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TP – For Thomas and Oliver, 
look what you started … the Swarm is here!

SC – For Amy, always
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It’s time to get serious about aliens.

For years we’ve imagined aliens as little green people with enormous heads, big eyes, small bodies and long fingers. Perhaps we think this is how humans will evolve as we become more intelligent.

The truth is far more frightening than you could imagine.

In 1974 the human race hurled a message into outer space.

It was a signal sent out in radio waves towards a far corner of our galaxy. A signal aimed at alien beings, telling them that they were not alone in the universe. Telling them where the Earth could be found and what creatures ruled it.

The message was sent to celebrate human cleverness. No one really expected aliens to receive the message. To come looking for the Earth. To find us.

When the aliens arrive, they won’t be in spacecraft. They’ll travel at the speed of light, a signal in code, a hive of intelligence. The question is, who will hear them – and what do they want?

A swarm is rising.

Soon – very soon – it will be here.
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I’m Danny Munday, but my story starts on a Tuesday.

Hilarious, right? You can imagine the crummy jokes I’ve had to put up with at school my whole life, like: ‘Oh, no, I thought it was Friday but here’s Munday!’ Or, ‘Who puts the “weak” into weekday – Danny Munday!’ Or, ‘You’re gonna marry Freya Knight so you can call yourself Danny Munday-Knight’ – which doesn’t even make sense because a) I wouldn’t have to take her surname if I didn’t want to and b) Freya Knight can break your bones just by looking at you so I would not mess.

Anyway. Back to Munday on that Tuesday.

It was just an ordinary night, you know? Mum out at work, homework half finished, Jamila round, being a pain … Nah, that’s harsh. She’s my best mate – I’ve known her all my life. We were in my room, playing Breakout Saturn on PlayStation, stuffing Doritos and having a laugh.

Or we were until Jamila totally got me killed by giant alien spiders.

‘Thanks a lot, Jam!’ I whacked her on the arm. ‘You’re meant to be Captain Maxima Layne, fearless Queen of the Spaceways – why did you run? The noise brought every Spidroid for miles coming!’

‘You were a sacrifice I was willing to make, Danny-boy!’ Jamila laughed. ‘I don’t have to outrun the Spidroids – I only have to run faster than you!’

‘Get a life, Jam.’ I tossed the controller down in mock disgust. ‘It’s my turn to play as Maxima next and I’m totally gonna get you killed.’

‘We both know that won’t happen.’ She grinned. ‘Chill! I’ll make it up to you some day, Munday.’

‘Sure you will. Anyway, it’s nearly nine o’clock,’ I told her. ‘And you know what that means.’

‘Oh, yeah. Totally.’ Jamila hit pause on the game, bug-eyed spider-monsters all around her. ‘Time to stop playing so I can go home to bed for a nice early night, ready for school tomorrow …’

We both broke out laughing. This never happens! Jamila only lives next door – it’s a terraced street and our bedrooms are actually either side of the same wall. Sometimes we send morse code messages to each other by knocking on the plaster. Most times there’s no need though, cos – a couple of times a week – Jamila goes back home like a good girl on the dot of nine, gets ready for bed and says goodnight to everyone.

Then, the minute her mum shuts the door, she slings on her jeans, climbs out through her window, uses the drainpipe to swing herself on to my windowsill and comes in through my window to finish the game, along with most of the Doritos. Then she sneaks back home again the window-way, nearer to midnight. We call it her SWIMMER trick – SWIMMER being short for ‘Secret Window Into Mundays’ Mansion, Emergency Route’, obvs.

It’s cool. We’ve gotten away with it for months: Jamila’s mum and dad think their daughter’s a perfect well-behaved angel so they never bother to check her room, and my mum is never around to notice. She works the late shift most nights. She’s a researcher in radioastronomy, based at the Lovell Telescope at Jodrell Bank. It’s pretty impressive, though it doesn’t look much like a telescope to me – more like a giant’s TV satellite dish.

That’s cos you don’t look through a radio telescope with your eyes. It’s used to study energy in the universe that we can’t see – radio waves, X-rays, microwaves, ultraviolet light and other stuff. When I was little, Mum explained her job by saying, ‘It’s a noisy universe out there – I work out what’s worth listening to, and why.’

Dad’s a professor in physics and astronomy, so he and Mum speak the same language. Unfortunately, they also shout the same language when they’re together, which led to them splitting up and Dad taking a job at the Institute for Astronomy in Honolulu, cos he needed ‘to get away’. Which, you know, sucked when it happened, but over the last two years we’ve all got used to it. I chat to him a lot online, usually when Mum is on the night shift; after Dad left, Mum threw herself into her work and it’s been holding her pretty tight ever since.

Which is why I got such a shock when Mum came home early that night.

It was ten-past nine when me and Jamila levelled up, and I was just walking her downstairs to say ‘Bye for now’ when I heard the key turn in the front door. I actually jumped in the air, throwing Doritos all over the hall just as Mum bustled in. She had her laptop under her arm, a key in one hand and coffee in the other. She looked at us with bright, super-caffeinated eyes.

‘Hey, Danny. Hi, Jam.’ She scooped up a couple of chips from the carpet and munched them down. ‘Sorry to interrupt. Were you about to snog each other goodbye?’

‘What!’ I flushed red – Mum is so embarrassing. ‘No!’

‘Gross,’ said Jamila, holding her stomach.

‘Like you’d ever admit it to me anyway.’ Mum laughed and swigged the last of her coffee. ‘Just pretend I’m not here.’

I mouthed ‘Sorry!’ to Jamila. Mum was in one of her manic moods; that meant she was either super-excited or super-exhausted. Probably both.

‘Why are you here, Mum?’ I asked. ‘Your shift shouldn’t finish for ages.’

‘Couldn’t get any work done there,’ Mum said, barging through to the kitchen and whacking her laptop on the counter. ‘The computers have been taken offline.’

‘At Jodrell Bank, you mean?’ I shrugged at Jamila, and we both followed her through. ‘How come?’

‘Some kind of power surge.’ Mum crossed to the fridge and pulled out an open bottle of wine. ‘We were picking up some very weird fast radio bursts when, BOOM! Something went through the systems. Took down the main server.’ She studied the dirty glasses by the sink, shrugged, and poured the wine into her coffee cup. ‘It wasn’t just us affected. Radio telescopes in South Africa, Canada, Western Australia – they’re all offline.’

‘Freaky,’ I said, kind of interested in Mum’s work for once. ‘Were the other telescopes listening to these fast radio bursts too?’

‘What even is a fast radio burst?’ Jamila said. ‘Like, when you switch a radio on and off really quickly?’

Mum gave her a look, then took a gulp of wine. ‘FRBs are tiny blazes of energy, usually from distant galaxies. We’re not sure what causes them, but they hardly ever repeat.’ She frowned. ‘But! This FRB did. Regular as clockwork. Energy waves rat-a-tatting through space at the speed of light. And the source was really close – just twenty-five light years away.’

Rat-a-tatting. For some reason I thought of me and Jamila tapping code to each other on our walls. ‘Maybe it’s a kind of message?’

‘Ha – you mean a message to our IT department to protect the network with a stronger firewall?’ She gave a laugh but I could tell it was totally fake. ‘At least I captured part of the signal before the power surge. I’m going to analyse the pattern on my laptop. I’m sure there’s a normal explanation.’

‘Speaking of normal explanations, I’d better find one for my mum.’ Jamila was looking at her phone. ‘She’s texting. I’m fifteen minutes late.’

‘Tell her you were snogging Danny,’ Mum suggested.

‘Mum, shut up!’ I groaned, steering Jamila out of the kitchen and back towards the front door. ‘I’m sorry about her.’

‘So cringe,’ said Jamila. Then she smiled. ‘At least your mum is fun.’

‘Weird, you mean,’ I corrected her. ‘D’you still want to come round later? We’ve got Titan level to complete.’

‘Better not. If your mum realises I’m here, she really will think we’re snogging.’ Jamila shuddered as she opened the front door. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, stood on the doorstep. ‘Prob text you later.’

‘Prob read it.’ She gave me a shove backwards and swung herself over the little fence dividing our front paths.

I closed the door and walked back to the kitchen. Mum had stuck a USB drive into her laptop. It flashed as if mimicking the fast radio burst as it transferred the data across. A progress bar on the screen began to fill.

‘Weird how the computers at the other radio telescopes were taken down too,’ I remarked. ‘Maybe it was some sort of cyberattack?’

‘Maybe.’ Mum drummed her fingers on the countertop, waiting for the data to load. ‘That’s certainly more likely than one alternative explanation.’

‘Which is?’

‘That extragalactic energy could hit the Earth with enough force to affect our systems. A big, hard hello from outer space.’

‘You mean it could be a message from aliens?’ I breathed.

Mum looked up at me and snorted. ‘That would be exciting, wouldn’t it? But no, I’m sure there’s a natural explanation. You know, back in the 1960s, strong, regular signals a bit like this were detected. It was thought that they might be messages from extraterrestrials.’

‘And were they?’

‘No, the radio waves were being thrown out by a stellar remnant.’

‘The last remains of a star, you mean?’ Yeah, you can call me a geek, but growing up with two astronomers means it’s hard to miss this stuff. ‘There are different types, aren’t there?’

‘This one was named a pulsar – just tens of miles across but still heavier than the Sun.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s so much we still don’t know about what’s out there in space. The team that discovered pulsars got a Nobel Prize and all sorts of other goodies …’

I bit at her words like a hungry dog. ‘Cash? Fast cars? Fame?’

‘Decent grants for further research, at least.’ The progress bar filled up with a soft chime and Mum turned back to the laptop screen, opening a file. ‘Whatever this is … it could be very big.’

‘Change-the-world big?’ I asked her.

Mum didn’t answer, lost in her work already. Although the data had loaded, the light on the USB drive was flashing madly, faster than ever, like a tiny fluttering heartbeat.

Then the little light went out, and I went out too, heading upstairs to my room.

Messages from outer space? Yeah, right. About as likely as me going out with Freya Knight.

Still, someone was certainly about to come into my life.

Or something.
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I went back to Breakout Saturn for a bit, but I’d promised Jamila I wouldn’t take Captain Maxima through Titan Level without her so I couldn’t do much except finish a few side missions. Maxima is like this future eco-warrior trying to turn Titan – Saturn’s biggest moon – into a new Earth once our own gets too toxic. But evil alien spiders locked up in a floating prison in Saturn’s gas clouds break out and make their base on Titan first. (I know – typical, right?) And the side missions usually involve Maxima terraforming Saturn’s other moons – transforming barren rocks into miniature Earths that can support life – so that’s kind of fun too.

It’s always worried me that when our real Earth gets too polluted, moving to Titan isn’t really an option, killer alien spiders or not.

Anyway, after making Titan greener, I strayed a little closer to home. There’s this new park with the most amazing zip wire I want to go on – longest in the world, almost two miles through epic forest. Mum promised that maybe for my birthday we could go; I sent her a link to a couple of videos. You’ve got to keep the pressure on, right?

A message pinged back from Mum almost straight away. But it was blank.

I shrugged, and typed back: You are speechless cos zip wire looks so awesome right?

But just then my phone grew hot. So hot it actually hurt my hand. Then my apps started quitting and reloading. ‘Weird,’ I muttered. Maybe the battery was overheating? I dumped the phone on my bedside table.

Bored, I knocked on the wall – four times. It’s short code for ‘Hi, are you receiving?’

There was silence. Then a few seconds later my tablet pinged a notification. Jamila had messaged me: Can’t be bothered to morse knock :D

I tutted. She cheats all the time now. When we were younger she took things more seriously. She even learned morse faster than I did. Although to be fair, I guess we didn’t have phones then.

You’re lazy and useless, I messaged back. Then I added a ;) cos I felt bad.

Her reply: See? You can’t morse-knock a passive-aggressive winky face.

Then she added a ;) too.

I knocked ‘Get a life’ on the wall.

Then my tablet pinged. Mum had replied. She was never normally this on top of things.

I opened the mail, but it was empty again. Nothing there.

‘She’s losing it,’ I muttered. ‘Big time.’

Then the tablet’s screen turned black. I saw a cursor flash. Then green numbers typed themselves along the screen, as if a program was running:

01100111 01100101 01110100 00100000

01100001 00100000

01101100 01101001 01100110 01100101

‘What the … ?’ I stared at the ones and zeroes, then took a screen shot.

Just in time, as a moment later they were gone. I knew I would need to send pics as evidence if my tablet was breaking down as well as my phone …

Even as I thought of it, my phone suddenly buzzed. It was restarting all by itself. ‘What is going on?’ I said out loud.

Cautiously I picked up my phone. It wasn’t hot any more. At the same time I noticed that my tablet had lost the black screen and was back to normal.

‘Glitch Central,’ I muttered, as a WhatsApp notification came through. It warned me the sender was not in my contacts list.

True enough, I didn’t recognise the phone number. But the sender’s name was apparently ADI.

‘Who on earth is Adi?’ I muttered.

The message was:



.... . .-.. .-.. --- -.. .- -. -. -.—



I knew in a moment that it was morse code. The dots and dashes spelled, ‘Hello Danny.’

Suspicious, I looked at the wall behind me, as if I’d be able to see Jamila laughing on the other side. This had to be her playing a joke. I morse-knocked on the wall: ‘Funny. How u do that?’

The knocks came back. ‘Do wot?’

‘Text as Adi,’ I knocked back.

‘Adi wot?’ came the reply.

OK. Option a), Jamila was playing dumb so she could wind me up some more, or option b), she really hadn’t done it. In case it was option a), I decided not to say any more to Jamila so she wouldn’t have the satisfaction of knowing I was weirded out.

Instead I WhatsApped ‘Adi’.

Who is this? I asked.

Just a girl called Adi, came the swift reply, only in English this time. I love code. You love code too?

Every alarm bell in my head started ringing. A stranger had got hold of my number somehow and was trying to talk to me. Maybe the glitches in my phone and tablet meant I’d been hacked? Maybe it was linked to the computers at Jodrell Bank going down?

I got up, deciding to show Mum. But Adi stopped me in my tracks with another text:

Kash gave me your number. I’m his cousin Adi. He said you love code. I love code. Hello Danny

‘Gee, thanks, Kash,’ I said out loud. ‘Ask me before handing out my number, why don’t you!’

Kash is a mate of mine, though I haven’t seen him for months since he started at the private school across town. Kash does know I’m into codes; we made up a cipher last year and used it to send each other secret texts about people at school. But we stopped when Mr Johnson, our Computer Studies teacher, caught us texting, cracked the cipher and realised we were making fun of his big nose.

That teacher who busted you 2 sounds a total douche, Adi added.

I smiled. I remembered Kash saying exactly that; he must have told his cousin.

I fired him off a quick text message: Hey, butthead! You giving out my number? Your cousin Adi just got in touch. Kind of weird?

Kash replied straight away. Hey, butthead. Adi cool. Thought you two make good friends. There was a pause, then another message: Be nice. You will like.

It sounded like an order. I’m not great at taking orders.

I flipped back to Adi on WhatsApp. I typed: Why text me? Don’t u have real friends? Then I felt bad so I added a LOL.

It’s hard being a 14-year-old girl genius, lol, said Adi. I should get a life!

That made me smile. ‘Get a life’ is one of my favourite things to say. Maybe I really would like her.

A message came through from Jamila: Night. See ya 2moro.

At the same time, Adi WhatsApped me again: Help me get a life, Danny?

I stared at the screen. This was new. Kind of weird. Kind of cool.

Me and Adi spent the next hour chatting over text. It was only at midnight that I remembered I hadn’t said goodnight back to Jam.

And I didn’t remember the glitching binary code on my tablet at all.

Maybe if I had, and if I’d showed that screenshot to Mum sooner, things wouldn’t have gotten so badly out of control.
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As I found out over the next couple of days, it was mad how much Adi and I had in common. Her parents were scientists. She was veggie. She’d been to the same school camp as me in Year Six. She loved zip-wire rides, like I did. She loved gaming; we both played as Maxima Layne on Breakout Saturn and we had the same attitude to earning trophies – you’ve got to go for platinum, or else why bother?

She’d even been dragged along to climate-change marches like me. I told her how Mum only took me cos she was meeting friends in London and couldn’t leave me at home, but Adi said saving the planet was something she could get behind. And I agreed. Because, well, no Titan – am I right?

Talking to Adi gave me something to do in the evenings. Mum stayed working from home, analysing all her terabytes of data, and it was down to me to get takeaways for our dinner – not that Mum remembered to eat much of hers. When she’s totally into her work it’s like she forgets the real world exists. Me included.

It’s fine. I get that she loves her job and that she’s happiest with a head full of radio waves. And sooner or later she’ll remember she’s got a son and will feel dead guilty and that, my friends, is when the world’s longest zip wire will become a reality, so it’s all cool.

Jamila thinks it’s less cool. With Mum around she’s not up for doing SWIMMER, just in case she’s seen here and my mum tells her mum and Jam’s grounded forever. So she’s doomed to nine o’clock bedtimes for the foreseeable. Which is pretty much as bad as being grounded anyway.

So, given Jam has after-school clubs Wednesday and Thursday, it was Friday before I told Jamila about Adi in any detail as we walked back from school. I was kind of dreading it; it’s not the easiest thing to say you’ve sparked up a conversation with a teenage girl you’ve never met before.

Sure enough, Jamila wasn’t impressed.

‘The whole thing sounds totally sus,’ she said. ‘I mean, some girl appears out of nowhere—’

‘She’s Kash’s cousin!’ I protested.

‘Whoever’s cousin she is, she wants a no one like you to help her get a social life?’

‘Adi says she comes from a really big family. She’s had to move from place to place her whole life.’ I could hear how defensive I sounded, and it bugged me. ‘I dunno, I guess it’s lonely, having to live in different places, never getting to know people.’

Jam snorted. ‘Why would she want to chat you up?’

‘Jealous?’ I grinned at her. ‘You are, aren’t you? Totally.’

‘Yeah, and there’s a pig flying out of my butt too.’ Jamila mimed sticking her fingers down her throat. ‘How much do you really know about this Adi, anyway?’

‘I know loads,’ I argued. But thinking about it, I only really knew what we had in common, not a thing about our differences. I’d gone hunting for her on social media but there was no trace, so I’d messaged Kash about that. He’d messaged back saying that Adi didn’t want people to see how few followers she had. I could relate to that.

Something else we had in common.

‘Have you ever seen her picture?’ Jamila persisted.

‘Yeah.’ I showed her the image I’d downloaded to my photos. ‘See, she looks a bit like Maxima Layne from Breakout Saturn. Kind of.’

‘I guess.’ Jamila studied the slightly blurry image of a girl about our age with long black hair in a ponytail, chin pushed out and fingers held up in a sideways peace sign. ‘Danny, this could be photoshopped. Adi could be some creepy bloke called Adrian for all you know!’

‘What?’ I groaned. ‘I’m not stupid.’

‘Ha!’ said Jamila. ‘Has Adrian asked to meet you somewhere yet?’

‘No, Adi hasn’t.’ I swiped my finger across the screen. ‘Look, here’s another pic of her.’

This one showed Adi in the park, standing heroically with hands on hips and one leg hooked behind her. ‘Oh god, she’s doing the Maxima Layne victory stance.’ Jamila snatched my phone to hold it out of the light and shook her head. ‘Grim! Let me guess, she knows you play as Maxima.’

‘She plays as Maxima too!’ I protested.

‘Course she does.’ Jamila stopped walking and looked at me. ‘Does she know that’s my avatar too? Does she know about us?’

‘Us?’ I frowned, tried to get my phone back, but she held it out of reach. ‘What us?’

‘You and me, best mates – you idiot.’ She pushed my shoulder. ‘Have you told her about us?’

‘I might have mentioned this annoying girl who keeps giving me a hard time,’ I said. Truth was, I had told Adi a lot about Jamila. I’d even suggested we all hang together sometime, but Adi hadn’t jumped at the chance. So much for wanting a life.

Or maybe it was only me she was interested in?

Suddenly my phone buzzed. I lunged for my phone but Jamila turned her back on me. ‘Oooh, she’s messaged you for, like, the five thousandth time …’

I grabbed her arm. ‘Give it back, Jam!’

‘Well, well.’ Jamila turned to me, eyebrows raised. ‘Looks like your new mystery friend wants to take things to the next level after all.’

‘What?’ I took the phone and stared at Adi’s message:

I need you to meet me. Soon. Stand by.

‘OK.’ I swallowed. ‘A meet. OK, that’s cool.’

‘Bit pushy – “soon”,’ Jamila said. ‘You gonna meet her then?’

I shrugged. ‘Guess so.’

‘You can’t go by yourself. What if it is dodgy?’ She sounded serious. ‘I’ll go with you. Check Adi out.’

‘To see if you approve?’

‘To see if she’s real!’ Jamila retorted. ‘Once I know you’re all right, I’ll leave you alone, if you want.’

‘You can come and you can stay. Please?’ I smiled at Jamila. ‘You’re a good mate.’

‘Ugh, pass the sick bucket!’ Jamila gave me a shove to propel me along the street. ‘Now come on. Home. I need to be out of this uniform and into a onesie by five o’clock, latest …’

Me and Jamila said bye at our front doors. ‘I’ll let you know when the meet is,’ I told her.

‘And I’ll let you know if I’m washing my hair,’ she told me. With a wave, she vanished through the front door.

I guess I was feeling kind of excited. I mean, I got on with Adi over WhatsApp but we’d never actually talked to each other. It could turn out to be horrible, both of us tongue-tied while Jamila talked rubbish to fill the silence … Or maybe it would be cool, and all three of us would just click straight away and happily chill together.

One thing that clearly was not chill was my mum. I found her in the kitchen with the blinds down surrounded by about a hundred coffee cups and fifty plates with toast crusts, her hair wild and eyes kind of glazed over.

I knew the signs. This was a severely sleep-deprived mum who, when she finally crashed and woke again, would be ready to grant her poor neglected son a stack of treats, even though he did not really feel neglected at all (except he was poor, because Mum always forgot my allowance in times of stress and I’d already blown the monthly cash Dad gave me on games).

‘Danny!’ she cried. ‘About time you showed up. You’ll be late for school.’

‘School’s finished, Mum,’ I said gently. ‘And tomorrow’s the weekend. Two days off, yeah?’

‘Well, all right,’ said Mum vaguely. ‘But you’d best get there all the earlier on Monday morning.’

I suddenly noticed my tablet was on the kitchen counter, hooked up to Mum’s big PC and her laptop. There were so many cables twisted around it might’ve been hooked up to the coffee machine as well.

‘What are you up to, Mum?’ I asked her in that same wary tone she’d used on me a thousand times before.

‘I’ve chained our computers together. Extra processing power,’ Mum explained with a manic grin. ‘The fast radio burst that knocked out the computers – you know? Well, the diagnostics show many repeated elements, and that suggests it’s some kind of code repeated over and over. This really could be a message from an extraterrestrial civilisation!’ She laughed and held me close in a big hug that smelled of espresso and toast crumbs. ‘Aliens, Danny! Imagine that!’
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