. He didn’t respond, but she could tell what he was thinking. They had the Sentinels last time. Now Doc was dead.

	“I’ll sleep in the car,” he said again, turning to walk out.

	“McKinley,” she stopped him. “I can be a bitch, but I’m not that much of a bitch. We can share.”

	He glanced at the bed, then at her.

	She shrugged. “We shared the Hell Town dungeon together in our underwear. What’s the big deal?”

	He said nothing, but his eyes were skeptical, maybe even a little condescending, as though she hadn’t thought this through.

	“I nursed you through your Jumbo conversion,” she continued, arms folded. “You slept with your head in my lap—”

	“I remember!” He held his hand up to stop her, then looked down, sizing up the floor.

	She shook her head. “Whatever.”

	They ate takeout from a store down the road, put the twins to sleep, then settled in to watch TV. Carrie sat on the bed, resting against the bedhead, and McKinley sat on the one chair in the corner of the room. She’d noticed that since they’d left his mother’s house that afternoon, he hadn’t said a word about the visit. She’d made a point of not asking him about it, hoping he would volunteer information, but he hadn’t. Now the curiosity was killing her.

	“So, are you going to tell me how it went?” she asked, letting it get the better of her. “Or do I have to guess?”

	He looked a little agitated. “I don’t know.”

	“You don’t know?”

	“She… cried.”

	“A good, happy cry, or a bad, upset cry?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“She didn’t say anything?”

	“Not really.”

	“Well, what did you say to her?”

	He shrugged. “I told her Freya was mine. I don’t think she believed me at first, but she kept looking between us… then she started crying.”

	Carrie stared at him, not sure what to say. McKinley noticed her focus and shifted uncomfortably.

	“Does she normally cry?” Carrie asked quietly.

	“No… not anymore,” he said. “The drugs took care of that, evened her out so that she felt nothing at all.”

	“Well… maybe that’s a good thing, then? Maybe—”

	“Maybe she thinks I’m an asshole for hiding my daughter from her,” he finished her sentence.

	“Maybe she thinks she’s the asshole for making you want to hide your daughter from her?”

	McKinley’s hard eyes turned to hers, then they softened a little. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” He rubbed his face tiredly.

	“Well, maybe if you just sleep on it tonight, then you go and see her again tomorrow? Who knows?”

	“I don’t know if I should’ve brought Freya here.”

	“You can’t think like that, McKinley. It’s for the best. The truth is out there now.”

	“Why do you care about this, Welles?” he frowned, seemingly annoyed. “Why do you care about my mother so much? You force me to come here to see her, you name your daughter’s middle name after her? Why?”

	“I just thought…”

	“What?” he stared at her. “You thought what?”

	“I just wanted you to reconnect with her, like I had my father. I thought that you… despite the asshole you are on occasion, I thought that you deserved to have someone who cares about you, that’s all. You haven’t had things easy. I just think you should give your mother a chance to make amends. Don’t push everyone away all the time.”

	He stared back at her, looking like he was going to say something, but he didn’t. Whatever it was, he bit his tongue. He ran his hand over his face again, then stood. “I’m going for a walk,” he muttered.

	*

	About an hour passed before Carrie finally decided to look out the window to try and see where he’d gone. When she did, she saw him over by the car, looking through the windows, sizing it up for sleep. She opened the motel room door and stared at him.

	“You’re not seriously sleeping in the car?”

	“I’ve slept in worse places in my life, Welles, trust me.”

	“Stop playing the sulking martyr, McKinley. It doesn’t suit you,” she said firmly.

	He gave her a fierce look, but it quickly melted away. He huffed loudly, as though protesting, but headed toward her.

	“You alright, now?” she asked him, as he reached the doorway.

	“Welles, stop!” he said quietly, but angrily. “Stop trying to help, alright? Stop worrying about me, or my mother, or how I spend my holidays!”

	“But it’s okay for you to help me, and worry about me and the kids and how I’m coping?” She crossed her arms defiantly.

	He looked at her and shook his head, frustrated at her being right, again. “One of these days I am going to fuckin’ kill you, I swear.”

	She laughed. “Not if I kill you first.”

	He smirked, “Unlikely, Welles. You’re not fast enough.” He moved into the room. She closed the door and walked over to the bed.

	“Alright, truce,” she said holding her hand up to him. “I won’t mention your mother, and you won’t mention…”

	He raised his eyebrows waiting for her to finish her sentence.

	“Actually,” she said dropping her hand, “I’ve been doing okay, lately.”

	“Thanks to me,” he muttered.

	She smiled at his moodiness and held her hand out again. “Truce?”

	He eyed her skeptically, then held out his hand and gave one firm shake. “Truce. Although I have my doubts you’ll be able to stick to your end of the bargain.”

	“Hey!” she pointed at him. “Behave!”

	He smirked to himself, then took a pillow off the bed and threw it on the floor.

	“You’re really that stubborn that you’re going to sleep on the floor?” she asked him.

	“Mm-hmm.” He pulled off his shoes.

	She chuckled and walked off into the bathroom. She showered and dressed in Doc’s T-shirt. When she came back out he was sitting in the chair, watching a football game on the TV. He was shirtless, having changed into black shorts, and a makeshift bed was at his feet, consisting of a pillow and a rug.

	His piercing blue eyes glanced over to hers, and for a brief moment she saw the Jumbo flickering within. She paused, staring back; her Jumbo noticing his. She suddenly realized why he was opting to sleep on the floor, and figured it was probably a good idea.

	She walked over to check the twins, making sure they were tucked in, and kissed their cheeks, then she moved over to the bed and pulled the sheets back. She climbed in one side and made herself comfortable, watching the TV, darting her eyes occasionally to McKinley. He eventually got up and stalked past into the bathroom, then came back out and made for his bed on the floor.

	They may be Jumbos, but they were friends, she thought. This was stupid. Her heart still pined for Doc. Sharing a platonic bed with McKinley, despite them being Jumbos, wouldn’t change that. Still, he seemed adamant to sleep on the floor, so she would let him. Smirking at his stubbornness, she reached up and turned off the light, leaving only the TV on to brighten the room.

	After a while, her eyes grew heavy.

	“Are you watching this?” she asked sleepily, motioning to the TV.

	“Nope.”

	“Good.” She took the remote and turned it off. She curled up on her side and listened as he tossed and turned trying to get comfortable. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but just as she was about to drift off to sleep, she heard a loud bang as his foot connected with the bedside table. Cursing, he got up off the floor. She looked over at him through the darkness with her Jumbo eyes and saw his neon blue moons studying the bed.

	“Fuck it. Move over,” he told her.

	She chuckled tiredly. “Don’t ever call me stubborn again.”

	He grunted, then threw his pillow back on the bed. “At least you don’t take up much room, I suppose.”

	“No, I don’t.” She looked back over her shoulder as he climbed in the other side of the bed. “You on the other hand?”

	“Six foot two and Jumbo, Welles. Stop complaining.”

	She grunted back, then rolled over and closed her eyes.

	*

	She awoke the next morning, not feeling that rested at all. It had taken her a while to get to sleep, as it had suddenly dawned on her that it was the first time someone had lain beside her since Doc died. It only led her to start thinking about how it had been almost three months since he’d passed. She couldn’t believe that she’d managed to live her life without him for that long. As she lay there in silence, she pictured Doc’s face, that pearly smile, and those warm, brown eyes. For the first time in weeks she’d felt the sting of tears. But she managed to keep them at bay, knowing that McKinley was sleeping beside her. Despite her sadness, it felt strangely comforting to have him there. Comforting, yet uncomfortable at the same time.

	Throughout the night it seemed that McKinley, also, wasn’t exactly resting peacefully. He’d been tossing and turning a little. Having slept alone for the past three months, she wasn’t used to having someone there, especially a tall Jumbo who moved the whole bed when he rolled over. When she did finally drift off, she managed to wake again when she turned over and accidentally threw her arm across his bare chest.

	“Jesus,” he’d muttered sleepily, grabbing her arm.

	“Sorry,” she whispered sleepily back, retracting her arm and rolling away again.

	When she awoke in the morning, she’d noticed that McKinley’s bed was on the floor again. At some point in the night he’d retreated back there. They were both a little bleary-eyed. McKinley arose first and headed to the bathroom, then returned muttering something about coffee. She mumbled back her order, and he disappeared from the room. She found she was glad, as his departure seemed to take some of the uncomfortable awkwardness with it. They may have been friends, but the fact that they were both Jumbos was something that, it turned out, had to be considered after all. Maybe sharing a bed hadn’t been the brightest of ideas.

	She turned on the TV when the twins awoke and she plucked them from their cots, placing them on the bed with her. McKinley came back with two tall cups of coffee, and she smiled with relief. He handed her one, then plonked himself in the chair in the corner of the room.

	“So what’s the plan for today?” she asked, putting her cup on the bedside table.

	“Don’t know,” he pursed his lips.

	“You didn’t sleep on it?”

	He looked at her, plain-faced. “Didn’t sleep much with you hitting me all night.”

	“I hit you once!”

	“You hit me several times!”

	“I did not!”

	“Clearly, you got more sleep than me,” he said dryly, then sipped his coffee.

	“Yeah, well you took up most of the bed. How could I not run into you?”

	“Maybe that’s because you stole all the covers and I was trying to get some back.”

	She opened her mouth and went to retort, but looked down at the bed and saw that the majority of the covers were, in fact, on her side.

	“Oh,” she said.

	“Yes, oh,” he smiled sarcastically, then dropped it. “You owe me.”

	“Well, maybe you should wear warmer clothes to bed, then you wouldn’t need blankets,” she said, recalling throwing her arm across his naked chest.

	“You’re lucky, Welles. I normally sleep in a lot less,” he challenged with a grin.

	She gave a sarcastic smile of her own, then looked down at Freya and Brody as they both beamed big wet grins up at her. She leaned in and cuddled them to her chest. She glanced up at McKinley and saw he was watching the three of them. She looked back at Freya’s blue Jumbo eyes.

	“I think you should give it one more shot,” she told McKinley. “She had a night to sleep on it. Go back there today. Fresh minds. See how it goes.”

	“Full of advice, aren’t you?” he said. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to stop yourself mentioning it again.” 

	She ran her hand over Brody’s cheek as he put his head in her lap.

	“Look, just go, alright,” she told McKinley. “Brody and I will stay here. You come get us when you’re done.” 

	She looked over and saw he was giving her that challenging stare again.

	“Since when did you give me orders, Welles? When did this happen?”

	“Since you realized that I make a lot of sense.” She smiled, “Besides, I’m not on the Aurora anymore, lieutenant. Things are different now.”

	“You’re telling me,” he muttered.

	*

	Carrie looked in the rearview mirror and saw that Freya was still holding the fresh set of Arizona Sun blanketflowers in her hand. Carrie smiled, happy. They were on their way home, and McKinley had told her the second visit to his mother had gone a lot better than the first. His mother ended up holding Freya this time, and he’d sat back and watched in shock as Grace McKinley talked and played with her grandchild. Ever since he’d told her about the visit, though, Carrie noticed that he’d become very quiet. She figured the introversion was a necessary evil for his mind to run over the events and try to figure them out, perhaps coming to the realization that maybe, just maybe, this had been the right thing to do.
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	Drazen walked the darkened streets on his way to find the last fighter. He had three women to catch and figured two fighters per target ought to do. On average, that is. If needed, he could pool his resources, depending on how many soldiers surrounded his targets at the time.

	So he had his Sledgehammer Champions, Hazus and Hexus; he had his former Wrecking Ball Champion, the Monsignor; and he had his angry little wall of concrete – Meat. Now to add a dirty lowlife into the mix.

	Drazen wasn’t surprised to find him leaning over the body of a man he’d just killed. He’d obviously been gambling in this dark and dingy alleyway. It’s what he did when he wasn’t fighting for the Greenback. Unfortunately for his victim, he didn’t win this time. His victim obviously didn’t know the rules of gambling with Bakur. You let him win or you die. The victim probably thought it was his lucky day when he’d won the dice game, but little did he know it would be the worst luck of his life.

	Bakur wiped the bloodied knife on his victim’s coat, then stood, pocketing the man’s money. He suddenly spun around, sensing Drazen there, knife out ready. Drazen looked down at the knife, then back at Bakur’s face.

	“Playing dirty, Bakur?” he said.

	Bakur’s face split into a sly, grimy grin. “Always.”

	“And do you still fight dirty?”

	Bakur straightened a little and flicked away his knife. “When I have to.”

	“Good,” Drazen said. “I have dirty job for you.”

	Bakur tilted his head to the side, pushing his matted long brown hair over the shoulder of his wool-lined jacket. “Yes?”

	“Come with me.”
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	Truth Be Told

	Harris walked onto the Aurora and soaked up the silence that surrounded him.

	“I’m home,” he whispered to his mistress. He headed down the corridor toward his office. It brought back memories of so many of his dreams of late; always walking down this corridor to his office, as though it were the center of all things. Maybe it was, he thought. His office was where he collected his thoughts, where he planned out his strategies, and where, on occasion, he retreated when he needed solace.

	When he arrived at his office, he paused outside the door, waiting to sense his “hello” from Bulk. As expected, he felt that icy chill wash down his spine, causing his skin to erupt in goosebumps, and he swore he could sense his soldier’s big, bulky presence standing beside him.

	“Hey, Bulk,” he whispered.

	He felt the chill again, smiled, then walked through to his office. He dumped his bag and switched his coffee machine on, then his eyes fell to Smith’s urn sitting on his bookshelf. He walked up to it and eyed his own reflection staring back at him.

	“Smith,” he said quietly, giving the urn a soldier’s nod. He moved over and sat down at his desk, swiveling his chair to view the painting on his wall of that futuristic vision of life in space. He studied it a moment, then slowly looked back around at his office.

	And so our new mission begins, he thought to himself. Our biggest one yet. The most important one that ever will be… The mission that will change everyone’s lives forever.

	*

	Harris thought about paying Welles a visit. Within a day or two, the team would be reassembled on the Aurora, and this would be the last time for a while, perhaps, that he would get to see her alone, and try to “re-energize” their connection. His only obstacle was McKinley. He was aware that he’d stayed on with Welles after her father had returned. He thought it was valiant of McKinley to do so, and it certainly made Harris worry that bit less. The lieutenant was honoring the promise made to Doc, and as a result he was connecting with his child. Harris knew that it would not only do Welles good, but McKinley himself would benefit from it. Harris could not imagine living his life not knowing his son. He was glad McKinley had chosen to step up, glad he had not chosen to walk away.

	Still, Harris wanted to see Welles, but he needed McKinley distracted while he did so. He figured the only way to see her was to invite them down to the ship. His intention was to distract McKinley with the report Marchant had given him, while he and Welles talked. Then he would give both of them the news about the next briefing on the invasion.

	He made the call and arranged for them to meet him that afternoon. He wasn’t really sure what he was going to say to her, to be honest, but he guessed the first thing would be to ask about her dreams. Had they shared more of them? If so, why? Was there some importance to particular dreams?

	The most significant dream he’d had since he’d seen her last, was one that he had dreamed before; the dream of the alien attack when the twins were children. He and Welles had been standing in that dry, grassy field, in front of the wooden house. This time he thought he heard the sound of waves crashing in the distance. Were they near the ocean? They saw that bright flash of light overhead, like a comet, heading toward Earth. The flashes continued and they watched in awe, frozen in fear, at what they knew them to be. Then, in the close distance, the first one came speeding toward Earth and hit with an almighty thud, as the ship seemed to burrow deep into the Earth. The ground shook and they heard Freya’s scream from behind them. They turned to see the twins standing there, Jumbo eyes wide, at about the age of nine or ten. Freya’s hands covered her mouth, and Brody instinctively moved closer to her. And just like in his last dream, they all began to run again. But this time the dream continued…

	They ran, heading toward that hill. He felt strong and fast, and as he ran, he looked down at the arm that carried Brody. It was bigger than normal. He was a Jumbo in this dream.

	As they reached the top of the hill with Freya and Welles, they stopped to catch their breath, surveying the valley below them. They watched as the fireballs hit the Earth and listened as air-raid sirens sounded in the distance.

	“Why didn’t they listen to you!” Brody shouted angrily, grabbing hold of Harris’s shirt in his fist.

	He looked down at Brody’s frightened face and tightened his hand around his godson’s. “They didn’t know,” he told him, looking him firmly in the eye. “They couldn’t have known.”

	“But you told them!” he insisted, his pre-teen voice squeaking with emotion, tears shining in his eyes.

	Harris grabbed Brody by the shoulders. “Yes, I did. But we can’t focus on that. Right now, we need to survive! You understand me? We need to focus on survival! Can you do that for me?” He studied Brody’s brown light-refracting Jumbo eyes shining back at his, and saw the worry slowly melt into determination. His godson suddenly nodded back.

	“Yes, Uncle Saul,” he said.

	Another fireball hit the Earth closer to them, and they lost their footing.

	“They’re getting closer!” Welles yelled, pulling Freya to her feet again.

	“MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!” Harris barked, and they all stumbled to their feet and began to run for their lives again…

	It had been the same dream, but different. This time he was a Jumbo. He knew beyond a doubt that he was seeing the future. And, as with anything in life, that future could change. Last time he dreamed this dream he had not paid any consideration to the potential of becoming a Jumbo. Now he had, and so the dream had changed. So, too, had his destiny. He knew, in order to keep the twins safe and to fight that invasion, he would have to give in and become one of them. In order to lead this Jumbo army, he needed to be one. It was a means to an end.

	He’d had another dream of note before he returned to Fort Centralis, where he’d asked the women he was now calling his ‘Overseers’ – his mother, Sibbie and Etta – about becoming a Jumbo.

	“Is it my destiny? To become a Jumbo?”

	Sibbie smiled gently. “What do you see, Saul?”

	“I dream that I am.”

	Etta nodded, a curious shine to her eyes.

	“But I’ve dreamed this before? That I’m a Jumbo. Then I’ve dreamed I’m normal again.”

	“Futures can change.” His mother smiled sadly. “With every action, there is a reaction.”

	“Destinies aren’t set in stone?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.

	“Your destiny,” Etta told him, “will pull you in the right direction. Sometimes you may blow off course, but that destiny will eventually pull you back in the right direction again.”

	He nodded, as though the truth had just been laid out before him. “So, it is my destiny to become a Jumbo.”

	They stared back, peacefully.

	“What will that mean for my connection with Welles?”

	“What will that mean?” Etta asked, sounding either confused or curious, he couldn’t tell.

	“Yes. Will it affect my connection with her?”

	Sibbie smiled. “You must find your own way. You must make your own discoveries. You must see your own future.”

	He nodded again, eyeing each one of them. “I already have. I have seen the invasion occur years before it’s meant to. I’ve seen my chance to make a difference.”

	All three nodded slowly in unison, then one by one, they walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek, then his mother and Etta suddenly placed their hands inside his chest, and Sibbie placed her hands inside his forehead. He saw the blue light pour out from his mind, and the red light pour out from his heart. It hurt, like it always did, but he seemed to handle it so much better now. He didn’t fight it, and that somehow made him feel stronger. He was truly awake to his gift, and aware of its power. Now all he needed to do, was feed the connection with Welles and make it stronger too.
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	Carrie sat in Harris’s office on the Aurora. He’d asked her about her dreams, and she’d recounted several that she’d had, but he’d had none the same. She saw the disappointment behind his eyes.

	“Maybe it’s not so important that I dream your dreams,” she shrugged. “Is it?”

	Harris sat back in his chair. “I’m not sure it’s normal that you have any of my dreams at all.”

	“Normal?” she raised her eyebrows.

	He smirked. “Normal for a connection. I have the ability to see the future in my dreams. I don’t believe the other Guardians shared dreams with their Connected. At least, if they did, Holly didn’t know about it. And she seems to know everything else about them.”

	She eyed him carefully. “So, we’re… this connection, is different. Special?”

	He shrugged, then sighed and sat forward. “I don’t know, Welles, but it’s like you said: the other two connections were one-off events. Although they had important roles to play, they were small roles. Small, but significant. I think the big shit lands on you and me… and those twins. We have to keep them safe. We have to raise them right and teach them well. We have to make them as strong as they can possibly be. And we have to hope that we’ve done our jobs right, so that when the time comes, they will do what they need to do…”

	Carrie felt her chest tighten. It was hard to hear Harris speak words like that. So much pressure, so much expectation for her children. What if they weren’t up to the task put upon them?

	“It’s funny,” Harris said, “but of the two previous connections, one was saved from water, and one was saved from fire. Holly, my sister, drew a correlation to the elements. If it’s true, that leaves earth and air. The ground and the sky; Earth Duty and Space Duty. Our connection might be stronger, more special, because of this. Whether we handle both or whether… the twins… I can’t help but wonder whether maybe one will go on to join Earth Duty and one Space Duty.”

	She shook her head, struggling to fathom it all. “At some point, we’re going to have to tell McKinley about this.”

	Harris eyed her. “Tell him what exactly?”

	“That his daughter is supposed to help save Earth.”

	“His daughter, and Doc’s son. My godson,” Harris nodded to himself.

	“Yes,” she said, feeling her cheeks flush with sadness, yet Jumbo hardness at the same time. “My kids,” she whispered.

	“Welles,” he said softly, “I know it’s hard. They’re your babies now, but they’ll be adults when the invasion hits. We’ve got plenty of time to prepare them right,” he said, ignoring the memories of that dream of the early attack.

	“I know,” she nodded.

	He sighed again. “Well, I guess we better go find McKinley before he gets suspicious.”

	She nodded again, then looked down at his arm. She reached out and curled her hand around it. They felt a spark, then that buzzing, vibrating, energizing sensation shot through them.

	“I don’t think I will ever get used to that,” she shook her head, staring at his arm.

	“You and me both.”

	She withdrew her hand.

	“C’mon,” he said standing.

	“Sir,” she said standing and following him to the door of his office.

	“Yeah?”

	“Where will you go? When the Aurora fires up again?”

	“Don’t know,” he shrugged. “We’ll probably be around Fort Centralis for a while. We’ve got another briefing on the invasion, which you’re going to be a part of, by the way.”

	“Really?” she asked, confused.

	Harris nodded. “I got you clearance. If you’re my connected, and those twins are going to wind up on the frontline, then I need you involved, sergeant. Let’s go find McKinley and I’ll show you the file Marchant gave me.”

	She nodded, feeling a small tingle of excitement at working with the Aurora team again. “Sir, I did some training with McKinley over his leave, and I wouldn’t mind coming back here to the Aurora to train with the team, sir. If that’s possible?”

	Harris studied her for a moment, then gave a nod. “Agreed. You may be currently classed as a civilian, but you’re a Jumbo and you’re going to be involved in preparations for this invasion. It makes sense you train with the other Jumbos. Besides, I think it would be useful if we could make regular contact with each other.”

	“Yes,” she nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

	They stepped out into the Aurora’s corridor and she looked down to the far end, remembering where Doc had stood and waved to her in his dream. Harris started walking toward the weapons store.

	“Sir?” she called out.

	He stopped and turned around.

	“Would you mind if I took one last look at Doc’s office?”

	Harris looked at her. “Technically, it isn’t his office anymore. It’s Gregson’s.”

	“I know,” she nodded, “but could I?”

	He seemed to think for a moment, studying her thoughtfully, then nodded.

	 

	*

	 

	Carrie stood alone inside the door to Doc’s office and the memories came flooding back like an avalanche. She remembered sitting there across from his desk in the hours before they boarded the Darwin, asking about his brothers and teasing him about being a snowflake. She remembered him blocking her exit from the very door she now stood in front of, after he’d snapped at her. She remembered him telling her that they needed to watch their time spent alone together. Looking into the examination room she recalled their first kiss on that same mission, desperate and passionate, wondering if they would see each other again. Then she remembered showing him her snowflake tattoo, before she set off on the Pegasus mission. She remembered walking away, but that he’d grabbed her, and they’d shared that clandestine embrace. She turned and looked into the hospital and remembered helping him with Smith’s body. She remembered the sting in her eyes and how she’d held Doc’s hand for longer than she should have. She recalled him stitching up Logan’s scar after the Darwin, and she could still feel the relief that they’d made it out alive. Then she suddenly remembered pleading with him, after she’d returned from Meridian, to help her get rid of whatever Sharley had implanted inside her…

	She felt tears sting her eyes as she glanced around the rooms again. So many memories. Some good, some bad, but all still beautiful because they were filled with him. But that was all they were now. Memories. She held still and closed her eyes, picturing him there in her mind; his warm eyes, his friendly smile. She pictured him waving goodbye to her again.

	She opened her eyes and gave a long, controlled exhalation, then whispered to the empty rooms.

	“Goodbye, Dan.”
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	Harris, McKinley, and Welles glanced around the sleek, black boardroom in the bowels of Command, awaiting Marchant. They were sitting on one side of the dark oval table and facing the three walls of screens – the middle one flat against the wall opposite them, the other two angled in toward them on each side. The middle screen displayed the dual shields of Earth Duty and Space Duty, with the rearing Pegasus behind them. Harris stared at the UNF insignia and thought about Marchant’s words when he’d first told Harris about the increased signals and the UNF’s plans; how the world was going to unite over this shit. It would need to, he thought, in order to survive. His mind flickered to thoughts of Fort Centralis’s Earth Duty leader, Captain Morrell, and his resistance to the presence of the Aurora and Carcharias on the island. Despite the territoriality and competitiveness between Earth Duty and Space Duty divisions, they were going to need to put that aside for the greater good. As the selected leader of that future Jumbo army, Harris was going to insist upon it.

	Harris noticed Welles darting her Jumbo eyes around at everything, suspicious and guarded. Although he and McKinley had been here before, she had not. This boardroom reeked of secrets and intrigue. She could smell it, despite not having the Jumbo nose. Hell, even he could smell it, and he was only human.

	When Colonel Marchant finally walked in, he was alone.

	“Colonel,” Harris gave a nod, “we have no company today?”

	“That’s correct,” Marchant nodded back. “There’s no need for Generals Berger or Wilton to be here for this.” He sat down on the opposite side of the boardroom table. “I take it you read that report I gave you?”

	“Yes, sir. We did,” Harris answered. He’d shown McKinley and Welles the day before.

	“And? Any comments?” Marchant rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands out front.

	Harris pouted his bottom lip and shook his head. “No, sir. I found it to be more of an overview than anything. I assume you’re going to fill in the details here today?”

	“Some, yes. But there is a lot of detail to give you. It will need to take place over several sessions.” Marchant turned his face to McKinley. “Lieutenant, any comment?”

	McKinley looked a surprised at being addressed directly. “No, sir.”

	“Sergeant Welles?”

	“No, sir,” she answered.

	“Alright,” Marchant nodded. “So, let me confirm what you now know. Around seventeen years ago, in 2059, the same year we began colonization of Mars, radar specialist Jane Canton picked up, by accident, a stray signal from deep space, caught by our wandering satellite, Palenque-542. The signal was brief, and although Canton managed to capture a recording of it, she failed to lock on the source. Analysts listened in on that frequency for months with no sign of it returning, while other analysts studied the signal itself. The studies were inconclusive as to its origin. Several months went by before the signal sounded again. Jane Canton, amongst others, was ready this time and attempted to communicate with it. At first they received no response, but they kept trying. Eventually, they heard it again.

	“After twelve months of pinging signals back and forth, they realized that each replying signal from the mysterious source was received slightly faster than the last. We’re talking microseconds here, but it was deemed that whatever it was, was getting closer to Earth. Suddenly it was decided that maybe we’d made a huge mistake by communicating with it. An emergency meeting was held and much debate ensued amongst the Originals. The call was made to move ahead with a UNF Advanced Soldier Program, and Advanced Weapons and Fleet Programs, known as UNFASP and AWAFP respectively. However, due to several incidents amongst the Originals, a decision was made to put these projects on hiatus until things calmed down and more could be learned.

	“Time went on and we continued to track the signals, but we did not communicate. We wanted to see if the signals would go away. They didn’t. Instead they grew. One signal turned into two. Similar, but, according to our analysts, distinctly different. Then there were five signals. Then twelve. Finally, the decision was made to reignite UNFASP and AWAFP. As you’re well aware, Professor Sharley was hired to head up the development team for UNFASP. Sharley used Lucas Montego’s study, entitled ‘Fortis Bellator’ as the basis for this program, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

	“Fortis Bellator, sir?” McKinley enquired.

	“It’s Latin,” Marchant told him. “It means Mighty Warrior.”

	“So, the plan, at first,” Harris spoke up, “was to develop a drug increasing a soldier’s strength. But then Sharley created the virus to change our DNA permanently?”

	“Yes. The ‘artificial Jumbos’ are what we refer to as the Betas. That’s what you faced on the Darwin.” Marchant said then pointed at the three of them. “You were to become the Alphas; the permanent Jumbos.”

	“Alphas?” Harris arched his eyebrow.

	Marchant nodded. “Just as the UNF Space Duty pioneers were referred to as Originals,” he nodded to Welles, “of which your father was one, we now have a new breed of soldier out there that requires classification. Your breed of soldier will not be ordinary soldiers, therefore you must be distinguished from the rest. So, you will be known as Alpha soldiers, products of UNFASP. The Aurora team will be known as the Alpha-One team, and any other crews joining your ranks will be known by sequential Alpha-numerics after that. And when the time comes and our Alpha units are unveiled to the world, these classifications will be denoted in your soldier ID numbers by their alphabetical prefixes, and worn on your uniforms and on your barcode wrist tattoos.”

	“Alpha, huh?” Harris pursed his lips.

	“Yes,” Marchant said. “Alpha-One Captain Saul Harris.”

	“Hopefully when the time comes my ranking might be a little higher than a ship’s captain, and carry a hell of a lot more weight, sir. I’m certainly going to need it if I’m to lead a Jumbo army into war.”

	“Alpha army,” Marchant corrected him. “Moving forward, the UNF requests that you drop the use of the word ‘Jumbo’.”

	“Why’s that, sir?”

	“It has connotations of a, shall we say, less than savory part of the UNF’s recent history. Professor Sharley gave them that nickname. We’d like to start this program anew and shed any links to that past. From now on your kind will be referred to as Alphas. Do you understand?”

	Harris considered the colonel for a moment. “You want to shed any links, yet you are keeping Sharley alive in a cell not too far from here, keeping him on hand for information. You said it yourself, colonel. That’s why we had to bring him in alive, so you could use him. It’s a bit of a contradiction, don’t you think?”

	“Yes, we want to use him for his knowledge of the program and suggestions of where to go next. But, we will do it our way and keep control away from him. Psychologically, the best way to do that is to shed any personal links Sharley used to make the program his. We’re making a clear delineation. This program is ours, and any person taking part in UNFASP will go by our names, our IDs. Therefore, you will no longer be referred to as Jumbo soldiers. You are Alpha soldiers of the UNF. Do you understand?”

	Harris eyed the colonel a moment, then gave a nod. “Yes, sir.”

	“Speaking of which,” Marchant said, “our legal department has drawn up the contracts for your team.”

	“Contracts?” Harris’s eyebrow arched in inquiry.

	“Yes, in order to move forward with this program, we need everyone involved locked in to a formal contract.”

	“Formal contract?” McKinley’s voice fell flat.

	“Yes, lieutenant. Although we had no choice with yourself or Sergeant Welles, it was sloppy of us not to have signed Evenssen up to a contract before we converted him. But I guess that was an emergency situation, and one which we shall rectify moving forward.”

	“What exactly does this contract contain?” Harris asked.

	“Well, it covers the usual confidentiality clauses, basic UNF rules and regulations, expectation of behaviors, etcetera.”

	“I’m going to need to approve that before my team volunteer to become Jumbos, sir.”

	“Alphas,” Marchant corrected him again. “Before you become Alphas. I’ll get the contracts to you in due course.”

	Harris and McKinley exchanged a glance before they looked back at Marchant.

	“What about me, Welles, and Evenssen, sir?” McKinley asked. “We’re already Jum– I mean, Alphas.”

	“Yes, you are, but if you wish to stay and fight on the Aurora, you will need to sign up too.”

	“And if we don’t?”

	Marchant gave a measured smile. “I don’t think you want to investigate that path, lieutenant.”

	The silence sat for a moment, before Harris decided to move the conversation in another direction.

	“Sir,” he asked, “is the UNF now any closer to knowing what’s behind these signals or at least where they’re from?”

	“Yes, but that information will need to be given at the next briefing.”

	“Sir,” Harris prodded, “I’m going to need to know a little bit more about these signals before the Aurora team sign our lives over to become Alphas.”

	Marchant caressed his jaw as his mind ticked over. “And I am going to need those contracts signed before I divulge more information.”

	“They won’t sign a contract on a rumor of signals, sir. They, like I, need hard evidence.”

	Marchant studied the three of them sitting there expectantly. “Alright. You want evidence? I’ll play you the signals.”
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	Carrie felt her skin prickle with goosebumps at the sound of the recorded alien signal played to them. It was a cacophony of sounds: humming, buzzing, and clicks broken by moments of pure silence. She didn’t know whether it was because she knew what it was supposed to be, but it sounded ominous. Terrifying.

	She looked at Colonel Marchant. “Sir, how do you know it’s from an alien source? A life-form of some kind? I mean, there have been strange sounds recorded from space before. How do you know this isn’t just some kind of electromagnetic vibration?”

	“It’s the clicks,” he told her. “They’re specific, they’re rhythmic. They’re not random noises. There’s a pattern to them. We’re still trying to work out what the pattern is, but we believe it to be something like our morse code.”

	“How have you been communicating with it, then?” McKinley asked, brow furrowed.

	“We’ve been repeating their messages back to them,” Marchant told them.

	“So, after a while they realized that it wasn’t an echo,” Harris said, “and now they’re coming to see who or what is reflecting back their communications.”

	“We believe that to be the case,” Marchant told him.

	“Do you know where the comms originated from now?” McKinley asked.

	“We’ve tracked it as best we can, to somewhere in the vicinity of the Zeta Archelois galaxy, some 15 billion light-years away.”

	“Zeta Archelois?” Harris said, eyebrow arching again. “So, if you know where it came from, then why don’t you send someone out there to investigate?”

	“We did,” Marchant said bluntly, “but we only locked down the origin of the signals to Zeta Archelois last year. As soon as we did, we sent the Barbican to investigate,” he said, referring to the UNF’s biggest warship. “They were on their way there when they stopped to lend you a hand on Mars, trying to retrieve these two from the Hell Town dungeon.” He motioned to Carrie and McKinley.

	Carrie glanced at Harris and saw a realization wash over his face.

	“Have they reported in, sir?” McKinley asked.

	“Yes, they have, but they are still a long way from ZA. Even with hyperflight speed it would take them nearly 20 years to reach it, but based on our calculations of the return signal, hopefully they might cross paths with whatever is coming our way a lot sooner than that. Meet them halfway in about ten years, say. Besides, we don’t want the Barbican wandering too far from us, in case we need them. They’ve not been given orders to approach Zeta Archelois just yet. They’re just going to head in that general direction and get a little closer and see what they find.”

	“Sir, is it wise to send our biggest warship out there alone to meet them?” Harris asked.

	“We’re watching things closely, captain,” he replied. “The Barbican has not been ordered to engage in any activity. They’re on a standard reconnaissance mission.”

	“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” Harris said. “Like when we were sent to the Darwin. It turned out to be a little more than that.”

	Marchant stared back at him, poker-faced.

	Carrie decided to speak up at this point. “Does the Barbican know what it’s heading toward, sir?”

	“The Admiral and his senior officers do, yes.”

	“But the grunts don’t?” McKinley asked. Marchant didn’t respond.

	“And if the source of the signal attacks the Barbican?” Harris asked.

	“Then they will fight back,” he said simply.

	“And if the Barbican is destroyed?” Harris continued. “If our biggest warship is taken out?”

	“Then we’re on our own,” Marchant told him plainly. “Then it will be up to you and your Alpha army to save us.”

	The room sat silent.

	“Alright,” Harris ran his hand over his jaw, “so you know where the signal came from, approximately, but you still don’t know anything about who or what sent it?”

	“Well, there are two schools of thought,” Marchant told them. “The first is that they are an entirely new breed of life-form, completely different to us, that we’ve accidentally made contact with. Which is not unlikely.” Marchant shrugged.

	“And the second?” Harris asked.

	“Secondly,” Marchant said, then paused and sighed. “The second idea is that there’s a chance they’re a lot like us, just a few hundred thousand years more developed. And this is, believe it or not, the most likely option of the two.”

	“Most likely?” Harris’s brow arched as high as it could go.

	Carrie darted her eyes between the two.

	“I wasn’t planning on getting into this today, but if you insist—”

	“I do,” the captain said quickly.

	Marchant leaned over the table and poked the console embedded within to bring up an image on the three large screens. Carrie studied the picture. It looked like a metallic coin of some kind. There was strange writing around the rim; some kind of hieroglyphics or foreign language that she didn’t understand. In the center of the image stood a warrior, long hair flowing outward, holding a club high and leaning over a prone victim.

	“This coin was found in New Mexico, dug up from rock that was dated between 500,000 and 600,000 years old,” Marchant said. “Man did not invent coinage until about 600–700 BC.” He tapped a button and another image appeared, this time of what looked like a small marble statue. It was a simplistic carving of a person that looked to be a female; the smaller waist and rounded hips and chest suggesting as much. “This was found in Idaho in 1889,” Marchant said, “wedged deep in rock that has been dated around 600,000 years old. The icon itself is made of a material that we’ve not yet found upon this Earth.” Carrie stared fixedly at the screens as he moved to the next picture. “This gold chain is dated at around 400,000 years old. It was found in Peru. Prior to this find, the oldest jewelry on record were beads found in Africa that dated to 100,000 years ago.” He tapped the next picture. “We’ve also found a whole bunch of human-like remains, except the DNA is not quite human. This next one,” he pointed at a narrow skull, crusted with brown soil and rock, “is dated at 600,000 years old, and was found in Tanzania. This one,” he moved to another image of a partial skullcap, “was found in Buenos Aires and is dated at 700,000 years old. This one,” next image, “this one was found in Italy and is between 600,000–500,000 years old.” Marchant turned to face them all. “There have been numerous relics and remains found from around the time that the Homo heidelbergensis existed. But these are not skulls that belonged to Homo heidelbergensis.”

	“Who?” McKinley asked.

	Marchant prodded the console again and an image displayed of a caveman of some kind: broad-faced, prominent brow ridge, muscular body.

	“Homo heidelbergensis,” Marchant repeated. “Said to be the ancestor of Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. Our ancestor. A prehistoric human who did not have the technology to make that chain, that idol, or that coin.”

	“But those skulls look human. Kind of,” Harris said.

	“Yes, kind of. There is a partial match to that of humans, but only partial. The rest of its DNA matches to numerous other animals.”

	“Such as?” Harris asked.

	Marchant hesitated, gave a sigh, then responded. “There’s a partial reptilian match, a partial mammalian match, a partial avian match, etcetera.”

	“What the fuck is it then?” Harris asked.

	Marchant seemed to think for a moment. “We believe it is… a being that comprised all living things.”

	“What does that mean?” Harris asked.

	“Its DNA provides hits, albeit partial, for every main classification of animal on the earth,” Marchant told him. “It’s quite possibly the original source of life. It’s quite possibly our maker.”

	“Our maker?” McKinley’s voice was flat with disbelief.

	“So, what does that mean?” Harris asked again.

	“It means,” Marchant said, “that we have evidence of intelligent life based here on Earth, well before any intelligent human existed.”

	Harris held his hand up to stop him, closed his eyes briefly as though considering something, then opened them again. “How is this supposed to link to our visitors, sir?” Harris asked. “Maybe Homo whatever-he-was, was smarter than we gave him credit for. Maybe he was walking the Earth longer than we think, maybe those relics are his.”

	“History, archaeology, and biology don’t lie, captain. Our ancestor wasn’t intelligent enough to manufacture those relics.”

	“But how does this link to the visitors?” Harris asked again.

	Marchant stared at the captain. “There’s a chance that whatever is out there in Zeta Archelois came here to Earth some time ago, then left. An advanced race that had advanced technology. A race that may or may not have bred with Homo heidelbergensis. A race that, for whatever reason, left Earth. A race that we’ve communicated with after all these years, that’s now planning another visit. A race that may be returning to a place that they may just try to claim again.”

	“Are you kidding me?” McKinley asked, disbelief still dripping from his voice.

	“Claim again?” Carrie queried. “You said, claim again?”

	“Yes. We believe they were here before, and we believe they enslaved the Homo heidelbergensis.”

	“I’m gonna need a hell of a lot more evidence, colonel,” Harris said flatly.

	Marchant nodded and tapped the console pane again. An image appeared of what looked to be the inside of some kind of spaceship. “This ship,” Marchant said, “was found wedged deep underground near Roswell.”

	“Roswell?” McKinley said, as though he hadn’t heard right.

	“Yes,” Marchant said, “the town famous for UFO sightings and conspiracy theories as to why the US government kept certain areas off-limits from the general public. Well, this underground ship is why. But it’s not the only one.” Marchant clicked another image over. “So far we’ve found six across the globe. The one near Roswell, plus we’ve found them in Mexico, Peru, Egypt, China, and Australia.”

	“Australia?” Carrie blurted.

	“Yes,” Marchant answered, “and we expect to find more, but it’s a slow process. The first one was found near Roswell in the 1940s. The most recent find was the one in Australia, which was discovered in the late 2030s, right before the UNF came to be and the first space stations were built. And well before any signal was picked up from space. The one down in Australia is special, because it’s not far from where they built the SKA facility and our UNF comms base. The very same comms base that’s been communicating with the signal.”

	“SKA?” McKinley enquired.

	“Square Kilometer Array,” Marchant clarified. “It used to be part of a tri-nation deep space telescope program, before the UNF took it over and turned it into our main base in the southern hemisphere.”

	“Jane Canton discovered the signal down there at the Australian base?” Harris asked.

	“Yes. She was there on an eighteen-month program exchange when it occurred.”

	“So what exactly do these ships tell us, colonel?” McKinley asked.

	“Well, for one, the technology is advanced. They were booby-trapped pretty good. We lost five men before we got into the one near Roswell. The material the ships are made out of, and the technology involved, well… it’s just plain impossible for that kind of tech to be embedded in rock that is that old. We’ve had every kind of scientist and historian and language expert going through them and telling us what they can. There is a whole wealth of information to go through with you that we don’t have time for today.”

	“So, let me get this right,” Harris said, “the UNF believes that these Zeta Archelois aliens came here around the time of the Homo whatever-they-were, stayed a while and then just left?”

	“They stayed and enslaved the HH humans,” Marchant said.

	“Enslaved?” Carrie asked. “How do you know they were slaves, sir?”

	“There are images and decorative art in some of the ships, and ancient cave paintings found, indicating that these beings enslaved the Homo heidelbergensis,” Marchant said. “We’ve also found images that depict what we think is a revolt.”

	“A revolt?” Harris arched his eyebrow.

	Marchant nodded. “We believe there was a revolt and it was around that time that Homo heidelbergensis moved out of Africa. Or should I say, they escaped. The largest of the ships is the one found in Egypt. We think that was the invaders’ mothership, their main place of governance and power. So, the HH ran. They divided. Some moved up into Europe and eventually evolved into the Neanderthal; others moved into Asia and evolved into the Denisovans; some remained in Africa and evolved into Homo sapiens, evolved into us. But we believe the aliens, when they left, took many of the Homo heidelbergensis with them. There are images and cave paintings that depict the HH being marched into a spaceship of some kind.” All eyes were upon Marchant. “And so, there’s a good chance they may just bring them back with them too.”

	The silence sat for a moment before McKinley broke it.

	“So, we got aliens coming and they might just be bringing some enslaved cavemen with them?” His voice still reeked of disbelief.

	“Not just cavemen,” Marchant said. “Our ancestors. Our ancestors, with hundreds of thousands of years of evolution. They may be a lot like us, or they may be a hell of a lot more advanced like their alien captors,” he said flatly.

	“You look worried, sir,” Carrie noted.

	“I am,” he nodded. “If these things had that kind of technology back then, god only knows what they’ll have now. And looking at the cave paintings and images left throughout the buried ships, they not only enslaved Homo heidelbergensis, but they turned them into warriors. Warriors who served them. That was them depicted on that alien coin. So god only knows what these cavemen can do now.”

	“Time is relative,” Harris said, as though thinking aloud. “Time out there goes more slowly than down here. Maybe they haven’t been gone as long as it feels. Maybe they’ve only had few hundred years and not a few hundred thousand years to evolve.”

	“A few hundred years is still a few hundred years,” Marchant told him. “Look how far we’ve come in a few hundred years.”

	“And we did that all on our own,” Carrie added, “with no alien technology to help us.”

	“So, you think we’ve got hi-tech aliens with cavemen warrior-slaves coming our way?” McKinley asked again, still struggling to accept the information.

	They all stared back at the colonel.

	“Yes, I do,” Marchant said. “Hi-tech aliens that are quite possibly our original maker – the original source of life on this Earth – with deadly warrior soldiers by their side. They came once and enslaved the HH. I don’t see why they won’t be coming back to do the same to us.”

	“And that’s why we need the Alpha army,” Harris thought aloud.

	“Yes,” Marchant said. “We have to hope that our technology and our weaponry will hold out, and if it doesn’t and they hit the Earth and try to enslave us, then our Alpha soldiers and First Gen soldiers may need to go head-to-head with these caveman warriors.”

	Again, silence filled the room.

	“First Gens?” Carrie asked, feeling her skin prickle.

	Marchant looked at her. “That’s another briefing.”

	“Jumbo soldiers versus warrior cavemen …” McKinley thought aloud as his mind raced away.

	“Speaking of Jumbo soldiers,” Harris said. “Who else was on your list?”

	“Alpha soldiers,” Marchant corrected them both.

	Harris gave a nod of apology.

	“Our list?” the colonel asked.

	“A list of ships was drawn up by Professor Sharley,” Harris told him. “A list of nominees for his prototypes. Who else was on it? I assume they’ll become my first support units.”

	Marchant nodded, then began to poke the console for a moment, bringing up a list up on screen. Carrie read it:

	
		UNF Aurora


		UNF Stanmore


		UNF Llangollen


		UNF Valor


		UNF Carcharias


		UNF Ruediger




	“The Carcharias?” Harris blurted.

	“Yes,” Marchant said, watching him.

	“That’s why you’ve had them hanging around us?” His eyebrow raised.

	Marchant nodded.

	“Do they know?” Harris asked.

	Marchant hesitated. “Their captain knows.”

	“But the crew doesn’t?”

	“I don’t believe so.”

	Carrie eyed Harris, curious as to why he was so interested in the Carcharias crew. She recalled meeting the Carcharias’s lieutenant on Mars when she’d emerged from the Hell Town dungeon but hadn’t quite been in the right head space to remember much else. Although she was aware they had also been on the outskirts of the Aurora’s searches for Sharley and his Jumbos.

	“Do the other captains know they’ve been pegged to become Alphas?”

	“No, they do not.”

	“So what makes Captain Rovine of the Carcharias so special that he has been made aware?”

	“Captain Rovine has been around the UNF for some time,” Marchant answered. “He has worked closely with Lieutenant General Wilton in the past, and he volunteered to assist at Wilton’s behest.”

	“Volunteered…,” Harris said, as though thinking aloud, “and yet he doesn’t leave his ship.”

	“Excuse me?” Marchant asked.

	“Nothing, sir,” Harris shook his head. “May I have access to the files you’ve shown us today, sir?”

	“Yes,” the colonel said. He studied them all again for a moment. “I think that’s enough for one day. You know about the signals, their origin in Zeta Archelois, our theories about their link to our past with the Homo heidelbergensis, and you know about the Alpha units. That ought to be enough to sign up your men.”

	Harris exhaled heavily. “Yeah, I’m not sure they could take much more than that in one hit.”

	“Then it’s done,” Marchant said. “I’ll get the contracts to you, you sign up your men, then we’ll move forward. Agreed?”

	Harris exchanged a look with Carrie, then McKinley, then gave a nod. “Yes, sir.”

	
 

	8

	What Lies Ahead

	Harris stared down the transmission screen at Colt.

	“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

	“Yes, sir. I am,” she replied.

	“Is everything alright?” he asked.

	She nodded. “Sir, I’m sorry to do this to you again, but…”

	“But?” he arched his eyebrow.

	“Sharley’s in custody, the rest have been killed.” She shrugged. “I’m done with chasing Jumbos, sir. I nearly became one and that’s as close as I want to let it come. Our guards have been dismissed now. Obviously the threat has gone. You don’t need me anymore. I just want to go back to the life I knew before the Darwin.”

	He thought about the signals, the visitors from Zeta Archelois headed their way. If she left now, she would never know until it was too late. If she left now, he couldn’t tell her. If she didn’t come back aboard the Aurora she would be as oblivious to the danger as everyone else out there.

	“You know we can’t keep doing this, corporal,” he told her. “This whole you coming and going thing. I’ve already granted you one reprieve and let you back on my ship.”

	“I know, sir, and I thank you for that. This time… this time it’s for good, I promise.”

	“Are you sure?” he asked, “because your eyes look troubled to me. You’re not convincing me. They tell me you’re not sure this is the right decision to make.”

	“It’s the right decision for my family, sir,” she said, her voice lacking emotion. “Sometimes the heart wins over the mind.”

	Harris studied her carefully.

	“If my eyes look troubled,” she said, “it’s because it’s hard to erase the things I’ve seen, the things I now know. That’s all it is, sir. In time, my eyes will forget.”

	“Will they?”

	She shrugged. “I sure hope so.”

	Harris nodded again, pursing his lips. His gut felt strange about her leaving again. Somehow she felt like a piece of the Aurora puzzle. A piece that made it feel whole. But maybe that was just the control freak in him wanting to keep his team together and safe. Knowing that she would be safer as a Jumbo on the Aurora, than a human out there when the Zetas hit.

	“Alright,” he said simply, “I’ll arrange for your transfer. Again. But know this, corporal, this will be the last time. If my team is to be strong, then it needs to be stable. And the only way it can be stable is with a team who commit to it with their heart and their soul. I don’t have room in my team for any halfhearts. It’s all or nothing. Do you hear me? So, if you leave now… there’s no coming back.”

	Colt pressed her lips together. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

	Harris caressed his jaw, then leaned forward to the screen. “Very well, corporal. Good luck for the future.”

	“You too, sir,” she nodded.

	And the screen went black.
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	Carrie stood on the balcony and stared off into the distance. For some reason she’d felt apprehensive about this day. The Aurora crew were being called up again. Today, McKinley was heading back to the ship. Today, he would be leaving the apartment, and she was going to be on her own again. She still had the Sentinels and her father checking on her, but there was something about having McKinley around that made her feel that much safer. Especially knowing what she knew now. She kicked herself for having gotten used to him being around. She was a soldier and a Jumbo. How could she have let herself get so weak and dependent?

	The grief. The goddamn grief… Her beautiful Doc… The invasion...

	She focused her eyes between the buildings on the ocean in the distance to erase thoughts of the Zeta Archelois aliens; of what could happen should they attack. Along with those thoughts, the memory of standing in Doc’s office and saying goodbye haunted her. He was supposed to help her through the future that awaited them, and now he could not. Whether she liked it or not, she was going to have to do this alone.

	The twins were sitting on a blanket close by, surrounded by soft toys, but they did not play with them. They sat staring up at her, as though sensing the change in her mood. She heard movement and looked up to see McKinley standing at the balcony doors with his bag over his shoulder.

	“Time to go, huh?” she said quietly.

	He nodded, dropping his bag to the ground, eyeing the twins. He walked over to them, crouched down and ran his hand over their heads. Then he quickly leaned forward, kissed Freya, and stood again, as though wanting this over swiftly, like tearing off a band-aid.

	She felt her throat tighten with emotion but didn’t understand why. She would have the opportunity to visit the Aurora to train and be involved in the Fortis Bellator UNFASP project, so why was she acting like she’d never see him again?

	“Well, er,” McKinley scratched his face, “if you need anything, just contact the ship. Or Marchant, or whatever.”

	She nodded, grasping the Jumbo within and pulling it to the surface, forcing the emotion down. “Thanks for… everything. I hope your leave wasn’t too boring for you.”

	“I told you it was fine,” he said, then smiled. “My liver thanks you for keeping me away from Vegas.”

	She shot him a smile in return, as Freya clasped onto his leg and pulled herself up to stand. One arm wrapped around his leg, she held the other up to him, bringing her fingers against her palm. He reached down and squeezed her little hand in his.

	“I gotta go, Frey,” he said quietly to her. He looked back up at Carrie. “Thanks for letting me stay.”

	She nodded. “Anytime. There’ll always be a room for you here.”

	He nodded in return, scanned the surrounding buildings, then looked back at her. “Thanks for… dragging my ass to Arizona, too.”

	A grin spread across her face. “I love it when I’m right.”

	“I know you do.” He tried to contain his own grin. “But you’re not right, yet.” He pointed at her. “Jury’s still out on that.”

	They looked at each other a moment, then Freya started grizzling, holding her hands up to him. Carrie walked over and picked her up, swinging her around to sit on her hip.

	“Your daddy’s gotta go, sweetie,” she said, kissing her cheek, and staring into her blue eyes. “He’s gotta go help Uncle Saul.”

	Carrie looked back at McKinley and saw him clenching his jaw.

	“’Bye,” he reached out and tickled Freya’s chin, then bent down and ruffled Brody’s hair, as her son stared up at him. “See ya, kid. Take care of your mother, alright?”

	Carrie gave a laugh, but it kind of caught in her throat. Thankfully, McKinley didn’t seem to notice. He grabbed his bag and hitched it up over his shoulder, then moved toward the balcony doors. She felt anxiety shoot up in her chest.

	“McKinley?” she blurted out, stopping him.

	He looked around at her.

	She stared at him a moment. “Just… make sure you come back, alright?”

	His brow furrowed a little, as he returned her stare. She thought she’d better elaborate.

	“I mean, we’re family now, right? You’re Freya’s father, that makes us family. So, just make sure you come back… Don’t make both my kids lose their father.” She suddenly cringed inside as to how that sounded. What was she thinking? He didn’t owe them anything. He hadn’t promised them anything. He wasn’t Doc.

	“They won’t,” he told her firmly, then an arrogant grin overcame his face; one just like the McKinley of old would give her. “I always come back, Welles. Always have, always will.”

	He shot one last glance at the twins, one final look at her, then turned, hiked his bag higher over his shoulder, and left.
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	Harris walked into the Aurora’s mess hall to see his team gathered. They stood and saluted.

	“At ease,” he told them, and they took their seats again.

	He walked over by the mess hall counter, put down his bundle of e-clips, and accessed the control panel. Within seconds, the thin screen slid down from above the counter.

	“Alright!” he said firmly, turning back around. “Welcome back, soldiers!” He placed his hands on his hips and eyed each one of his team carefully, like he always did, trying to judge what shape they were in from their leave. The only one missing from the lineup was Colt.

	The team looked rested and well, but he could see something different in their eyes. There was some kind of filter there that had dulled their normal spark. Doc’s death was still fresh, and they were wary. He knew it would take a little time to move on from that. Just like it had when Smith, Louis, Carter, and Bulk died, but maybe even more so. Doc had been the longest serving Aurora member outside of himself. It was a stark reminder to them that in this line of work there were no guarantees they would make it back home again. He knew it had obviously hit Colt hard and that was why she had not returned. Sharley had her once. She didn’t want to put herself in a situation where it could possibly happen again.

	“So, what’d you all get up to?” he asked them, deciding to make a little small talk first. He looked at Hunter, his Kiwi pilot. “First sergeant?”

	“Me, sir? I just hung out with Lei and my boy, sir. We started making plans for the wedding.”

	“Yeah?” Harris arched his eyebrow. “You finally set a date, huh?”

	Hunter beamed a proud smile, “September twelve, sir. That’s D-day.”

	“Where you doing it? New Zealand?”

	“Yes, sir, we’ve booked the Garden of Eden, and you’re all invited!”

	“That’s great news,” Harris smiled. “I like a good wedding!”

	“Hell, yeah!” Murphy clapped his hands together. “Bring on the booze!”

	“And what about you, first sergeant?” Harris turned his gaze to Murphy, his Irish all-rounder. “What did you get up to?”

	“Ah, the usual, sir,” Murphy shrugged casually. “Caught up with me friends, caught up with me family, caught up with me local barman.”

	Harris smirked. “No doubt.” He turned his eyes to Steinberg, Yughi, and Gregson. “You guys?”

	“I did the same,” Yughiarto, his Japanese comms-tech, motioned to Murphy. “Caught up with friends and family, sir.”

	“Me too, sir,” Gregson, the medic, gave a nod.

	Harris then looked at Steinberg, who gave a sly smile back.

	“I took a leaf out of Hunter’s book,” Steinberg answered in his baritone, German accent. “I asked Marisol to marry me.”

	“You did?” Harris raised both eyebrows as the men whooped and hollered and slapped Steinberg on the back.

	“Yes sir,” Steinberg nodded. “I guess I figured that life was too short.”

	Murphy turned to him. “It took you all those Sentinel scars and then all this shit on the Aurora to come to that conclusion, Steiny?”

	Steinberg shrugged. “I must be a slow learner, like you.”

	The men laughed, as did Murphy who clapped his hands in approval.

	“Brown, you’re being quiet?” Harris quizzed.

	“I just hung out, sir,” his big African American tank shrugged.

	“Yeah, with Keisha!” Packham announced.

	Brown looked over at her. “How’d you know?”

	Packham laughed in her posh English voice. “I got an email from Colt. She wanted to make sure I passed it around to the guys.”

	Again the men laughed.

	“Where is Colt?” Yughi asked.

	“She decided not to come back aboard,” Harris said a little flatly.

	“Again?” McKinley crossed his arms.

	Harris nodded, then shrugged. “She told me she’s happy that Sharley’s under control now.”

	“So?” Murphy scoffed. “There will be other Sharleys out there.”

	“What about you, anyway, Sergeant Packham?” Harris moved the conversation along. “What’d you get up to?”

	She smiled. “I went to Cuba for a while, sir. Soaked up the sun, drank some rum, danced a rhumba.”

	“Danced a rhumba?” Hunter furrowed his brow like she was crazy. “Is that what Jack’s into, huh?”

	“It’s Jacques,” Packham corrected him, “and yes, he likes a little culture.”

	“I guess at his age, Jacques-the-gray better get it in while he can,” Hunter quipped, to which Packham flipped him the bird.

	“Who needs youthful stamina when experience gets it done right the first time round,” she quipped back.

	Hunter laughed. “Ouch!”

	Harris smiled to see the camaraderie between his pilots.

	“Evenssen?” Harris moved things along to his Swedish corporal. “How’d things go with you?”

	Evenssen nodded. “Good, sir. I just laid low and worked out a lot.”

	“I can see that.” Harris studied his physique carefully. Working out probably gave him the Jumbo release he needed. “I’m glad you found an outlet that works for you.”

	Evenssen nodded. “Yughi taught me some meditation techniques too. They help. A little.”

	“Good,” Harris nodded, darting a glance to Yughi.

	“What about you, Arizona?” Hunter took over the questioning.

	McKinley glanced at him. “Went and saw my mother, then stayed with Welles and the twins for a bit,” he said casually.

	“Yeah? How’s she doing?” Hunter’s face went serious.

	“She’s alright,” McKinley said. “Better now than what she was.”

	“And the twins?” Gregson asked.

	“They’re doing good.”

	“What about you, captain?” Evenssen asked. “What did you do?”

	“I spent time with my family, like everyone did. Unfortunately, I guess it’s times like these that you realize what you got, and what you don’t want to live without.” He noticed a solemn silence fill the mess hall as they stared back at him. It was time to get to business.

	“So, we had our leave, we’ve cleared our heads, and now we’re back. It’s time to move forward, and this is how we’re going to do it.” Harris looked each one of them in the eyes to ensure they were paying attention. “As you know, Colt has decided not to rejoin us. She told me that she felt working with bombs was more predictable than the kind of work we were doing here. So, she has opted to return to Earth Duty and stick to local work.” He shrugged. “This life isn’t for all. I understand that, and I don’t want a soldier here who does not want to be here. To move forward and do what we need to do, I need a solid commitment from all of you. That’s how we will be successful, that’s how we will make it home alive. Commitment to the team. Commitment to the fight. Commitment to do what is right. So, we are one soldier down. I will look to replace her at some point, but right now, we got bigger fish to fry.

	“First, though, we got a little administration to take care of. Now, as you all know, Doc was on extended leave when he passed away. He was a good man and a good soldier and he will be sorely missed.” Harris paused a moment, briefly clenching his jaw. “But life is life, and he needs to be replaced. As you know, Second Lieutenant Gregson was filling in for Doc and I am happy to say that he has agreed to join us full-time. So, on a permanent basis moving forward, Lieutenant Gregson here is our new medic.” Harris looked at him and gave a nod. “Welcome, lieutenant.”

	“Thank you, sir,” he nodded back.

	“Now,” Harris said, walking over to the items he’d brought in with him. He found what he was looking for, grabbed it, then turned back around to the team. “Lieutenant McKinley, would you come up here, please?”

	McKinley looked at him. “Have I done something wrong, sir?”

	Harris stared back at him with a plain face. “I don’t know, have you?”

	McKinley cautiously walked to him.

	“Lieutenant,” Harris eyed him firmly, “you have been in the role of acting first lieutenant for eight months now. You have done a fine job. However, the acting role is no longer required. Therefore, I would like to take this opportunity to officially promote you to first lieutenant. The job’s yours, soldier. Do you accept?” Harris held out his hand to reveal the stripe that would elevate McKinley’s rank. McKinley stared at it, then darted his eyes to Harris’s.

	“Lieutenant,” Harris said firmly, “we have this position to fill. That is a sad, but true, fact. However, that is not the reason I’m promoting you. I am promoting you, because you’ve earned this. You have proven your bravery and your leadership to me. I have trusted you to be my right-hand man in the field for years. Now I am asking you to be my right-hand man in everything to do with this ship. Do you accept?” Harris held his hand out closer to him.

	McKinley looked down at it again. Harris could see his mind ticking over, but eventually he nodded, if cautiously, then he reached out and took the stripe. Harris looked back at the team. “Soldiers! James McKinley is your new first lieutenant! When I am not around, you will obey his instruction. If we come under attack and I am seriously injured, or should I die, then he takes control of the ship. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, sir!” they called back firmly.

	Harris turned back to McKinley and they exchanged formal salutes.

	“Congratulations, First Lieutenant McKinley.”

	“Thank you, sir,” he replied.

	“Take your seat.”

	McKinley did so, after receiving a handclasp from Hunter. Harris looked back at the team.

	“So,” he regained their attention, “Colt is not coming back, Gregson is formally our new medic, and McKinley is now our new first lieutenant. This is our team. This is how we will work moving forward. Do you have any questions?”

	“No, sir!”

	“Alright,” he nodded. “Then that leads us to our new mission. Before I can brief you on that, however, I first need you to sign a confidentiality agreement.” He turned and walked over to his bundle again and took out the pile of e-clips. He handed them to Evenssen and ordered him to pass them around.

	“Sir?” Murphy frowned as he read the document loaded onto the e-clip. “A confidentiality agreement? What’s this about?”

	Harris waited until everyone received their e-clips, then he looked back at Murphy. “Our next mission is beyond classified, soldiers,” he told them. “If what I tell you leaves this room, you will be court-martialed and, if found guilty, quite possibly sentenced to death. Do you understand?”

	“Jesus Christ!” Hunter said, looking up at him. “What the fuck are we dealing with this time?”

	“Sign that e-clip and I will tell you.”

	*

	Harris hit the button on the control panel to close down the screen and send it back up into its slot. He turned back around to look at his team. As expected, with the exception of McKinley who had already been briefed, they were shocked. Harris had just informed them they were quite possibly under threat of an alien invasion.

	He’d only covered the basics for now, figuring they would need to absorb it in small chunks. He started by telling them about the original signal back in the days of Colonel Welles. He’d told them about the great debate that took place, and how the program had been shelved, although he omitted to divulge the deaths of Colonel Strasser or Colonel Welles’s wife. He then proceeded to tell them about how the signal continued, and how the UNF managed to communicate with it. He then explained how the signals had increased, and why the UNF began to panic, which brought the UNF Advanced Soldier Program – Fortis Bellator – back into play. He told them in no uncertain terms that, based on the large number of signals being picked up, the UNF had to assume that an alien life-form was headed toward their solar system in what was unlikely to be anything other than an attack. He told them how the UNF was going to continue the program, and how the Aurora team had been chosen to be the prototypes. Then he told them that, as captain of the Aurora, he had agreed to this.

	This announcement was met with stunned silence. Murphy, Steinberg and Brown gaped at him incredulously. Yughi stared at the floor, his mind obviously racing, while Evenssen darted his eyes between Harris and McKinley, his Jumbo energy palpably rising to the surface. Hunter ran his hands over his face, as though trying to wipe away the shock, and Packham sat wide-eyed, shaking her head. McKinley just sat there studying their reactions.

	“Are there any questions?” Harris’s firm voice cut through their confusion.

	A moment of silence passed before Hunter finally spoke, staring at him. “Um, yeah. Are you telling me that we’re going through with Sharley’s plan?”

	“Yes, I am.”

	“How?” Brown shook his head. “We’ve been trying all this time to stop Sharley and now we’re going to give him what he wants?”

	“Sharley, originally, had been carrying out the orders of the UNF. Somewhere along the way, he lost the plot and took the program offline and made it his own. He lost sight of why he was doing this. They have been watching him carefully at Command and it is very clear that he is psychotic and delusional. He has become obsessed with Welles, obsessed with this crew. His intentions have deviated. He was initially doing this to give us, Earth, the best chance of survival against the attack. Now he is doing it to feed his own obsession.”

	“But…?” Brown shook his head.

	“The important thing to remember is that this program belongs to the UNF. It always belonged to the UNF, not Sharley. They want to start afresh and forget that Sharley ever happened.”

	“Yeah? Tell that to Doc!” Brown said with hard eyes.

	“I can’t, sergeant,” Harris stared back. “He’s dead. There ain’t nothing any of us can do about that.”

	“Sharley’s Jumbos killed members of our team, and now they want us to become one of them?” Hunter said, face screwed up. “Like nothing ever happened?”

	“Is that what you think?” Harris arched his eyebrow. “You think I want to just sweep my soldiers’ deaths aside?”

	“No, sir—”

	“Those men died because of a loose cannon who took this program and used it to fulfil his own fantasies,” Harris said, cutting him off. “We helped the UNF take this program back. Now they are going to move forward with it and do what they have to. From this point forward, the word Jumbo, coined by Professor Sharley, is to be erased from their records. The UNF will be creating Alpha soldiers.” Harris stared around at his team. “This is a reality. There is something out there, coming for us. We have to get our shit together now, so that if they hit Earth, we are ready. Don’t get me wrong, this won’t be easy. The UNF still knows very little with regards to the Advanced Soldier Program. They have asked us to do this, because we’re already halfway in it. McKinley, here, is the first Advanced Soldier ever created. Evenssen, here, is the third, and the only one the UNF has seen transform with its own eyes. Two members of our team are already Jumbos. Three, if you count Welles, which you should because she will be training with us. We know about UNFASP. Sharley, as crazy as he is now, selected us for a reason. He knew we would embrace this and get it right. So we’ve been given a huge and very important job here. We have the opportunity to help the UNF save Earth. So the question is, are you ready to take up that challenge?”

	“But you’re asking us to become Jumbos?” Hunter spoke up, when the others didn’t. “That’s what you’re asking us, isn’t it?”

	“No. I am asking you to become an Alpha.”

	“Jesus,” Gregson muttered, running his hand over his mouth.

	“I know this must be hard for you, lieutenant,” Harris eased his voice off a little, “coming in the way you did. But it’s hard on everyone. The old members of us here – myself, McKinley, Hunter, Brown, Packham – we were chosen and dragged into Sharley’s madness without a choice. Steinberg, Murphy, Yughi: you had a choice of sorts. Before the Pegasus mission, I told you what we were dealing with. You knew that we were going up against what were then known as Jumbos, and you accepted the challenge. Evenssen, you got transferred. I guess you didn’t have much choice in that, but you were given the choice when you became a Jumbo. You ultimately made that decision. But Gregson, you were in the wrong place at the wrong time. We needed your help in the Hell Town dungeon, and so you saw things that got you dragged into this also. However, for whatever reason, here we are. We know about the Jumbo program. We know what Jumbos can do. And now we know about the invasion. This is a huge ask of you, I know that. You could take on this program and these things coming our way could suddenly change course. It could be for nothing. Or they could continue to Earth, and we could gain victory with our space defense, our ships and weapons, and it could still be for nothing. But, if they do make it past our ships and our weapons and they hit the Earth… we are going to need everything we got. The cold hard truth is, Jumbo soldiers, Alpha soldiers, are stronger, quicker, and more attuned to their prey than human soldiers are. If these things hit Earth, our Alpha soldiers may be the only thing left to stop them. We may be the last line of defense Earth and our colonies have… so, yes, our best chance for survival is to embrace what we once tried to stop.”

	“Sir, why do we need to change now? To transform now?” Yughi spoke up. “If the invasion isn’t for another twenty-four years?”

	“First, we need to study and perfect the Advanced Soldier Program. We can only do this if we are Alphas. We need to be them, to study them, to perfect them. Secondly, we will then need to devise a recruitment program. We can’t just sign anyone up for this. We know the Jumbo temperament is shaky at the best of times, like a loaded gun, if you will. We can’t hand that weapon to just anybody. Thirdly, we will need to roll-out the program. They will need to convert a certain amount every year to have the numbers ready for the invasion. Fourthly, we will need to train and strengthen those soldiers. It will take time to bring thousands of Alpha soldiers into line. On top of this, the UNF needs to perfect our weapons and our spacecraft, which we, as their Alpha One unit, will have a say in. Hunter, Packham, you’ll give your expertise, along with Brown and Steinberg, on ship development. McKinley, you and Murphy will advise on the weaponry. Yughi, your expertise on comms would be invaluable. Then, we need to train our soldiers in the use of these ships and weapons. Fifthly, we, the Aurora, when the time comes… will be expected to lead these other units we’ve trained into war.”

	“But twenty-four years? This will take twenty-four years?” Yughi queried, his face perplexed.

	Harris stared at Yughi. “There’s nothing to say they won’t attack us earlier… there are no definite dates here. Things could change at any moment. Regardless, they are coming in large numbers. We need to start now. The more ready we are, the better our chances of survival will be.”

	He scanned their faces. “We’ve been tasked with spearheading Earth’s defense, soldiers. We’ve been given the most important role in the history of the UNF… in the history of the Earth from where we stand. My question to you is: are you ready to stand up and accept that honor? Are you ready to stand up and fight to defend Earth and its colonies, to defend the human race?”

	“Jesus…” he heard Hunter whisper, exhaling as he did.

	“You’ve all signed the e-clips, so your lips are now sealed. I will not ask you for your answer just yet. I know you’ve just been hit with a major bombshell that will take some time to sink in. But when it does, I’ll need you to think long and hard about your decision. I will not force anyone here to become an Alpha. This must be your decision, because once you commit, you commit for life. But if you do choose to join me—”

	“You’re doing it, sir?” Brown asked quickly, arms folded across his chest. “You’re definitely doing it?”

	“Yes, I am,” he told him firmly. “I cannot lead an Alpha army to war if I am not one of them, totally committed.”

	The silence sat heavily in the room.

	“So, if you choose to join me, we will do the transformations in a two-step process. Firstly, we will convert our bodies, so that we will be as Evenssen is now. We will have time to get used to our new bodies and what they can do, then when we are ready we will have our senses done, one sense at a time, so we can join McKinley as he is now. It will be a step-by-step controlled process. Do you understand?”

	They stared back at him.

	“Is everything I said clear, soldiers?” he said, louder, more firmly.

	“Yes, sir,” they replied.

	“Alright. For the time being, we will remain here at Command. As you can imagine, I have more briefings to go through with Colonel Marchant. We will train as the team we are now. We will review all of Sharley’s studies. McKinley? Evenssen? We will watch and learn from you, study what you can do, to help everyone make an educated decision. Understand?”

	“Yes, sir,” the two soldiers answered.

	“Alright. Go to your posts and ready them as though we were about to set sail. Dismissed!”
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	Professor Jenkin LeFroy sat bolt upright in his cell at the sound of the door to the lair opening. He studied the doorway with panicked eyes and watched as someone he didn’t recognize entered. The man looked lithe, but strong, his long, brown, dirty hair sitting messily over the collar of his wool-lined jacket. As the man neared, LeFroy saw that one eye was dark red with broken capillaries; his fingers were cut and taped as though he’d been in a fight.

	“Wh–who are you?” LeFroy stuttered from behind bars.

	The man gave a smile that sent shivers down LeFroy’s spine, but before he could answer, another strange man entered, then another, then another, then another. LeFroy watched as five large, terrifying men filled the room, before Drazen finally appeared.

	“What’s going on?” LeFroy asked him. “Who are they?”

	Drazen approached LeFroy’s cell door. He looked at the men, then back at LeFroy with his dead, gray eyes and smiled. “They are killers. And you will make them Jumbo killers.”

	
 

	9

	The Best Men

	Carrie watched as Dr. Morgave examined Brody. Her son sat on the table as the doctor checked his ears. It was the last in a long line of tests that he’d already completed on Freya. Brody was getting edgy and kept trying to crawl off, so Carrie stepped in and held him still.

	“He’s a little wriggler, isn’t he?” Morgave said, peering into a device inserted into Brody’s left ear.
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