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One warm November afternoon in South Florida, Malena Marin’s life changed forever. She never saw it coming.
The only hint was in the skies to the south, which looked…odd. She thought she’d never quite seen that shade of storm cloud before. The cloud wasn’t the usual dark gray or bluish-black. Instead it was a deep purple hue, the color of shadows at dusk. Bright pinpoints of light appeared in the cloud now and then—lightning? She wasn’t sure.
Malena was new to Florida, so she shrugged, figuring it was some kind of unusual tropical storm out over the ocean. She hoped it didn’t make landfall in her neighborhood and decided she would have to check the weather report later tonight.
Right now however, she had other things to worry about. She had to find a job, and she had to find it fast.
She walked through the glitzy Mizner Park area of Boca Raton, looking for opportunities. When she passed a boutique with a help-wanted sign in the window, she eyed it thoughtfully. She’d told her roommate she was going shopping today, but in truth she wasn’t down here for new clothes—she needed to make money, not spend it.
She’d moved to Florida after losing a well-paid position in Virginia. She’d planned to forget about her problems and to treat herself to a little vacation. Unfortunately, her savings had vanished more quickly than she’d hoped.
Steeling herself, Malena walked to the shop’s glass doors and put her hand on the oiled bronze handle. But she stopped.
Someone was behind her. She sensed them watching, even though they hadn’t made a sound. She’d always been able to do that. When boys had stared at her in school, she’d always caught them.
She turned around slowly, beginning to frown. There was a man standing on the sidewalk, looking at her. His suit was the color of midnight rain with fine white pin-stripes running down the sleeves. He wore a fedora and shades that looked very black against his pale skin. Even his hands were covered in dark gloves that looked like doeskin. Malena’s frown deepened. He was out of style and too young-looking to be wearing any kind of suit on a warm day.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
The man gave her an approving smile. She felt a slightly creepy vibe from him. Perhaps it was the way he kept his gloved hands clasped in front of him as he stared at her. Normal people didn’t stand like that—not unless they were at a gravesite ceremony with their heads bowed.
The man stepped forward, producing a card from nowhere. She hadn’t seen him put his hand in his pocket. He must have had the card ready, hidden in his palm. Feeling she knew where this was going, she took in a breath to tell him no, she wasn’t interested in a date—or a photo shoot.
But he surprised her again.
“Miss Marin?” he asked with a slightly European accent. “Malena Marin?”
“Have you been following me? Who are you?”
His smile broadened. “Paranoid instincts on display,” he said. “I approve, but your reaction is not necessary, I assure you. I’ve been sent to offer you a job. We need a good analyst.”
The word analyst brought back a flood of bad memories. She’d had a good desk job up in Virginia until last summer, when her career had ended abruptly. A single mistake had terminated a covert field operation and her employment simultaneously.
Even though she needed work, this development didn’t please her. The fact someone had followed her and knew who she was immediately put her on guard. When you were part of the intelligence community—even as an ex-member—things like this happened. But she was suspicious all the same.
She put her hand on her purse and quietly opened the clasp with one hand. The tiny click was barely audible. Inside was a .25 caliber pistol. She didn’t want to draw the gun unless absolutely necessary. She had a concealed weapons permit of course, but she doubted it was any good in Florida.
The man’s smile had faded away. She wondered if he knew what she had in her purse.
“I just want to give you my card,” he said calmly.
Malena didn’t take the offered card. Instead, she eyed the slip of paper and the gloved fingers that held it as if they might bite her.
“You’re some kind of spook, aren’t you? Well, you’re following the wrong person. I don’t do that kind of work anymore. I’ve lost my clearance.”
“We know,” he said. “But we’ve read your file, and we still want to hire you. Your background is in biology, correct? That will also be helpful.”
Malena was quiet for a second, trying to hide her surprise. She had indeed taken biology in college, and had finished the masters program in record time. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been enough jobs to go around in her chosen field. She’d learned how to handle a computer along the way, however, and that had landed her the government job.
“I don’t want to go back to D. C,” she said.
The man’s smile began to return.
“Good,” he said. “The job is just south of here in the Keys. Everyone loves the islands—don’t you?”
“What kind of installation would be here?” she asked. Most intelligence operations were based in Maryland, Virginia, or D. C. itself.
“A very nice one. We even have a private beach.”
She gave him a flickering smile. “Doesn’t look like you spend much time there.”
“Sadly, no. We’re very busy.”
He lifted the card again, hopefully. He held it higher this time.
“There is a number on the back of this card,” he said. “Please take it, and I will go. After that, the choices will all be yours.”
Deciding it was the easiest way to lose this guy, she took the card and slipped it into her purse. She thanked him. He murmured something in response and left.
She hurried into the shop and was happy to see he had vanished when she checked the windows.
She talked to the shop manager. He was a small man with tiny eyes. In fact, the only things that looked big on him were his ears.
While they spoke, his eyes crawled over her sheer knit top for several seconds. Apparently, he liked what he saw. He wanted to hire her on the spot.
“Of course, you’ll have to start at minimum wage,” he said. “Plus a ten percent commission on sales.”
It didn’t sound like a lot. But the rent was due, and she’d come here for this.
“I’ll take it,” she heard herself say quietly.
He guided her to the back, where he showed her armless mannequins, piles of overpriced jewelry, cartons of designer purses and racks of shoes meant to be collected rather than worn.
When the manager got a cell call and walked away to find a spot in the store with a better signal, she stood there, looking around for ten long seconds. She didn’t know exactly what she wanted—but she knew she didn’t want to work here.
When the seconds of indecision had passed, she opened her purse. She pushed aside the .25 pistol and plucked out the business card the stranger on the sidewalk had given her.
She examined it. The card was nothing special, just print on plain white cardstock. On the front there were three large letters, X. C. U. She had no idea what that stood for, but below the letters was the blue eagle of Homeland Security and an address in Key Largo.
Malena frowned at the card. No phone number? No website? She was disappointed. She flipped the card over, and her attitude changed instantly.
There was a number scrawled on the back. The number had a lot of zeros behind it. At the beginning of the number was a dollar sign. Her heart began to pound, and for a second she forgot to breathe.
Was this an annual salary? Or a contract total, perhaps for several years of work? Really, it didn’t matter. It was enough money for a lifetime.
A moment later the shop manager finished his call and came back to ogle her again. “You ready to work now?” he said.
She looked up at him, but didn’t see him. She looked right through him, toward the door. She had to find the man in the pin-striped suit. She brushed past the manager and headed for the exit.
“Miss? Can’t you work today?”
“Sorry,” she said over her shoulder. “I quit.”
Malena marched up and down the sidewalk until her feet hurt in her strappy shoes, but she saw nothing of the mysterious man from X. C. U. She headed back to her apartment and was glad her roommate wasn’t home to complain about the late rent payment.
Her first impression was that he was running some kind of scam. She felt fairly certain of it now. Why no phone number? No website? Nothing?
She moved to her computer. After ten minutes of fruitless searching, she’d turned up very few hits. When she typed the address into a map site she pulled up a few images of a nice-looking resort hotel.
She huffed and leaned back in her chair. The guy must be some kind of creep. Her first instincts were always good, and she hadn’t liked him from the start. Who knew what kind of game he was playing?
But, she asked herself sternly, if he was just some internet predator pestering attractive women with promises of employment, how had he known who she was? It had to be deeper than that.
She fished out her cellphone and flicked the screen, looking at her contacts. She could call her parents. Her father had worked on secret projects for many years at Los Alamos National Laboratory. She knew he still had government connections.
But she also knew how the conversation would go. Her parents had been suspicious of her extended vacation here in Florida from the beginning. Her father would want to know all about her economic situation, and then her mother would get on the line. The two of them could be very nosy, and they would tag-team on the phone until they got the truth from her. Before long they’d be talking about her old room upstairs. She’d have to listen to a sales pitch. All about how they’d kept the walls a light mauve and had left her faded high school posters and stuffed animals in place.
To Malena, her old room was a creepy shrine she had to sleep in on holidays. She guessed that as an only child, it was a penance she had to put up with.
But she knew she wasn’t ready to move back home. She’d moved out for college and had lived on her own for a decade now. She wasn’t going back to a room full of dusty stuffed toys if she could help it.
She flicked the screen and passed by her parents’ number. She scrolled to the very bottom of the contacts list. She hadn’t planned to call the numbers down there ever again—but this was a special case.
She selected Anthony’s number. He was a nice guy she’d worked with at her old intel job in Virginia. He’d always been sweet to her and they’d gone out on dates a few times in the past. That had all ended when she’d been dismissed and had moved south. But she felt sure he’d pick up the call, even if he wasn’t supposed to talk to her anymore about work-related issues.
After two rings, the call connected.
“Malena? What’s up?”
“Anthony? Can you talk?”
He hesitated. She was sure he’d been given instructions against any kind of personal call while on duty at the satellite monitoring station. And he’d probably been told to avoid her in particular. She was a disgraced analyst, someone who’d botched a mission by panicking and pulling a team with what the administrators called: “a lapse in judgment.” That lapse had cost a submarine and a team of men several days delay. It had also cost her a good job.
“Sure,” Anthony said. “I can talk for a second. Just don’t—well, you know.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m not supposed to talk about work. This isn’t exactly work-related. I’ve been approached by another agency. I just wanted you to look them up for me. To tell me if they’re legit.”
“Another agency?” Anthony asked, sounding skeptical. “I don’t think anyone would—I mean, you read your dismissal report, didn’t you?”
“No,” she said, “but I’m sure it was horrible. Just tell me what you can about X. C. U.”
“Never heard of it.”
She rolled her eyes. Anthony could be rather literal-minded at times. “Can you look it up for me, please?”
She heard some tapping, then nothing.
“Anthony?” she asked after several long seconds.
“Malena, that’s a black ops codename. You don’t have clearance for that sort of info anymore.”
She detected a change in his voice. She blinked and frowned. What was he thinking?
“I know,” she said quickly. “I just want to know if they’re real.”
“I can’t talk about any of that. Especially over an unsecured line. I—just a second. Could you hold?”
“Hey,” she said, “let’s just drop the whole thing. I’ll do my research online. Thanks a lot, Anthony.”
“Hold on, I—”
An odd tone interrupted his voice. It sounded the way a Bluetooth connection did when it was going wrong. She frowned and pulled the phone from her head. She stared at it. Had someone tapped into their conversation? She knew they could do things like that, but she hardly thought this situation warranted such an intrusion.
She eyed the red disconnect button on the touchscreen. All she had to do was tap it. But she put the phone back to her ear instead.
“Hello?” she said.
“Ms. Marin?” asked a voice.
Malena didn’t recognize the voice. Whoever it was, this new person sounded like an older woman.
“Yes?” she said guardedly.
“Go to the interview,” the woman said. “And please don’t call Anthony again.”
“I’m sorry if my call has caused any trouble for Anthony,” Malena said. “I only wanted confirmation that X. C. U. was a legitimate government organization.”
“Go to the interview. Your questions will be answered there—or they won’t.”
“What interview? I don’t have an appointment with them. Just a card with an address that leads down to a hotel in the Keys.”
“You don’t need an appointment. They’re waiting for you.”
Malena opened her mouth to ask another dozen questions, but the connection went dead.
She spent several troubled hours considering her options after she’d put down her cell. As she often did when pondering serious decisions, she got out her sketchbook. She had been doing sketches since her college days. As a biologist, she’d been taught to draw images of things she’d observed. It was an old habit among people who studied nature, but one that was dying out. She found that she liked sketching what she saw, and had kept up with the tradition.
As she thought about her options, she sketched the strange man she’d met downtown.
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“Strange cloud formations have been reported over Cuba today,” said a cheerful radio announcer. Malena hadn’t caught the name or the station. She wasn’t used to the stations around Miami yet. “Oddly, no other unusual weather patterns have been reported by the National Weather Service. November is the tail end of hurricane season down here. Be assured everyone is keeping a nervous eye on this anomaly, but in this case, we seem to be in the clear.”
Whatever was happening in Cuba was a good two hundred miles away. But the cloud appeared to be a good deal closer than that. She could see it on the horizon dead ahead of her.
Living in southern Florida placed you directly in the path of the annual parade of Atlantic hurricanes. She’d yet to experience one of the big storms, but she felt certain when one did come she’d have plenty of warning. She eyed the skies and figured the announcer was right, there were a few strange clouds out there, but nothing that looked serious.
Malena pushed a button on her steering wheel and the radio switched to a station playing music.
Driving down to Key Largo from Boca Raton took two hours. The end of the trip was the best part as she glided along the water on the Overseas Highway, which chained the islands together. The sun was going down and ocean to the west was a golden color broken up by patches of dark gray. As she approached Key Largo, seagulls dipped and whirled in flocks.
When she reached the main island, Malena’s car lined up with the rest at a stoplight. Fortunately, November wasn’t an in-season month for tourists. The traffic was reasonable.
Smiling, she looked around at the trees and tall grasses. Down here, the plants all had a tropical look to them. The environment was decidedly different than her native northern forestlands.
She wondered what it would be like to live and work down here. There weren’t many jobs in the Keys that didn’t revolve around tourism. Living on the islands was expensive, but tourists and part-time residents brought their money down from the northern states with them. Locals called them “snowbirds”, migratory types that fled from the dreary weather of their home cities in later winter and early spring. They came in search of sunny beaches and spring break parties.
Malena could tell there was money in this part of the world. The buildings, the cars, and even the highway itself were all well-kept.
When the light finally changed to green and she shifted her small car into gear with it—she noticed something odd. A flash of movement caused her to glance at her mirrors. There was a car behind her now, one that hadn’t been there a second earlier. It was a black mustang with a grille like an open mouth. She drove slowly forward, frowning. She saw the car wasn’t quite straight in its lane, and the driver had to crank the steering wheel around to straighten out and get in line behind her.
Mentally, she shrugged. The guy must have done a U-turn and pulled up right behind her.
She didn’t think anything more about it as she cruised down the highway following the length of Key Largo. It was the biggest island in the chain, over thirty miles long. She had miles to go to reach her destination.
Deciding to stop for a drink, she pulled into a gas station. She flicked down the catch on the gas nozzle and left it there pumping while she went into the 24-hour store and bought something full of caffeine and sugar.
When she came out, she noticed it was getting late. The sky was beginning to turn dark. She checked her cell and found it was nearly 6 pm. She told herself she should have waited until tomorrow to come down here. She’d have to get a hotel room now, which would cost her money she didn’t have.
Fumbling with her keys on the way to her car, she opened her drink and took a big gulp. When she lowered the bottle, she froze. There was a man sitting against her car with his arms crossed. He wore a pleasant smile, big tan arms, and his hair was cut exceedingly short.
“Excuse me,” she said, walking up to him. “That’s my car.”
“I know,” he said.
Malena’s frown deepened. She wasn’t sure what this guy’s game was. He could have been hoping for a date, but it was way too early for a spring break pick-up. In any case, she wasn’t about to reward such a direct approach.
“I don’t know you,” she said. “Could you get your butt off my car before I have to call someone?”
“Sorry Miss,” he said pleasantly. He removed his offending rear from her fender and walked away.
Malena couldn’t help but notice he was extremely fit. Something in his bearing and attitude made her think he was from the military. Over-confident and young, she thought, shaking her head. She reached to open her door, but froze when she saw the stranger get into his car: it was a black mustang.
Malena narrowed her eyes. She walked after the man.
“Wait a minute,” she said. “You’ve been following me, haven’t you?”
He turned around and smiled, shrugging. “There’s only one long road on this island that goes anywhere.”
She saw the logic of that. But he’d definitely done a U-turn and then followed her into this gas station. That gave her a definite feeling of unease. She walked back to her car slowly. She wasn’t quite ready to call the cops, but after she finished pumping her gas she pulled out her cell phone and put it on the seat beside her.
She didn’t drive out, but instead sat in her seat, waiting. She adjusted her mirrors. For a full minute, the guy in his black mustang fooled with his car, cleaning the windows and checking the oil. She just sat there, watching him in her mirrors.
Finally, he walked forward and came to her window. Malena lowered her window a crack and smiled at him.
“Is there something you’re waiting for?” he asked.
“I was waiting for you,” she said, smiling. She popped the clutch and screeched her way out of the gas station.
In her mirrors, she saw him scramble back to his car. She drove as hard as she dared down the highway to the address she’d been given. Her heart pounded as she went, but she wasn’t really frightened. She was reasonably sure the guy in the black mustang was part of XCU, dispatched to tail her to the agency.
Malena was baffled by the escort. The fact he was working these hours indicated budget and purpose. What was it the woman who’d interrupted her call to Anthony had told her? “They’re waiting for you.”
Surprised to learn this organization was still operating after dark on a Saturday, she drove right into the parking lot and chose a spot. There were perhaps fifty cars in the lot, most of them luxury models—Audis, Cadillacs and a single, top-of-the-line Lexus. That was encouraging. Either the hotel was high class, or this organization really did pay their people well.
She walked into the lobby. When she reached the front desk, a pair of headlights flashed behind her and she looked outside. It was the black mustang. She smiled.
“May I help you?” asked an Asian clerk. His nametag said Choo, and he had an accent, but it was British-sounding rather than Chinese.
“Yeah,” she said, showing him the card the man had given her earlier that afternoon. “Does this mean anything to you?”
Choo smiled faintly. “Yes, Ms. Marin. Just go to the elevator and press the down button.”
Malena pointed to her escort, who now hurried in through the front doors. The confident smile he’d worn before she’d ditched at the gas station was gone.
“Do you know that man, Choo?”
“Certainly,” he said. “Lieutenant Tanner will escort you down to the basement.”
Malena made a face at the term basement. Choo caught the expression, and leaned forward. He spoke conspiratorially, even though there was no one in the lobby other than the three of them.
“It’s nicer down there than it sounds,” he said.
“Do I need a special key or something?”
“Mr. Tanner will provide that.”
Malena glanced at Tanner, whose features had turned an orangey-red. He was clearly trying hard not to look pissed off—and failing at it.
Malena nodded to Choo and began to walk toward the elevators. Choo cleared his throat. Malena looked back at him, and found he had his hand out.
“Do you expect a tip?” she asked in amusement.
He waggled his fingers. “You must check your weapon, Ms. Marin,” he said in an apologetic tone.
“Oh, certainly,” she said, digging out her pistol and handing it over.
She headed to the elevators and Tanner followed her. When they entered the car, she lifted a finger to select the basement. To her surprise, there wasn’t just the traditional “B” button, but rather five buttons, labeled B1 to B5. She pushed B1, but nothing happened.
Tanner stepped forward. “Let me do it.”
He lifted a small oval of plastic and metal. It looked like a key-fob for a car. He pressed his thumb to the dished out surface of the oval button on the device and simultaneously pressed B1 on the elevator panel. The key recognized his thumbprint and lit up. At the same moment, the button on the elevator panel lit up with it. The elevator quickly descended.
“A five-story basement in the Florida Keys?” Malena asked. “Won’t that put us fifty feet below sea-level?”
“More than that,” Tanner said, scowling at her. “Why did you ditch me?”
“Why did you follow me?”
“I was bringing you in. I had orders.”
“Sorry if I made you look bad,” she said.
His frown darkened. “If you knew who I was—” he broke off, fuming.
Malena decided she should stop teasing the man. He’d had his fun by freaking her out, and she’d had hers by making sure the doorman knew she’d ditched him. Now, it was time to make friends. She wasn’t always the best at that, she reminded herself. If she’d played more nicely at her last job…well, she might still have it.
The doors opened and they stepped toward a guard station. A sergeant in fatigues came to attention when he saw Tanner and checked both their IDs.
“Sorry,” Malena said to Tanner, giving him a smile. “I thought I was supposed to ditch you. I thought it might be some kind of test.”
“A test? We’re hiring you for a desk job, not as a field agent.”
She shrugged and continued smiling. This had the hoped-for effect. By the time they’d passed the guard station and reached a glass door he’d calmed down and relaxed.
Malena watched as Tanner went through another elaborate security ritual at the glass door. She realized the glass was an inch thick and she guessed it was bulletproof. On the far side was what looked like a bank vault door and an airlock. Two guards stood at the vault with unsmiling expressions and unslung automatic weapons. This was serious security. She’d never been in an installation that was both secret and so heavily-guarded. Not for the first time, she wondered what she was getting herself into.
Once past these final layers of security, the environment shifted in tone. The lights were muted rather than glaringly harsh. There were big screens here, which were studied by a half-dozen operators. Each of the operators manned a workstation of their own, but they occasionally looked up at the big displays. These depicted the entire Caribbean region.
Malena paused and frowned at what was clearly a situation room. “Is that Cuba?” she asked.
“Pretend you didn’t notice that yet,” Tanner said.
She gave him a questioning look, but then someone new approached. It was a middle-aged woman in a dark navy business suit. The most notable thing about her was her hair, which was done in a tasteful bouffant style. She stared at Malena with piercing blue eyes.
“Malena Marin?” the woman asked, extending her hand.
Malena nodded, briefly clasping hands with her.
“Welcome to XCU. Sorry we had to be so cloak-and-dagger about bringing you here. I’m sure you understand.”
“I’m looking forward to learning more about it.”
“Yes…” said the woman, staring at Malena again.
Malena got an odd feeling, as if the woman were really thinking deeply about her polite responses. She tried not to let the woman’s stares and pauses fluster her.
“I’m sorry,” Malena said, “who are you?”
The woman’s eyes flashed. Malena thought she detected an expression of disappointment.
“I’m Station Chief Burke. I run the nightshift at this installation.”
Malena narrowed her eyes, realizing that she recognized the woman’s voice. “Did you interrupt a phone call of mine today?”
“If you call about us, the phone call belongs to us,” Burke answered with a cryptic smile.
Malena opened her mouth to demand an explanation. She wanted to know how her call to Anthony had been intercepted, and under what authority. Was someone tapping her cell? Why did they care so much about what she did and who she called? What did they want from her?
The station chief stopped her questions with a wave of the hand. “I can’t tell you more yet. Please bear with us. This way, please.”
Without waiting for a response, the chief led the way. Malena reminded herself she was here to get an extremely high-paying job. She swallowed her objections and followed them. She was led down a long corridor lined with closed doors. Tanner stopped at a non-descript door and tapped a code into the lock. The door clicked, buzzed and opened. Malena frowned. To her, the room looked like an interrogation chamber.
There were no sharp instruments or handcuffs, but there weren’t any comfortable chairs, either. There were only two chairs, in fact, with a table in between. The chairs were metal and unpleasant-looking. The station chief took one chair and gestured to the other.
Malena hesitated, looking around. Tanner had taken up a position at the door. He looked suspiciously like a guard. There was a mirror in the room, obviously a two-way mirror, and it was aimed at the chair Malena had been offered.
“Please be seated,” Chief Burke said.
Malena did so reluctantly. The older woman looked at Tanner. “You can go now, lieutenant. You’re making her nervous.”
Tanner withdrew with a silent nod. The two women faced one another.
Burke stared at her oddly. Malena began to feel uncomfortable. When her interviewer didn’t speak for ten full seconds, Malena decided to say something.
“I was approached by one of your people in Boca Raton today,” she said.
Burke appeared disappointed—even disgusted by her response. “Yes, that was Ostlund, the dayshift chief. It was on his recommendation that we’re interviewing you now.”
“Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
Malena blinked at her. She wondered in the back of her mind if the woman somehow resented the dayshift chief and didn’t approve of Malena’s selection. She decided to press on. If this woman didn’t feel like interviewing her, she might as well ask the questions.
“Can I ask exactly what the job is about?” she asked. “I mean my duties, not the mission of XCU. I imagine you’ll have to clear me before—”
“Ms. Marin,” Burke interrupted. “Are you having any unusual thoughts right now? Anything at all?”
Malena was baffled by the question. She was indeed having a large number of unusual thoughts. Not the least among them was the idea that this had to be the strangest interview and the strangest interviewer she’d ever encountered.
“Uh,” she said, “I’m thinking this entire place is pretty strange, if that’s what you mean.”
Burke twisted her lips into a flickering smile that soon died. “Of course. Would you excuse me?”
Malena stared after Burke as the woman stood up and left.
“Did I say anything wrong?” Malena called.
“Just a moment, please.”
Malena felt sure she’d blown it somehow, but she didn’t know what she’d done wrong. Before the door swung closed she saw Burke speaking to Tanner, who had apparently hung around outside.
“…nothing…” Malena overheard Burke say disdainfully. “…absolutely useless…”
Then the door clicked shut.
Mouth open, shaking her head, Malena got up slowly from her chair. What had she said? What had she missed?
One minute later the door unlocked and opened. It was Tanner, and he was alone. “This way please, Miss Marin,” he said.
She followed him out into the hallway. There was no sign of Station Chief Burke.
“Look, Tanner,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot. But I really need this job, and I—”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said.
“Where are you taking me now?”
“Back to your car.”
She blinked at this. “Back to my car? This is over? I’m not meeting anyone else?”
“No.”
“Will there be a call back…or…?”
“No.”
Malena felt a wave of despair hit her. She thought of the number that Ostlund had printed on the back of that card. Even if it had been a lie, even if the salary was only a tenth of that number—she still wanted the job.
“I don’t understand,” she said, feeling dejected and depressed. “What kind of an interview was that? You people are bizarre.”
Tanner stopped walking and looked at her. She looked back at him angrily. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d put in a bad word after she’d left him behind back at the gas station. If he was that petty, she wasn’t sure she wanted to work here with a person like that. But then again, there was that number on the back of the day chief’s card. It had been an impressive number.
“Ostlund must have seen something in you,” Tanner said. “Burke is always quick to dismiss his instincts, but I’m going to try an experiment. You need to stay quiet and do as I say, all right?”
Normally, Malena didn’t like such instructions from someone she’d just met, but she was desperate. She nodded silently. He’d said to keep quiet, and she didn’t even want to chance saying “okay” aloud. If that first interview had been some kind of test, and she’d failed it somehow, she was going to play the part of the full-on paranoid this time.
Tanner did a U-turn. She followed him back down the corridor to the end, where it angled ninety-degrees to the left. At the end of this second corridor there was a door. Malena looked around and took an immediate dislike to the place. It seemed darker somehow, as if her vision had dimmed when she entered this part of the hallway. She wondered if the fluorescent lights overhead were flickering.
“Wait here for a moment,” Tanner said, and he left her standing there.
Malena stared after him. Was this some kind of test? If so, what was the point? Was it a test to see if she took orders, no matter how odd? Would doing as he asked cause her to pass or fail?
About ten seconds after Tanner had disappeared, she felt a pang in her stomach. She hadn’t eaten dinner yet, and she chalked it up to that at first—but then the pains grew worse. They were like cramps, but with a headache serving as the basis of the entire thing. The headache grew until it was so bad it made her sick. A pounding, neck-pinching headache that felt like an icicle had been hammered in the soft tissue behind her eyes.
One minute later, it grew worse. She wondered if this was what people called a migraine. She’d never had one before, and she wasn’t at all happy about experiencing her first under these circumstances. She felt as if a horse was galloping through her mind, leaving holes in her brain. She rubbed her temples and looked up and down the hallway. It was quiet. Her vision blurred and her head felt like it was under a fresh assault. Someone was driving nails into her skull from every direction.
She doubled over at about the ninety-second mark, putting her hands on her knees. She felt like throwing up. All of a sudden—she did.
Tanner returned then. She looked up at him with bloodshot, blurred eyes and a burning sensation in her guts.
Tanner stared. “You’re sick?”
“I’m dying here,” she said hoarsely. “What is it? Gas?”
Tanner shook his head and eyed her thoughtfully, as if she were a lab rat.
“So sensitive,” he muttered. “Very unusual.”
“What did you do to me?”
He put a hand on her elbow to help her walk back down the corridor the way they’d come. She didn’t object to the help. She was still weak and sick.
“Feeling better now?” he asked when they reached the corner in the corridor and gone around it.
She took a deep breath and straightened.
“Yeah,” she said thoughtfully, then shook his hand off. She eyed him suspiciously. “What the hell did you do to me?”
Tanner smiled back at her. “I probably landed you a job.”
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Tanner took her back to Station Chief Burke and explained what had happened. By that time, Malena was surprised to note she almost felt normal again. What had hit her? She wasn’t sure, but she hadn’t enjoyed the sensation.
“I see,” Burke said after Tanner had stopped talking. She eyed Malena with a new expression.
Burke gave her a cold, curious stare. Malena felt as if the woman was looking deeply into her. It wasn’t the usual look Malena was accustomed to from other women. She could tell Burke wasn’t interested in her looks, her clothing or her personality. Malena was a bug on a plate to this woman. Something to be prodded and possibly dissected.
“Let’s go back into the room, shall we?” Burke asked.
She led Malena back to the same room where their first abortive interview had taken place. Malena hoped this wasn’t going to be as baffling and pointless as the first time.
“Excuse me,” Malena said. “Before we begin, could you tell me why I’m here at all? What the hell do you people expect from me?”
“If you’re found worthy of service, I expect you to serve XCU and the government of the United States with honor and—”
“I can do all that,” Malena said. “But that can’t be all that you want.”
“No, of course not,” Burke said. She reached into her desk and began to pull out a thick sheathe of papers. It was a contract.
“Hold on,” Malena said. “I can’t sign anything without knowing what I’m getting into. I’m not asking for classified information—just tell me in general terms.”
The woman put the contract back and slammed the drawer shut. She gave Malena a strained smile. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“I was marched down a hallway. For no apparent reason, I was vomiting within ninety seconds. Now, I’m fine again. Oddly, this series of events has engaged your attention and gotten you to the point of hiring me. I want—I need a few answers. What kind of an interview is this?”
The woman produced another document. It wasn’t a contract, but rather a dossier. She paged through it briefly. “Malena Marin: Five foot six inches tall. Twenty-nine years of age. Brunette with blonde highlights—dyed. One hundred and twenty pounds. Attractive, athletic and light-weapons trained.”
Malena frowned.
“Family: Unmarried. No children. No siblings. Parents Beth and Simon Marin maintain a traditional marriage. Relationships listed as ‘stable’ between all three family members. Both parents hold clearances and have lengthy histories in government service with clean records.”
Malena pursed her lips in annoyance. She opened her mouth to speak, but the woman kept going.
“Education: Masters of science in biology, Summa Cum Laude—”
“Excuse me again,” Malena interrupted at last, “but what’s the point of reading my file aloud?” She knew she was being rude, but the woman was getting on her nerves. The chief was unfriendly and Malena suspected she’d been poisoned as part of some kind of test. She felt she was owed a few answers.
The XCU chief put away the dossier. “I only wanted to demonstrate why this hasn’t been a traditional interview. We already know everything about you.”
“But nothing in there would cause you to hunt me down and make this offer. Why did the day chief himself come to see me? Just give me a hint about what I’m getting into, please?”
Burke looked troubled, but after a moment she seemed to come to a decision. “All right. I’ll tell you what we’re both doing here today. XCU has a mission. We locate and secure rare, specialized materials.”
Malena narrowed her eyes. “We’re talking about WMDs, then? Chemical, biological, nuclear—right?”
“Nothing so mundane.”
Malena stared. “You consider plutonium mundane?”
“Yes. What we’re looking for is more exotic. We call it element-X. It doesn’t appear in nature. It’s an unknown compound, something we don’t understand. Enemy governments have based technology upon its properties, we do know that much.”
“Is it a metal or liquid or what? Do you even know the atomic weight?”
Burke shook her head. “We’ve never had a quantity so great that we could classify it in such a traditional sense, but our scientists suspect it is a metal. You have to understand, the substance isn’t on our periodic charts. We don’t really know what it is, we only have theories. It might be matter in another state, for example, exotic particles we can’t duplicate by any known process. At first, we thought it might be anti-matter, or dark matter. These theories haven’t held up to tests, however.”
“Okay…” Malena said thoughtfully, “but I don’t understand why you know so little about it. How can you search for something if you don’t understand what it is?”
“When we open up a device powered by X it instantly combines with normal matter. The result is always a terrific release of energy. Very dangerous. Whole teams and installations like this one have been annihilated in numerous attempts made since World War Two.”
“Numerous attempts? Huge explosions? Wouldn’t these kinds of events make it into the news?”
A wintery smile crossed her interviewer’s lips. “They already have, on several occasions. You didn’t really think the nations of Earth had to blow up two thousand atomic bombs just to make sure they still worked, did you? All those craters with underground tests done out under the desert in Yucca Flats…well, let’s just say they weren’t all set off purposefully. And that they weren’t all atomic in nature. On each occasion we tried to control the reaction caused by exposure of the core, but we failed. Now we’ve given up on tearing apart the artifacts we find. We’re just trying to learn from them as they are.”
Malena nodded thoughtfully. Even if one didn’t understand how to make a battery, there were plenty of electronic principles that could be learned by studying the devices they powered. If you took a smart phone back to the nineteen sixties, for instance, scientists could have gained a lot of valuable intel from it, even if they couldn’t duplicate it with their technology.
“How does it work, though? I mean, how does this unknown substance generate power? What form does it come in?”
“The units are spherical, usually. They generate a variable or preset level of power in the form of electricity in most cases. They can also produce intense heat or powerful beams of light. Our scientists say they operate on the basis of permanent instability. A form of perpetual-motion—a perpetual vibration, if you will, powers the devices. This property appears to be natural to the substance. Think of it as a magnet that can reverse its polarity a million times a second, or a cycle of moving electrons that never stop looping around because they don’t encounter any resistance—or even as a highly radioactive isotope that doesn’t decay over time.”
Malena blinked. The physics sounded complex and rule-bending. She wasn’t a physicist, her knowledge of such topics came from a half-dozen college courses. But she got the general idea. This stuff called X came in power-packs of some kind that produced a great deal of steady energy. These could be large or small, and came with variable outputs. She got the impression no one really knew exactly how the devices worked, and the embarrassed scientists who’d no doubt spent frustrating decades on the problem had come up with a lot of theories…theories that may or may not be correct.
“How do I fit into all this?”
“You’re going to help us find these oddities of science. XCU’s primary mission is to locate X, secure it, and pass it on to others for study.”
Malena felt more comfortable with this job description. “Satellite analysis then? Is that what I’ll be doing?”
“Certainly not,” Burke said, looking at her with wide-eyed surprise. “I would have thought that someone with your special talents—well, never mind. This position has nothing to do with photographic analysis. We have a large number of data analysts that far exceed your capacities. We don’t need you to look at folders full of scans, Ms. Marin. We need you to find the artifacts themselves.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You’re what we call a ‘sensitive’. You proved that in the hallway. Your demonstration was—”
“Excuse me,” Malena interrupted. “What was that all about in the hallway? What made me sick?”
The woman appeared annoyed. “I believe this should be abundantly clear to you by now. There’s a vault behind the last door in the hallway. We keep artifacts there before transferring them to other facilities.”
Malena was finally beginning to catch on. She nodded. “So, most people don’t become ill when they come near this substance? The fact that I did indicates I’m able to sense it somehow?”
“Exactly.”
“But how can that be useful? I mean, if I have to walk within twenty feet of this substance, I’m sure anyone could find it just by using their eyes if they were that close to it. What am I supposed to do, walk around until I start throwing up and then tell people to search the place?”
“Something like that,” said the woman dryly. “With training and proper equipment, you’ll be able to sense the direction and distance of these items. You’ll also be able to control your reaction. Other sensitives have told me in the past that it’s rather like acquiring a taste for a new, unpleasant food.”
“I take it you want to hire me, then?” Malena asked.
“Oh yes. You’ve already been hired, effectively.”
Malena snorted. “But what if I don’t want the job?”
Burke twitched her lips, but didn’t smile. “That’s not an option. You’ve been briefed on a compartment of secrets that goes far above most clearance levels. We’ve approached you based on our current, urgent need, and on the basis of your top-secret clearance. I have the power to directly grant you an element-X clearance. But I don’t have the power to remove it.”
“I don’t understand,” said Malena, but in truth, she thought she was beginning to. She wondered if she was in over her head and began to eye the door.
“Ms. Marin,” Burke said severely. “At the beginning of this interview, I asked you if you wished to serve your government, and if you were willing to enter our employment. Risks were specified and acceded to.”
“Yes, but—”
“But nothing,” interrupted the woman. “You agreed to our terms and requested the briefing.”
“What if I want out right now? I’ve had these sorts of jobs before. You haven’t sworn me in. This is America, and I can walk right now, if I want to.”
The woman pursed her lips, compressing them into a tight line. Malena sensed a bubbling anger in her. This woman had a temper—a wonderful thing to encounter in a new boss. Malena had called her bluff and she didn’t like it.
Burke pulled open her desk with a ripping motion. She withdrew a sheath of documents and slid them across the desk toward Malena.
Malena caught them with her fingers before they could scatter on the floor. She opened the folder. It was a lengthy contract. Dire warnings, eagle-embossed stamps and bold print decorated every page. At the bottom of each leaf was a place for her initials and a date. At the end, her thumbprint and photo had already been attached. The only blank spot was a black line on the white paper waiting for her signature.
A tapping sound came at the door as Malena paged through the contract. The chief stabbed a button and spoke into an intercom.
“If this isn’t an emergency,” she said, “please give me a few minutes.”
The tapping stopped. After that, however, the woman began shifting in her chair, becoming increasingly restless.
“Are you going to sign or not?” she asked Malena after a full minute had passed.
“This says you can send me anywhere. This is a field agent’s contract.”
The woman chuckled. “You yourself pointed out you would have to get close to an artifact to feel its presence. The best agents only have a mile or so of range.”
Malena felt a thrill run through her. She’d never done real field work. “I’m trained as an analyst.”
“We don’t need more desk-jockeys. We have plenty of those.”
Malena paged through the contract a second time, and finally found what she was looking for—the salary. It wasn’t as big as the number the man had scrawled on the back of his card and handed to her back in Boca. In fact, it was missing a zero. But it was still a lot of money. She’d make more every month than she had in a year back in Virginia.
She looked up. “I’ll sign for double this amount.”
It was the chief’s turn to huff. “We have grades of agent. We have rules. We have numbers and charts. You’ll start out as a psi-agent, junior class. I’m not bumping you up five ranks just because you’re a sensitive and I need one.”
Malena considered pressing and perhaps lecturing the chief on the rules of supply and demand, but she felt it might be counterproductive. Government pay schedules tended to be inflexible.
“What about my experience? I have several years in the business—no credit for that?”
Burke shook her head. “Don’t remind me how useless your background is. You wouldn’t even have been considered for this position if you were off the street. Did you notice the dollar amount? We usually only interview applicants with a much greater level of experience and a longer list of critical skills.”
Malena picked up the pen and sensed the other woman’s tension rising. She was watching Malena’s fingers intently. Why did she want her to sign so badly? Malena decided to delay a bit. If she couldn’t get more pay or rank, maybe she could use her signature as a bargaining chip to get more information. Of course she’d already decided to sign. It was about a thousand times better than working in a boutique—literally.
Malena put the pen down.
“Why did you ignore my past?” she asked. “I left my last job under less than optimal circumstances.”
Burke looked annoyed that she hadn’t signed, but she smirked at the words. “Yes. You were kicked out for pulling the plug on an operation without good cause.”
“I had my reasons. The imagery didn’t add up. Something was wrong with the scenario, we couldn’t be sure—”
“Bullshit,” the chief interrupted her. “Don’t ever feed me bullshit like that. You did it on a hunch, didn’t you? You felt something was going to go wrong, even though the data said the operation looked picture-perfect. The landing spot, the weather, the target half-unguarded—everything.”
Malena felt a wave of defensiveness, but she quickly deflated. She’d grown tired of defending herself on this topic. Arguing about the details hadn’t worked back in Virginia and it wasn’t going to work now.
“Yes,” she said. “I pulled the plug on a hunch.”
The woman nodded thoughtfully. “When they figured out that you couldn’t justify your abort order, they kicked you off the team. Do you want to know what happened next?”
Malena met her eyes. “Of course.”
“They sent the team back in two weeks later, using a different approach. The whole team died. All of them.”
Malena’s mouth sagged open in horror. “How?”
The woman shrugged. “Apparently, it was a trap. Or a suicide pact of some kind. In any case, the moment they took the doors down, the entire place exploded. A thousand-pound bomb went off under their feet. There wasn’t a boot or a nametag left.”
“What about the prisoners and the files?”
She shook her head. “Nothing was ever found.”
“I didn’t hear anything about this on the news.”
“Really? Did you check all the news channels?” The woman asked, then laughed quietly. “I believe there might have been a helicopter crash that week. Something routine caused by a mechanical malfunction or unseasonable weather, I’m sure.”
Malena shook her head. She looked at her own hands. “It just didn’t feel right to me. I was correct, wasn’t I? That’s why your people came to find me.”
The woman shook her head. “Not exactly. We aren’t looking for analysts, not even gifted ones. But we are looking for someone who can sense things others cannot. You have a latent psi talent, Ms. Marin. That’s what we wanted. When you first arrived, I tested you, and you utterly failed. It was only after Lieutenant Tanner’s intervention that we realized you were a sensitive. I should have thought of it myself and tested you as he did—but I thought you might have different talents.”
Malena frowned. “What kind of test did I fail? I wasn’t aware of anything.”
“I know. That was the problem.”
Malena thought about it. “There are other abilities, then? Besides being sensitive to element-X or having accurate hunches? Could you explain?”
The other shook her head. “I could, but I won’t. I’ve explained far too much already. Now, either sign the document, or walk out of here. I’ve wasted as much time on you as I’m going to.”
Malena took the pen and signed. She pushed the papers across to her new boss.
“Just like that?” the chief asked in surprise.
“Yes.”
Both women stood up and shook hands. Their eyes met.
“You managed to get more information out of me than I wanted to tell you,” the chief said.
“You got me to sign cheaply.”
Each of them gave the other a slight smile.
“You’re under my command now—do you understand that?” Burke asked.
“Absolutely.”
“I won’t tolerate any kind of insubordination in my operatives. This isn’t a game.”
“Of course not.”
The tapping at the door began again. In annoyance, the chief touched a button. A buzzer sounded and Tanner appeared at the door. He looked worried.
“We have a situation.”
“Do you have time to take our newest psi-agent down to B2?”
Tanner shook his head. “No. I don’t think you want me to do that right now. It’s Cuba.”
At this, Burke pushed past Tanner and walked out into the hallway, heading toward the situation room. Tanner followed her, and Malena moved in their wake, trying not to get in the way. The two walked urgently down the hall, their footsteps ringing from the walls. Malena wondered what had gone wrong, and what she’d gotten herself into. She reminded herself she’d just signed away her life and agreed to become a field agent.
Cuba? She felt overwhelmed.
The big screens in the situation room were fantastic. Malena hadn’t really had the chance to study them before. The resolution was amazing and the detail was surreal. At first, she’d believed the map that covered the far wall was a projected image, a computer-generated simulation. As she got closer, however, she began to realize it was an actual live image of her planet. The cameras had to be in space, and they had to have fantastically high resolution.
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The largest screen on the wall of the situation room displayed a satellite image. The southern half of Florida was at the top of the screen and the view reached down as far as Jamaica at the bottom edge. The night-shrouded Caribbean was the precisely correct shade of inky blue-black. The land masses were a vibrant green, each surrounded by a thin nimbus of sand-colored beaches. Tiny aircraft and ships glittered, their running lights visible on the dark ocean. The entire display was so clear and perfect Malena felt she could reach out and touch the islands and wet her fingertips on the water.
There were overlays on top of the geographical images, of course. The screen could do more than just show raw satellite video of swirling clouds and city lights. Cut-outs popped up with data on various locations. Most of the action seemed to be centered around Cuba at the moment.
Something Tanner said caught Malena’s attention. She tuned into the hushed conversation going on between Tanner and Burke.
“All of them?” asked Burke.
“Yes, as far as we can tell,” Tanner said. “It was a total loss. Are you getting anything in the way of distress calls?”
Burke stood quietly for a moment as if listening to music no one else could hear. She stared at the big screen with eyes unfocussed. Tanner watched her expectantly. Then, she shook her head.
“Nothing,” she said. “They must have lost their com agent, and it must have happened quickly. What about radio?”
“Dead air. No landing beacons, either. The entire team appears to have been taken out all at once. They didn’t have a chance to turn around or to take any kind of evasive action.”
Burke’s face was stone. Looking at her, Malena could tell she was upset, but she was doing her best not to show it. The chief lifted her nose higher as she drew in a deep breath. “I’ll brief the Director,” she said quietly.
Burke headed up a short flight of steps to a catwalk that ran the length of the wall opposite the big display. She entered one of the rooms and picked up a phone. Malena realized it must be her office. There was a line of such rooms up there, all encircled by what appeared to be bulletproof glass.
Malena turned to Tanner, who was looking at the big screen worriedly. She followed his gaze to Cuba. There were a number of yellow triangles there. She wasn’t sure what they represented. None of them were moving.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
He glanced at her as if he’d forgotten she was there. “No time for a briefing now,” he said. “The shit is hitting the fan, big-time.”
“Just tell me what contacts are being displayed down around the Gulf of Batabano.”
He glanced at her again, as if surprised she knew her way around a map.
“Oh yeah,” he said. “Satellite intel—you know your geography, don’t you? Those are the last known contacts we had from our aircraft.”
“Aircraft?”
Tanner seemed agitated. “Look, I’ve got to go down to level B2. You aren’t cleared for that yet, not until we get the official bounce-back from Washington. You’ll have to stay here.”
Tanner reached to touch her elbow, but she moved her arm deftly out of the way. He shrugged and walked to the nearest operator who was working his console intently. “Billy? Can you help me out with a new hire?”
Billy was bald, chubby and busy. He didn’t look up from his screen when they walked up and stood behind his chair.
“Give me a break, Tanner,” Billy said. “Not a good time for babysitting. You should know that.”
“Billy, please take a moment to meet our new psi-agent, Malena Marin.”
At that, Billy swiveled his chair around. His eyebrows arched high when he caught sight of Malena. Suddenly, his attitude changed.
“Psi-agent? Why didn’t you say so? I’ll show her around.”
Tanner gave him a slight smile. “Thanks.” Then he took off and trotted down the hall toward the elevators.
Malena stood behind Billy as there were no extra chairs nearby. She stayed quiet for nearly a minute before she couldn’t stand it any longer.
“What kind of aircraft did we lose contact with?” she asked.
“Model RH-96 Helos—helicopters. RH-96 units are the silent types.”
Malena nodded. She’d heard of them, but she’d been under the impression they were only prototypes. She was even more surprised there were so many yellow triangles.
“How many did we lose? I count six dead contacts.”
“Right,” Billy said. “Half a squadron. We don’t have many of those birds left.”
He took a moment then to look at her, and jumped up. “Sorry,” he said, “I’ll get you a chair.”
“That’s quite all right,” she said, but he was already wheeling a second chair over to his station.
She sat down beside him and studied the screen. “What exactly happened?”
“I wish I knew. Something big, I’d say. Something bad.”
“Could it be the Cubans?”
He shrugged. “They shouldn’t have that capability. This is something new. I don’t know what hit them, and I wish I did. It’s my job to figure things like this out. Hopefully before everything goes totally tits-up—oh, sorry.”
“Forget it,” she said. “Let me see if I understand. We sent a squadron of stealth helos down to Cuba and they were all shot down somehow. What was the mission? Was it an extraction? That seems like a lot of firepower for a landing.”
Billy looked at her strangely for a moment. “You haven’t been briefed, have you?”
She shook her head.
“I can’t answer that, then. It’s not my job. I don’t even know your clearance-level. Did they give you a fob yet?”
She shook her head again. “Everyone is kind of busy.”
Mumbling to himself, Billy worked at his console. A minute or so later he handed her a black oval of plastic and metal. “Here. That’s a temporary unit. Apply your thumb to the inner oval pad and hold it there until it lights up. Then it will be attuned to you.”
Malena did as he had instructed. The tiny thing tingled when it lit up, and she pulled her thumb away. She felt a pang and frowned, looking at it. There was no needle.
“You felt something?” Billy asked in surprise.
“Yeah. Did this give me a shock?”
“It better not have. What kind of psi-agent are you?”
“A sensitive, they said.”
“Ah, okay. You must be an extreme case. Almost no one can feel a fob.”
She eyed the thing in her hand. “What kind of access will this thing give me?”
“Not much. It will get you up to the lobby and around B1. At least you can go to the bathroom without an escort now.”
“Thanks. Could you tell me anything more about what happened to the helicopters?”
“I don’t know,” said Billy, shaking his head and looking up at the big screen again. “They shouldn’t have been able to detect them—but apparently we failed. They were taken out of the sky all at once, as if swatted down by a giant hand. Those triangles are the last known positions we have. We can’t pick up anything from them. We have to assume they’re all lost.”
It occurred to Malena that she was a field agent, and these people who’d just been lost might have been on the same type of mission she was expected to go on. This thought caused a thrill to go through her. How long would it be until it was her turn to go on a deadly adventure?
“Is this kind of work always so dangerous?”
Billy snorted. “No. Not at all. But…this is such a weird case. This is a hot site—a big one. I mean, we investigate something someone dug up, you know? This time it’s different. Everyone wants in on this, and apparently someone got there first and decided to get piggy about it.”
Malena nodded vaguely, only half-following the operator. What was a hot site? Everyone wanted in on this? Who else was seeking element-X?
She was relieved to hear this was an unusual event. She’d begun to worry her huge salary wouldn’t be nearly as exciting if she died before she got to spend any of it. She’d also begun to understand why she’d been offered so much money.
“What about the people aboard those helicopters? No rescue calls?”
“Nothing.”
“Are they under orders to avoid communication?”
He glanced at her, giving her an odd look. “Our communications are untraceable. They would have called if they could.”
Malena was surprised by this. Although she wasn’t an expert on the topic, she knew all radio transmissions were generally traceable even if they were in code. She opened her mouth to ask Billy more questions about it, but at that moment Tanner returned.
“We need you, now,” he said to her. He turned around without waiting for a response and headed for the elevators.
“Where are we going?”
“B2,” he said over his shoulder. He was already working the security system on the elevator.
“I didn’t think I was cleared to go down there yet.”
“You are now. The Director isn’t happy. He gave Burke full authority to take emergency action. We’ve never lost an entire team before.”
Malena felt the elevator shift under her feet the moment the doors swished shut behind them. It felt like it was going down much farther than a single floor before it came to a halt. She wondered what was down here so far below ground level on an island that was barely fifteen feet high to begin with. She suspected there was a lot of mud outside, pressing against her on every side. Just thinking about it gave her a claustrophobic feeling. How had they even dug a complex in such an environment? Why had they done it?
The elevator made a familiar tone and rumbled to a stop. There was a delay of a second or two before the doors opened.
When they did, Malena stared in surprise. They were in what appeared to be a hangar. The roof was far overhead, and domed slightly.
“How can this be down here?” she asked.
Tanner stepped out of the elevator, but she didn’t move.
“Come on,” he said. “The tubes are hot.”
“You’ve got to tell me what the hell is going on.”
He stopped and reversed course, walking back to her. “Come on,” he said urgently under his breath. “The rest of the team is watching. Don’t let everyone know how green you are right off.”
She stopped staring up at the impossible ceiling and now turned her attention to the people on the floor of the gigantic room. There were about twelve of them, and they were wearing what looked like flight suits. The suits were reflective, as if made of aluminum foil. Paired up, the people were working on one another, checking every fitting and reading gauges carefully.
“Are we getting into a black helicopter?” she asked in a harsh whisper as they crossed the concrete floor.
“No,” he said. “That approach failed. We aren’t going to try it again.”
Tanner stopped at a military-looking crate that hung open. He reached down and pulled out two suits. He tossed one to Malena. She winced, but found it was light—almost like it was made of silk. It crinkled when she touched it.
“What’s this?”
“Put it on. Take your shoes off first. You can leave the rest of your clothing on, but put your personal stuff in the crate. It will be here when we get back.”
“What if this doesn’t fit right?”
“It will.”
Reluctantly, she put her shoes into the crate and slipped one leg into the strange suit. It moved oddly, almost as if there were hands inside, rubbing against her. She recoiled and looked around behind her, thinking maybe Tanner had put a hand on her rear. There was no one there.
“What the hell?” she said.
Tanner laughed. “Feels funny, doesn’t it? Don’t worry, once the suit is on, it will stop adjusting itself. It’s just trying to fit itself to your shape.”
“The suit adjusts itself?” she asked, but his attention had shifted. He clapped his hands and ordered the team to hustle.
She stood there a moment, eyeing the strange fabric doubtfully. She got moving when she noticed that all the other people around her had no trouble with this clothing. That goaded her into giving it another try. She’d signed on as a field agent, and she didn’t want to embarrass herself in the first five minutes of her first op.
Frowning fiercely, she pushed each arm into the jacket then gave a little whoop of surprise when it began to wrap itself up around her. It tickled and itched, and she wriggled in response. She saw Tanner watching with amusement, which ticked her off.
“You could have warned me,” she said.
“Wouldn’t have been half as much fun if I had.”
Tanner pulled out something he called “a headset”. He passed it over to her. The headset looked like a circlet of jewels strung together by a thick, flexible wire. She took it and put it on her head so it went around her crown like a circlet. She twisted her lips at the touch of four sticky, jewel-like probes.
“That’s an amp-set,” he said. “The probes will adhere to your skin like glue. Just let them do it. All the psi-agents wear these kits. It will take whatever abilities you have and magnify them.”
“That’s great,” she said, adjusting the device.
The amp-set did indeed squeeze down onto her head a fraction. Then it touched her temples and twin points behind her ears with four tiny, cold pads. She felt a tingling sensation.
“There’s element-X in this thing, isn’t there?” she asked.
Tanner nodded. “You’re a sensitive, all right. Is it making you sick?”
She thought about it for a second, then shook her head.
“Good,” he said. “It shouldn’t. The headset both amps up your sensitivity and dampens the sickening effect. You should be able to find X without feeling ill—unless we run into something really big.”
“Okay,” she said, “I’ve suited up. I’ve followed orders. Now give me a break and tell me where we’re going and how. And don’t just say Cuba.”
“We’re going up first—way up. Almost into orbit, about as high up as you can get without floating around.”
Malena stared at him for a full second. Reading his expression, she realized he was serious.
“This is crazy,” she said. “This is my first day on the job. Don’t you people usually do a training or something? An orientation?”
“Sure,” he said, touching her headset and making adjustments on both their suits. “But today is special. Today, we have a hot site in play, and we’re going to get the X.”
“The first team we sent appears to have been wiped out.”
“We don’t know that,” he said quickly. “Being out of communication isn’t an automatic death sentence. Besides, that just gives us another reason to go. We’re on a rescue mission as well.”
Malena didn’t want to play the part of the frightened analyst in over her head, but right now, that’s exactly what she was, and she knew it.
“But why me? I’m an untrained novice.”
“You’re the only sensitive we have left at this station. Every team has to have a sensitive to find the goods.”
The rest of the team members were standing on a raised circular region of the floor. She hadn’t really paid attention to it before, but now that they were all standing there, she noticed how odd it looked. She was reminded of a small, crowded dance floor in the middle of the hangar.
She lowered her voice and spoke only to Tanner now, who had closed the crate and beckoned for her to follow.
“Won’t this team be wiped out like the other one?”
“No. We’re going in very differently. We’re not flying in from the sea on helos. We’re dropping from orbit into the jungle, then walking in on foot.”
A single thought screamed inside her head: Are you crazy?
Tanner stepped up onto the strange, circular raised portion of the floor and looked back at her. The rest of the team chattered amongst themselves. They occasionally looked at her with various expressions: curiosity, eye-rolling disgust, even hostility. No one looked sympathetic.
“Are you coming Marin? Or are you refusing an order and washing out, right here, right now?” Tanner demanded.
Malena followed him, trying not to meet the staring eyes of the others. She felt embarrassed, fearful and lightheaded all at once. As she stepped onto the platform, she felt a shiver of excitement run up through her feet. She could tell this platform, whatever it was, had to be powered by element-X. Her proximity to such a potent device made her feel as if ripples were running through her body. Whatever this thing was, it was powerful.
A moment later however, before she could really think about what was happening, darkness fell over her. The hangar vanished as if someone had turned out the lights and silenced the world. The last sensation she felt was that of her headset. The four probes that circled her head tingled against her scalp.
She couldn’t hear or feel anything. The universe had become a great gray nothing. It was cold here in the void between one existence and another. She knew in that instant what it felt like to be a candle as a great hand came down and snuffed out her flame forever.

-5-
Malena came back to life again—or at least, that’s what it felt like—on a raised circular platform that was a twin to the one she’d left behind in the hangar. Or maybe it was the same platform, transferred to a new location along with everyone who stood on it. She couldn’t tell, and she wasn’t sure that it mattered. She figured there would be plenty of time for explanations later.
She looked around slowly, marveling at her changed surroundings. The hangar was gone. In its place was a much smaller, tighter environment. The walls were angled in geometric patterns. Every surface seemed to be constructed of triangles of white metal. The triangles fit together in a pattern, making an undulating, arching roof over the team.
There were no artificial lights in the chamber. The entire space was lit from below by a soft bluish light. Looking for the source of the illumination, she gazed downward. What she saw beyond the edge of the disk made her gasp and take an involuntary step back.
The bluish glow in the room came through what appeared to be a transparent surface underneath the platform they stood upon. She knew in an instant what she was seeing down there. Her home planet was spread out below, enshrouded in drifts of dark clouds and the inky darkness of night. The landmasses were black, limned by yellow-white patches where the cities dotted the world. In between the cities were chains of fainter light—highways. The bluish glow came primarily from the west, where the sun had yet to vanish completely out over the Pacific.
She gave her head a marveling shake. A single wisp of vapor came up from platform’s edge as she studied the scene at her feet. The clarity of the view was incredible. Since she was still breathing and wore no mask, she assumed there was some kind of glass barrier between herself and a very long fall to the surface of the world.
With a pounding heart, she took another step back. She bumped into Tanner, who was standing close. He put a gloved hand on her shoulder.
“Yeah, I should have warned you about that,” he said. “Don’t step off the disk. That would be bad. We’re not ready yet.”
Malena looked over her shoulder at him in amazement. “You mean there’s nothing there—nothing between me and space?”
“Not exactly nothing,” he said. “The techs call it a field... It feels like a soap bubble when you go through it. You’ll see.”
She shook her head emphatically. “No…I don’t think so. You and your team are crazy.”
“I should have explained all this. There just wasn’t time. Your profile listed a fair number of amateur parachute jumps. I didn’t think—”
“I’m not wearing a parachute,” she pointed out. “What about oxygen? We’re miles high—what’s our altitude?”
“We’re over thirty miles up. At the upper edge of the stratosphere.”
Malena stared down in fascination. “A hundred and fifty thousand feet? No one’s ever jumped that far before.”
“Wrong,” Tanner chuckled.
She realized then that his gloved hand was still resting on her shoulder. She hadn’t really noticed at first. She was too upset about being faced with certain death, which was only two steps away. She thought briefly about brushing his hand off, but decided not to. In fact, the thought of going go over that edge made her want to grab onto him.
Malena opened her mouth to make a fresh objection to this suicidal turn of events, but a crinkling sound like vinyl unfolding came from above her. She turned to look up, and what she saw made her forget whatever she’d been about to say.
The ceiling of triangular metal planes had opened in a dozen places. The roof had looked solid before, but now smooth, ovoid objects were emerging from above the team. These things looked like elongated eggs that had been stood up vertically.
“Ah, here they are,” Tanner said. “Team, let’s load one at a time. I want three people working on each capsule, no accidents. When we’re down to the last group, I’ll take the tail position.”
“Yes sir!” went up from several throats.
Malena glanced around at the others. Their faces were shadowy, lit only by the blue-white glow from Earth below. Everyone was very serious. They were professionals, and they looked determined. She counted nine men and two women. Two of the men were heavily-armed, one with a .30 caliber SAW and the other with what appeared to be an RPG unit. A few had packs with special-looking equipment bulging out. Most carried heavy pistols that resembled sub-machine guns. Malena was unfamiliar with these weapons. They were black and ugly-looking with short, stubby barrels but only a single grip.
“Do I get a weapon?” Malena asked.
Tanner looked at her and nodded. “I don’t want to give you one of the accelerators,” he said, indicating the heavy pistol-like weapons. “They take special training to handle correctly. How about this?”
He unstrapped a holster from his waist and handed her a 9mm pistol. She hefted it. The gun was a little heavier than what she was used to, but she knew she could handle it. She checked the safety and ejected the magazine. It was fully loaded with seventeen rounds. She slapped it back into place and strapped on the holster.
“That will work,” she said, feeling slightly more confident now that she was armed.
“Here’s a belly-pack with more ammo, and some survival gear. And here’s your chute.”
She took a small, heavy pack from him and strapped it tightly across her mid-section. The pack was waterproof, so she stuffed the one personal item she’d brought along from home into it: a small, ringed sketchbook and a few charcoal pencils. Then she slid the parachute onto her back. Tanner checked her harness and made sure everything was cinched tightly.
Malena looked down in surprise at one point during the proceedings. She saw that her foil-like suit appeared to be adhering to the parachute and the harness. She frowned at this.
“What’s happening? My suit is interacting with the harness.”
“Yeah, pretty cool, huh?” asked Tanner. “That’s smart-fabric for you. Time to mount-up. You’ll go into the first capsule, Marin.”
“Whoa, hold on,” she said. “I don’t want to lead this insane jump.”
“Don’t worry, we’re all going at once. But when you’re locked into a capsule, I can worry about the rest of the team instead of watching over you.”
She looked at Tanner and saw he was serious. She took in a tiny, nervous breath. She still couldn’t quite believe any of this was really happening.
“Okay,” she heard herself say.
He gave her an encouraging smile and waved to a nearby capsule. The team members reached out, grabbed it by some flaring straps on the sides and hauled it closer. They hammered their fists on each side of the unit and it yawned open. Inside, she could see blinking lights and a screen that glowed with shifting images. It looked like a tiny undersea submersible.
They waved her forward and she climbed into the unit. The interior smelled like hot plastic.
She realized when she got inside she’d made a mistake by going in head first. She had to wriggle and twist to get her body around so she could see out the front window. For a fraction of a second, her ankle was caught on something, and she struggled, feeling a rising sensation of panic.
I’m not going to scream inside this thing in front of these pros, she thought to herself, willing herself to calm down.
With a final jerking twist, she freed her ankle and got herself into position. She felt a stinging pain and a tiny trickle of blood ran down her leg, but she forced a smile when she saw Tanner was watching her.
“It works better when you climb in backward,” he said.
“Yeah, I figured that out.”
“You okay?”
“Ready for anything,” she lied.
Tanner’s frown vanished and he nodded. “I knew you’d work out.”
He slapped the top leaf of the open capsule, and it closed down over her face and formed a shell around her. She could see out of the small window, but felt like she’d been placed inside a brightly-lit coffin. The air pressure changed then and a loud click sounded. Instantly, all external noises cut out, and she could only hear her own breathing and chatter via an intercom system.
“All right team,” Tanner said. “Commander Lee is out of contact and presumed dead. I’m leading this one.”
Malena looked around for a speaker, but didn’t see one. She ran her eyes over the controls, bewildered by them. There were about thirty buttons, and a couple of screens displaying data. Her heart rate was one hundred and fourteen. No wonder she felt lightheaded. She tried to take deep slow breaths and calm herself. The oxygen mixture might be running high, which could cause problems for a nearly panicked jumper.
Tanner was making some kind of speech about how they had all been the B-team until now, when they’d been promoted to the A-team and had to live up to it. Malena tried to listen, but she caught sight of the altimeter, and her eyes widened. He’d said they were over thirty miles up, but she hadn’t really believed him. She couldn’t deny or doubt the reading on the gauges, however.
“I don’t have a go light from all of you,” Tanner said. “Marin? Hit the acknowledge button, will you?”
“Right,” she said, uncertain if he could hear her or not. “Found it.”
She pushed a large button with her right kneecap. A rectangular green light came on at the base of her capsule window.
“Any questions, crew?” Tanner asked.
“How do I steer this thing?” Malena asked.
He chuckled. “You don’t,” he said. “It’s all automatic. Just enjoy the ride until the ejection point. After that, it will be just like a regular jump.”
Malena frowned. She now knew he could hear her without depressing a transmission button, but she was filled with the sickening suspicion she’d missed something during his briefing.
“Uh,” she said, “Give me that part one more time.”
Someone groaned. Malena felt herself blush.
“At four thousand meters,” Tanner said patiently, “the capsule will eject you. Deploy your chute at one thousand meters. The chute is a ram-air parafoil type. Guide it down to the landing spot. There’s a directional meter on the front of your belly-pack to lead you to it.”
“Got it,” she said.
“Everyone good to go?” Tanner asked.
After a moment of relative quiet, during which they all heard someone mumbling prayers, Tanner came back on again.
“We drop on my mark. I’ll trigger the release, just sit tight. Ten, nine, eight…”
Malena’s heart was pounding faster than ever. Her arms felt cold, her chest felt hot, and her leg stung a bit where she’d cut herself while climbing into the capsule. Cold air hissed on her right check and she felt droplets of her own blood cooling on her ankle.
“…three, two, one…Release!”
A loud bang sounded, followed by a warning beeper that reminded her of her cheap alarm clock back home. She closed her eyes, but it didn’t really help.
I should be climbing into bed about now, she thought. I should be watching a bad free movie on my tablet and sipping a glass of St. Germain.
Then the hateful beeping finally stopped, and they all dropped down into nothingness.
-6-
The ride down into Earth’s atmosphere was unlike anything in Malena’s experience. She’d never been in love with rollercoasters, but she’d enjoyed them. She liked fast cars but had never gone absolutely crazy for them.
Riding down through the thinnest upper atmosphere to Earth’s surface was a terrifying experience. She could hear the wind screaming outside her capsule, and as they fell farther, wind currents began to buffet the capsule harshly. The temperature outside was just about freezing, which surprised her. To keep herself sane, she asked a question.
“Tanner? Aren’t we supposed to be heating up on this reentry?”
“No,” he said. “Check your speedometer. We’re only doing about twelve hundred kilometers an hour. That’s not fast enough to cause severe friction heating. We aren’t falling all the way down from orbit, remember.”
Malena blinked rapidly and checked her gauges. She’d been skydiving before, but nothing like this. The instruments were becoming familiar to her very rapidly. She was wide awake, and the human mind had a way of tracking events closely when it sensed the nearness of death. She was sure this experience would be permanently burned into her brain.
Her breath blew in her ears, a form of feedback from her microphone. The strange headset she wore still felt cold at the four points where it had adhered to her skull. She wondered if she tried to remove it, how difficult it would be. It felt as if it was glued there. She’d seen the smart-fabric, as Tanner had called it, grab onto the harness she was wearing. Was the headset working like that? Quietly sinking tendrils of metal, or whatever it was, into her head?
She tried not to think about that, but she couldn’t help it. Somehow, it was beginning to bother her more and more. It felt like a spider clamped upon her skull. Her brain was throbbing. As she thought of it more now, it gave her stomach a playful squeeze. The headache grew. Without even thinking about it, breathing hard, she reached up and began to tug at the webbing.
What she found there when her fingers touched the device froze her mind. It had sunken in somehow, into her flesh. It was attached to her skin—adhered there in such a way she might as well have tried to remove her own ears by yanking on them. She put down her hands, willing herself not to panic, and took gulping breaths. She closed her eyes and fought against nausea and fear.
“Malena? Talk to me, what’s wrong over there?”
It was Tanner’s voice again, but she kept her eyes closed.
“I’m having trouble with my equipment,” she lied. “It’s bothering me.”
“What do you mean, bothering you? Let’s all stay cool, people. This flight is only five quick minutes long. Our chutes will open soon. We’re half-way there.”
“I’m—I’m getting sick again.”
“Oh…” Tanner said. “Have you adjusted the gain down on your headset?”
“You didn’t show me how.”
“There’s a bead on top, you just push at it.”
“Which way, what bead?” Malena asked, unable to open her eyes now.
Tanner cursed. “I should have given you a full training on that before we left. There just wasn’t time.”
“I tried to take it off, but it’s stuck.”
“Don’t do that, Malena,” he said urgently. “You have to keep the headset on so I can talk to you. Also, it will protect you from the effects of the X if we get close.”
“Okay,” she said, breathing hard. She knew she was hyperventilating, but she couldn’t help it.
“Listen to me, we’re approaching an area with a high concentration of element-X. What’s probably happening is your gain is too high, and you’re feeling it too distinctly.”
“One minute mark, sir,” interrupted a voice. It was one of the other team members. The voice sounded female and annoyed.
“I can read, dammit,” Tanner said. “Malena, reach up to the top of the headset. Find a bead of metal that pokes up against your fingers. Adjust the gain on your unit by pressing it backward, away from your forehead.”
Malena tried to do as he said. Her fingers fumbled in her hair, tracing the finger-like metal lines that gripped her head. She found something that felt like a hard round stone and pushed it back away from her face. It slid a fraction, and instantly the pressure in her mind eased.
“Malena, can you hear me?” Tanner’s voice asked. “Are you okay?”
She was so happy to have the pain relieved, she sighed and felt as if she were deflating.
“I’m okay,” she said.
“Team, agent Marin and I are going to unload early. We’ll come down last, but that will give us some time to recover before we hit the trees.”
“Sir, you’ll be more visible hanging up there.”
“I know that, Anderson. But the team can’t do much good if we can’t find what we’re looking for. It’s a big jungle down there. I’m setting our capsules to open—now!”
Malena, who had been relaxing somewhat now that the headset wasn’t trying to cook her brain, lurched back into terror-mode.
Before she knew what was happening, the capsule flew apart all around her. It unpeeled itself into a dozen twirling pieces of falling metal, each of which darted off to the sides. She was hit by a wall of warm, wet air. It felt like she’d been smashed hard with a soggy pillow. She went into a spin, which she fought to control by first going limp, then assuming a hard arch. When in free fall, going into an out-of-control tumble was a common problem. An early lesson for all jumpers was to force themselves into a spin by grabbing their right ankle with their left hand, then learning to get out of it by relaxing.
Fortunately, Malena knew enough about drops to do this and had had a good teacher. She was under control by the time Tanner cruised near. She heard his voice in her headset.
“I saw that, good recovery,” he said.
She turned her attention downward to the landscape below. It was the middle of the night, but she could see the moon reflecting on the dark sea. They were definitely coming down over Cuba, landing in a large wilderness area known as the Zapata Swamp. It was the least inhabited corner of the island. She didn’t recall much about the place, other than it was very rugged terrain—and had a large population of alligators.
“Can I open my chute yet?” she asked.
“Yeah, let’s do it.”
She pulled the ripcord and her harness wrenched her body painfully. It felt as if she’d been yanked out of the air by a cruel giant who had her tangled in a mass of strings.
A moment later, the ride became relatively peaceful. The chute opened and she grabbed the guidelines. She steered northward. Vaguely, she wished she could ride the air currents all the way back to the Keys, but she knew she was going to be on the ground long before that.
Below her, she could see small flashes. She puzzled over them for a second, then realized they were the rest of the capsules popping open. The other team members had ridden down much farther before ejecting.
“Tanner?” she called. “You there?”
She heard a burst of static.
“What’s happening?” someone else said. It sounded like one of the women. “There’s something wrong sir. Anderson is—”
The signal cut out suddenly.
“Report, people,” Tanner said. “I’m getting disconnection signals, here.”
There was nothing for a second. Malena decided to speak up. “I’m here. Psi-agent Marin.”
“Good. Who else feels like talking?”
Malena could hear the tension in his voice.
“Sir, I’m falling sir,” came a voice. It sounded faint, distant.
“Anderson? Explain your situation.”
“I’m sliding. I can’t control it. I think my leg’s broken. Chute won’t open again. I’m tangled up. Rate of descent increasing.”
“You’re not making sense, Anderson. Anderson? Do you copy?”
Silence.
“Anderson, do you copy? Anyone from Bravo Team, report now.”
There was nothing else. No one said anything.
“Malena, are you still there?” Tanner asked.
“Yes, no problems.”
“I don’t know what happened to the rest of the team, but they deployed much lower than we did. I think they were taken out by—something.”
“How long do we have?” Malena asked. She knew they would soon be reaching the altitude the rest of the team had reached when they were stricken. She thought of the first wave of helicopters that had come to this swamp. They’d been knocked out at about the same altitude. She wondered if her first field mission was about to become her last.
“Less than a minute. Direct yourself inland, and slow your rate of descent. Maybe it’s some kind of anti-air weapon. Dammit, I never saw a thing. There were no emissions, nothing.”
“Can we at least transmit a report to base?” Malena asked. “They should know what we encountered before they send a third team.”
“Not until we reach the ground—and probably not then, either. Our communications agent is not responding.”
Great, she thought. She checked her altimeter. They were down below a thousand meters now, so whatever—
Wham! She hit something. It struck her feet and twisted both her ankles. Hissing in pain, she found herself being dragged along over a smooth surface by her parachute, tumbling and twisting.
“I hit something! Some kind of solid surface. Tanner, brace yourself.”
“There’s nothing to hit—” he broke off, making an inarticulate cry. “I’m down. I don’t know what it is, but I’m on it now too. Are you stable, Marin?”
Malena thought she was anything but stable. She was on a slick surface that felt like nothing at all and which also appeared to be nearly frictionless. The ocean winds had grabbed her parachute, which was now whipping in circular loops and still dragging her north.
“I’m still being dragged. I don’t know what we hit, but I’m sliding down a surface on my butt. My parachute is pulling me down an incline. Should I cut loose?”
“I don’t think so,” Tanner said. “I’m in the same situation. I think I know what this is, it might be a field, a very big one like the field we dropped through when we left the orbital. Only this is much stronger and curved. It’s like a solid glass dome.”
Malena tried to think, but it was hard. She grunted and cursed. It was like sliding on ice—curved ice that never ended.
“I seem to be falling faster,” Tanner said. “I’m going to try to cut my chute.”
“No, don’t,” Malena shouted. “Get the chute behind you. Remember what Anderson said? He was falling, sliding. Speeding up. If it goes to sheer vertical, and you don’t have a chute behind you—”
“Got it. Agreed. Try to get as untangled as you can. We’re only two hundred meters up now. The surface is becoming more sheer, like a cliff. I’ll see you at the bottom.”
Too busy for talking now, the two of them fought their chutes and tried to get them to play out behind them. Gravity helped, but there were tangles. In the hot dark night, it was hard to even know how fast they were sliding.
Malena smelled the jungle before she hit the trees. It came up to her as a mix of stinks and warm puffs of gas. She braced herself, aiming her feet downward. Her chute flapped and rattled overhead, nearly useless. She was sliding down the strange surface they’d landed upon, barely in control of her fall. It felt like she was falling down a thousand foot mountain of ice to the very bottom.
A leafy tree branch smashed into her face moments later. Several others followed, beating at her. She covered her face with her hands and braced herself for impact. She broke through the treetop canopy, grunting in pain. A final branch hit her in the ribs, and she rolled off it and fell onto her back. Twenty feet farther down, she finally hit the bottom. She expected death. She figured they’d find her broken and twisted body wrapped over the gnarled roots.
But instead, a wave of warm fetid water washed over her. She was under, and she kept going until she hit the bottom.
Struggling painfully, bubbles exploding from her mouth as the air was driven from her lungs, she managed to get to her knees. Choking and gasping, she looked around.
The swamp was quiet except for the buzzing insects and peeping frogs. She looked every which way, but didn’t see a light or a house. Nothing.
Standing waist deep in muck, she rubbed her body gently, but found nothing broken. Possibly, she’d cracked a rib or two. It was hard to be sure, but her left side was hurting like a mother.
“Tanner?” she whispered.
No one answered. She looked this way and that, and a breeze came up, cooling her brow and drying the mix of sweat and mud that clung to her hair in clumps. She found some relatively clean water and scooped it over herself, washing away the worst of the grime.
“Tanner?” she whispered again, but there was still no response.
She wrapped up her black parachute into a ball and stashed it under the tangled roots of the tree she’d crashed into.
“This is Agent Marin,” she said aloud. “I’m down near the target. Is any team member able to hear me?”
Still nothing.
Great, she thought, welcome to Cuba. Somehow, she told herself bitterly, the allure and mystique of being a field agent had already lost its luster for her.
She slogged toward the driest strip of land she could find. The mud pulled at her boots greedily with every step. She found the force wall she’d slid down with outstretched fingers. The surface was perfectly slick, and felt as if it vibrated slightly at her touch.
She reasoned that Tanner would have to be somewhere nearby at the bottom of the force field, like a stricken bird flopping and dying at the bottom of the bay window it had just slammed into.
She decided to walk a hundred paces in both directions, searching for him. Periodically, she called to the rest of her team members. Only the frogs answered, splashing around at her feet.
As she walked through the pitch-black swamp, she didn’t even try to fool herself. She was searching for Tanner’s body, and she knew it.
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Malena felt her way in the darkness back to the wall of force she’d slid down. It wasn’t difficult to find. Her fingers touched what felt like a vast sheet of solid glass. It was cool to her fingertips and vibrated ever so slightly under them. She slid her hands down the strange surface, reaching for the base of it. The contact continued into the water, all the way to the muddy bottom. There didn’t seem to be any way to go under it.
She shook her head, marveling. How had the Cubans come up with something like this? Everything she knew about them said they were relatively backward, and their technology was stuck in the past. Many of the cars on the island had been built sixty years ago, before embargos had shut down trade with the rest of the world.
Deciding she had bigger things to worry about, she crouched in the darkness and dug in her survival pack. Carrying it down now seemed like a wise move. She found a flashlight and flicked it on using her other hand to cover it. She didn’t want the light to give her away if there were hostile forces in the area. After all, she was pretty sure her government had neglected to call Havana and tell them about this little visit to their southern swamps.
Using the light, she immediately saw something odd. Her suit, which had been a bright silvery color before she’d jumped insanely down to Earth, was now a dull color. It had changed itself to match her surroundings. The suit’s colors were all dark: grayish-green and blackish-brown. She nodded, impressed. At least she didn’t have to walk around shining and reflecting every stray beam of light like a piece of aluminum foil.
Her light caught two small frogs in its beam. They were a yellowish-green with big black eyes. She recognized the species immediately, osteopilus septentrionalis—commonly known as the Cuban tree frog. They were tiny and cute, and on any other day she would have been excited about the sighting. But today she wasn’t on a peaceful excursion into the wilderness.
She zipped open her belly-pack and dug through it. She pushed the light inside so it would be muted from the point of view of any searching eyes. There was a large amount of ammo for her gun in there, which she hoped she wouldn’t need. There were rations too, enough for a few days. She found the first aid kit at the bottom of the pack and some utility items like a knife and pliers. But the prize she’d been looking for wasn’t there.
“Shit,” she whispered. “No radio.”
She’d planned to use whatever communications device she had to call for help. Even if it was help from the other side, it might be worth it. If any members of her team were still alive, they probably needed medical attention she couldn’t provide with her snakebite kit.
Zipping the pack back together, she chewed on an energy bar, sipped some clean, body-warm water and headed north. She decided she would walk one hundred steps along the edge of the force wall, then turn around and walk two hundred the other way. With any luck she would find Tanner using this approach, whether he was dead or alive.
At step forty-one, she felt something bite her right calf. As her legs were knee-deep in muck, she had to struggle to pull away. The teeth let go a moment later, and she stifled a wild exclamation. Fortunately, the bite didn’t hurt. All she’d felt was dull pressure.
When she’d stopped muttering curses, she got out the flashlight and directed it down into the water. She couldn’t see anything other than brown muck and green sprigs of swamp grass. She wasn’t quite sure what had tried to take a hunk out of her leg, but she guessed it was some kind of water snake. The bogs rippled with them.
Her suit, rather than the snakes, caught her eye. It seemed to be reacting to the attack. Her right pant leg had stiffened. It was as if the suit had sensed the bite and become hard, like metal. She rapped her knuckles on her calf. They clacked dully.
Shaking her head, she limped onward, trying to keep her count going. When the count had reached sixty, her clothing relaxed again and became flexible. She was suitably impressed. She hadn’t realized the importance of her agents’ outfit. It was so advanced, it was doing things she didn’t even understand. She’d never suspected XCU had equipment like this. It could change appearance automatically, shape itself to fit her body, and stiffen up into armor when it sensed danger. She wondered if it could stop a bullet, and at the same time she hoped she’d never find out.
At her eighty-ninth step she found a body. She almost stumbled over it in the dark. Tripping in the dark was nothing new to her, as she was walking through an unfamiliar swamp. Logs, rocks, and deep pits of mud plagued her steps. But this was different. There was something about the way it felt when she slammed her boot into it in the dark—she knew right away.
Malena knelt and probed gently with her hands. She hoped fervently it was a team member, and they were still alive. Even if that meant she’d just given them a hard kick in the ribs.
She could tell it was a person, and they were equipped as she was. The body was shrouded in a pile of luffing parachute. She pushed the fabric away and found the body below. It was a team member, one of the bigger guys. He was the one she’d seen carrying a thirty caliber machine gun, and now he was face down in the mud. There were no bubbles, nothing.
She steeled herself, rolling him over in the darkness. She flashed her light into his face. The eyes were dead and unresponsive. It looked like his neck was broken. She flicked the light off and slouched back on her haunches. She took a moment to calm down and try to think. Her hands were shaking. It was her first body, and she had no real idea what she should do. She didn’t have a radio to call for help. She couldn’t drag him anywhere or bury him. She didn’t even have body bag or a shovel. She was going to have to leave him for now.
Right then, she decided she’d been crazy to take this job. She’d somehow become an instant field agent on a doomed mission. No wonder XCU paid so well—the odds of her collecting even a single check seemed grimly low.
Malena wanted nothing more than to run off into the swamp, screaming for help. Her eyes stung for a moment, but she grimaced, rather than cried. There might be others out there she told herself, people who were still alive and in need of help.
While she crouched there, collecting her thoughts, she heard something. It was a distant sound of splashing up ahead, to the north. She stood up, instantly on guard. After a moment, she saw flashing lights sweeping back and forth. She wanted to signal whoever it was, but didn’t dare. Not yet.
She felt an instant bolt of fear. Whoever it was, they were using light openly and they weren’t calling out. She didn’t like that. Her own team mates would be stealthy. Rescue parties would be shouting. These people were acting like they’d seen the team crash down and were coming to arrest survivors.
She crouched down over the body again, grabbing the .30 SAW. After lifting, it, she put it back down. It was just too heavy, and she had no idea how to use a weapon like that. Instead, she reached down and found the man’s belt. There was a pistol there, a twin to the one she already wore. She took it and stood up. Then she drew her own weapon from its holster. She felt slightly better with a gun in each hand.
Retreating along the edge of the force wall, she headed south next, back the way she’d come. Whoever was carrying lights behind her turned and followed her path, but she didn’t think they’d seen her. She stayed in the dark, bending at the waist to keep a low profile. The lights flashed over the water behind her, sending up a thousand rippling reflections.
Malena caught words as they came closer, something that sounded like Spanish. A thrill of fear ran through her. They had to be Cubans, not her team. There had to be more than one of them, because it sounded like they were having a conversation. She also realized she had to assume they were not friendly. After all, the Cuban government had never liked Americans much—especially spies. They had presumably just engineered the deaths of two entire teams of XCU agents.
Her breathing became labored and her feet began to trot when they weren’t snagged on various roots and water plants. She pushed into a mass of bulrushes and hoped that from their perspective, she’d become invisible.
A minute later, she reached the tree she’d landed on. She recognized the dim outline of the tree, which pressed so close to the force wall it touched it. Underneath this monster was her stashed parachute. She felt a moment of relief. The voices and splashing behind her had been left behind. They seemed to have stopped following her.
Her relief was short-lived. A crackling sound ripped the air. Shots were being fired nearby. She ducked down and gripped her pistols tightly. It took a second for her to realize that the burst of fire hadn’t been directed at her. She stared back into the darkness, peering at their flashlights. She could see there were two lights aiming down at something.
A second burst of fire erupted, causing the night birds to shriek in the swamp. Everything else fell wisely silent.
Malena squinted. She’d seen the second burst. The flashing, flaring light was unmistakable. They were firing downward into the mud at their feet.
And then, with cold certainty, she knew what she’d witnessed. They’d found the body along the wall. They’d found the man with the machine gun and had shot him, even though he was so clearly dead. They’d wanted to be absolutely sure.
Panic assailed her. These people weren’t going to take her prisoner, she realized. They weren’t going to take her name, rank and serial number and inform the consulate in Havana. They were going to murder her the moment they found her.
Her only thought was to run off into the swamp, to turn away from the edge of the force wall which these men were so obviously patrolling, and race away into the safety of darkness. Daylight could only be a few hours away, and by then they might have dogs, helicopters and maybe even boats to look for survivors. Her chute might be found and they’d know one of the enemy had escaped.
She contained herself with difficulty. The men were only a few hundred feet away. If she ran to one side now, they might hear her or even see her. She decided to retreat farther along the wall, then move away from it at an angle that took her as far from here as possible. Once she reached a safe distance, she planned to run an extra mile then find the tightest hiding spot in the forest.
Keeping up a steady, desperate pace, she moved forward as quickly as she could. Unfortunately, she ran into a wall of brush that didn’t want to let her pass. The mud was deeper here, too. She felt panic grip her as she glanced over her shoulder frequently.
Malena noticed it was raining lightly. She wasn’t surprised, she recalled from climatology courses it typically rained down here in the Caribbean tropics about fifty to sixty inches a year.
She kept moving and noticed the enemy troops were moving again, too. Their lights flashed and glared now and then, making her duck reflexively. The bright beams reflected from the glittering droplets of rainwater that were now falling steadily.
She scratched and rattled at the reeds, quickly finding a way through the thicket. Then she paused, frowning. Had she heard something else?
“Hey!” someone whispered.
Malena’s head whipped around wildly. Her hair, now a wet mass of mud and sticks, slapped her shoulders. She had her guns in her hands. Finally, she looked up.
“Malena? Is that you?”
She squinted up into the darkness. She was under one of the countless trees, but she couldn’t see anything in the branches. She wasn’t about to pull out her flashlight.
“Tanner?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper.
“Yeah, I’m hung up in my chute. I can’t reach my knife to cut myself free. Climb up here and cut me loose.”
“No time,” she said. “They’ll be here long before I reach you.”
In her mind, she had a thousand questions. Why hadn’t he answered her transmissions? How the hell had she gotten herself into this mess? What was she going to do when those troops got here and shot Tanner?
She shook herself, trying to think. Tanner already had a plan.
“You’re right,” he said. “Take off. I’ll hang out up here. They’ll never see me.”
“They’ll kill you.”
“Maybe. But don’t make it two of us. Now shut up and run. That’s an order.”
Malena reluctantly slipped away toward the next mass of tall grasses. When she got there, however, she stopped and crouched down. Her heart was pounding, and her pistols were tightly gripped in both hands.
The 9mm guns felt good, but they were each a little heavier than the weapon she was used to. She’d fired guns like this, but only at practice targets at indoor ranges. A 9mm had quite a kick, and after each shot, it took a fraction of a second for her to get the bead down enough to fire the next round accurately. In her mind, she began practicing that action, even as she hoped it wouldn’t come down to a firefight. After all, the enemy had automatic rifles.
She breathed deeply and exhaled several times. The flashlights came closer. She could hear splashing and a quiet conversation. She could see now there were two of them. She squinted, but didn’t see the silhouette of a third. One of the men must have been smoking, because she caught the smell of tobacco wafting over the steamy water to her nose.
Malena waited. When they were about thirty feet away, they were right under Tanner. She tensed, knowing that if they looked up they would see him. She could see loops of Tanner’s parachute lines hanging down, running like spider webs over the tree trunk.
One of the two shouted and nudged the other. He pointed at the tree trunk and its telltale strands of nylon cord.
Malena had been tracking them carefully from her hiding place. She knew she couldn’t wait any longer. She fired once, twice, three times with each gun. It was harder than she thought it would be to handle two pistols at once. Each shot rang out less than a second apart.
At least two of the rounds struck the guy pointing at the tree. He was spun around by the impacts and he crashed down into the mud.
The second man lifted his weapon and released a burst of fire. Bullets whizzed and clicked as they cut through the grasses.
Malena was beyond calm shooting now. She lowered the gun in her left hand and emptied ten more rounds from her first gun back at him, spraying the bullets. Fortunately, she knew exactly where he was, while he’d only been firing in the general direction of her muzzle flashes.
The second soldier sagged down dead, and she crept forward.
“Stay low,” whispered Tanner from his treetop vantage. “One of them is still squirming.”
She huddled, aiming and waiting. She didn’t want to fire any more shots unless she absolutely had to. Her ears were still ringing as it was. If she kept firing, any other patrols out here would come running to see what was going on. Every burst of fire would give them more certainty as to her position.
“I think they’re both dead now,” whispered Tanner. “Take their guns away and come save my sorry ass, will you?”
Malena’s arms were shaking and she felt weak. What she wanted to do, more than anything, was puke. But there wasn’t anything in her stomach except two energy bars and some water, and there wasn’t any time for throwing up, anyway. She holstered her weapons and did as Tanner had suggested.
She put a survival knife in her mouth and clamped in with her teeth. Then she climbed the tree as fast as she could.
When she reached Tanner and began sawing at the tangled lines, they fell away like butter. She marveled at the sharpness of the black blade in her hands.
After a dozen or so cuts he slipped down with a lurch, then fell into the swamp with a wet slapping sound. He whuffed heavily as he landed.
“You okay?” she asked, climbing down.
“No,” he groaned. “But I’ll live. My arms are asleep. I couldn’t hang on after you cut the last line.”
She came to him and helped him up. She flicked her flashlight on, cupping her hand over the glow. He had plenty of scratches on his face, which was stained with blood and sweat. But he didn’t look too badly banged up. In fact, she found him ruggedly attractive.
Tanner looked at her seriously. “Psi-agent Marin,” he said, “you disobeyed my direct orders.”
“So sue me.”
He chuckled quietly and thanked her. Then he threw an arm over her shoulder. She grunted. He was amazingly heavy, but she strained to keep him on his feet. He hopped until his legs both seemed to operate again and he could walk on his own.
Together, they vanished into the swamp before anyone else could find them.
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By morning, the two of them had discovered several important realities. First, Alpha Team had been wiped out entirely. The wall of force had killed them all. As far as they could tell, they were the only people in Bravo Team left alive. The force wall had served twice as a fly trap, and it had caught a bumper crop of agents.
Just last night the stealth RH-96 aircraft had headed inland toward the swamp from the sea. Malena had witnessed their fate on the big boards. It was easy enough to imagine what it had looked like from the ground. Black helicopters, silent, swift and deadly, had come in low over the waves from ships at sea. Tanner told her they’d probably been doing about a hundred knots when they slammed into the invisible wall. There was no way for them to avoid it, as they would have been flying in close formation. Even if the last pilot had seen his fellows explode into fireballs of wreckage, they couldn’t have turned around in time. They’d all run right into the wall and died.
Then it had been Bravo Team’s turn. Taking a different route, they’d dropped from the “high ground” as they liked to call it. XCU maintained a sub-orbital platform in the sky for missions like this. The technology was startling, but it hadn’t saved the second group of agents. Bravo Team’s attempt to land here had ended almost as grimly as Alpha’s.
“The only reason we’re still alive,” Tanner said, “is due to your fluttery nerves. If you hadn’t freaked out on the way down, we’d all have ejected out of our capsules too low. Like the rest of the team, we’d have been falling too fast when we hit the dome. But because we opened our chutes higher, we survived. We hit the dome with less than killing force, slid down it and fell into the swamp.”
“Dome?” Malena asked. “How do you know it’s a dome?”
“I don’t, really. But I sensed a curvature as we followed it around. Did you notice it?”
Malena thought about it and shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose. I could see the Cubans weren’t following me in a straight line. They were curving around a bit.”
“Right, and since it must be limited by something, some kind of range, it makes sense it must start at a definite point and reach out in a circle in all directions. That means it has a curved top and a circular border at the bottom. Like a giant blister sitting on the surface of the Earth.”
“How big do you think it is?”
“I don’t know, maybe two or three miles in diameter. It’s hard to say.”
“But if it was that big, we should have hit it earlier, right? If it reached up into the sky ten thousand feet or more?”
Tanner thought about it and shrugged. “Maybe it’s more like a parabolic surface—like a turned-over plate. Not as tall as it is wide.”
“Yeah, maybe,” said Malena, thinking he was bullshitting now. Maybe trying to understand what had happened helped him get over the fact so many good people were dead.
“What matters now is that we’re still alive,” Tanner said. “We’ve got to get a message back to XCU. At this point, they desperately need to know what we know.”
“Now you’re talking my kind of language,” she said. “You think they’ll try to send in another team?”
“Maybe. They won’t be doing it the same way, not with two of our groups knocked out. The next team will probably arrive farther away from the target. They may assume we met up with hostile fire. In that case, they’ll drop a combat team down on the beach using a submarine. They’ll plan to come in fighting.”
“We’ve got to find a radio to inform headquarters,” Malena said. “”And after we report in, we can call for extraction.”
Tanner blew out a puff of air through his lips. It was a rude noise. “No way. No conventional transmissions. The local hostiles will be on us instantly, even if we do pull it off. We have to find a team com headset. We’ll follow regulations and stay safe.”
She had her doubts, but she kept quiet for now. Internally, she vowed that if she did get her hands on a radio or even a cell phone, she was calling the home team the second she could.
Tanner and Malena slipped into the shade of a stand of palms that included a few specimens of cork palms. These trees were considered living fossils, she knew. The genus of cycads was thought to have existed for a hundred million years. They were about thirty feet tall and had dark green fronds that appeared truncated at the tips. Not for the first time, Malena wished she was visiting the Zapata Swamp for a peaceful scientific investigation. This wilderness wetland was fascinating to her even without the addition of strange technological devices.
At the edge of the palm grove, they found deeper cover. They crouched beside a slow-moving stream surrounded by reeds. There they ate their survival rations and slapped at bugs. The place was absolutely crawling with them. Malena was glad she hadn’t been able to see the things crawling around in the muck when she’d first landed. This region of the swamp was pure by comparison. Really, it was more like a heavily wooded strip of mushy land with more waterways that usual. They’d left the thick bogs behind.
To the south, she could see stands of palm trees. In that direction, a mile or so downstream, the land came to a warm beach and a warm sea. They couldn’t go that way, however. According to Tanner, the area was inhabited. They’d be immediately reported to the soldiers searching for them.
“How exactly was this supposed to work out?” she asked Tanner.
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s say for the sake of argument we’d reached the center of the area. And that I detected an artifact full of element-X. How were we supposed to haul it out of this swamp?”
He smiled at her. “I guess I can tell you that. It would depend on the size of the artifact—the tonnage. Probably, the helicopters would come to extract us. But if the X was really big, the helicopters would bring a disk like the one we jumped from.”
She stared at him for a moment. “You mean…you could just transport all of us and our equipment out of here? Instantly?”
“Yeah. It’s a form of teleportation, the techs say. It’s limited, of course. You can’t just go anywhere. And there has to be a clear line of sight from between the two spots—no solid obstacles. So we can pop into the sky and back down, but that’s it. The system only works between two of those disks. They wouldn’t want to do it unless they were sure they wouldn’t lose the second disk.”
“I see. There are two of them, and they are limited in what they can do. I was wondering why we didn’t just pop to the spot where the X was and pop home again.”
“No, we can’t do that. We can only teleport with a pretty elaborate setup. The Director would never risk even one of the disks without a very good reason.”
Malena thought about what he was saying. She began to frown as the implications sunk in. “Tanner, I’ve been meaning to ask you some things.”
He looked worried. “I’m not sure I can give you the answers. In fact, I don’t know that much—”
“You’re still going to try to bullshit me? Even after I saved your ass and hauled you out of a tree?”
“Your clearance was officially confirmed by the feds before we left, but it’s low-level and—”
She shook her head in disbelief. “Come on, I’m not a spy for some other government. And besides, I’ve seen enough to know what’s going on—or at least to have a good idea. Let me tell you what I’ve figured out, then you can decide if I deserve to be in on the full story or not.”
Tanner looked uncomfortable, but he nodded his head.
“First of all, this amazing technology wasn’t invented here. Cuba has never made any ground-breaking discoveries. This is one of the last places on Earth where I’d expect to find breakthroughs in physics. The dictatorship and embargos have kept them isolated for decades. They’re backwards and cut-off. Not even the Russians love them anymore.”
Tanner shrugged, but said nothing.
“It could be,” Malena said, “that some other government is operating out in this swamp. All your cryptic statements have added up to confusion, but clearly there’s something deeper going on. I don’t buy a simple cloak-and-dagger spying effort. This technology is too strange, too varied. I’ve never heard of clothes like this, disks that can teleport people, force fields and what did you call them? Accelerator guns? Is that what you have on your belt?”
Tanner reached down and touched his sidearm. It wasn’t like any gun Malena had ever seen before. It was pistol-like, but bigger, over a foot long and two inches thick.
“Pull that out and show me what it does,” she said.
He hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. Who knows? You might need to use it.”
He drew the weapon and checked a catch on the side, which she assumed was a safety.
“This is a quite a weapon. More powerful than a handgun. Think of it as a gun that fires bullets very fast. So fast, they reach about a tenth of the speed of light. The bullets break down into a hot plasma at that speed. They turn into a streak of burning gas.”
Malena reached out a hand, he pulled the gun back a bit. “Listen for a second. This thing is deadly. It will blast a hole in a building. If you aim it at something—anything at all—expect to see a burning hole in it after you fire. It makes quite a weird sound, too. Almost like thunder, because the plasma burns the air as it travels.”
She withdrew her hand, but continued staring at the gun. “What kind of ammo does it use?”
“That’s one of the cool parts. It will fire just about anything. Right now, it’s full of plastic pellets about the size of BBs. You can use other stuff, however. Anything that doesn’t gum it up. Sand works pretty well, but not water. It will all dribble out of the magazine or evaporate the first time you fire the weapon.”
“How does it work?”
“You cock it by pulling back on this lever, then fire with the trigger under the barrel. That all looks kind of normal, but the light and heat of this thing will surprise you. Don’t put your hands here on the sides, where you see these vents. Flaming exhaust will shoot out at those points. The backfire absorbs most of the recoil so you won’t be knocked on your ass when you fire it.”
Malena bit her lower lip. “This thing fires plastic pellets? But I’ve read a little about railgun theory, how can magnets propel something that isn’t magnetic? And how can there be so much energy released by such a small device?”
Tanner shook his head. “I didn’t say it worked on the basis of magnetism. This isn’t one of our designs. This is a captured artifact. As for the power source, I would think that’s obvious. It’s powered by element-X.”
“Right. Just like all your magical gadgets. But here’s what you aren’t telling me, Tanner, who made these damned things in the first place? Are they Russian? Chinese?”
He shook his head sadly, marveling at the gun in his hands. “I wish it was someone easy to deal with like that. The truth is we don’t really know who made them. But every once in a while, a new site crops up. Every government on Earth wants this stuff, and we all scramble to go out and get it. We were lucky in this case, as Cuba is right next door. We’ve been able to deploy the first teams at this site.”
Malena wasn’t sure if his definition of luck held up to her own. But she decided not to remind him what an absolute disaster this mission had been so far.
“How can you not know who made this?” Malena persisted. “If we’d reached the site, what would we have found? Who would have been there?”
He shook his head again and stood up. She stood up with him. They looked around cautiously, but didn’t see anyone in the area.
“It’s hard to explain,” he said. “You have to see it for yourself. There are a lot of different possibilities. Usually, they’re all dead, and that’s a big relief when you see one.”
“See one what?”
“An alien,” he said, turning to her and hissing the second word with exasperation. “What do you think we’re talking about here? Haven’t you figured it out yet? What else could have made this stuff?”
Malena blinked at him, stunned. She’d known that was the answer all along, she realized. It was the only answer that made any sense. But she’d rejected it as too wild, too far-fetched. Maybe, she thought, she hadn’t wanted to accept the implications of what she’d seen.
One thing was certain to her at this point. She didn’t feel any better now that the truth was out in the open. If anything, she felt worse.
She stared at the strange gun in Tanner’s hand with a new light in her eyes: the light of fear. She tried to visualize what might have held such a weapon. Looking at it now, it was obvious it hadn’t been designed for a human hand to hold. The grip was too big, too thick. Even a big man like Tanner could barely get his fingers around it. If she had been holding it, she would have had to use a second hand to keep it steady.
“You’re getting it, I can tell,” Tanner said, watching her.
“What are we going to do now?” she asked him.
“There’s only one thing we can do,” he said. “We’re going to find the com agent’s kit. She had the equipment we need.”
“Some kind of secret radio?”
“Yeah,” he said, “the kind you power with your mind. The kind no one else can overhear.”
Malena thought about that as she followed Tanner through the trees and reeds. She looked around after a hundred steps and stopped.
“Wait,” she said. “We aren’t going the right way. The force dome is back behind us.”
He gave her a weary smile. “The patrols have probably found the two men you killed by now. They’ll do the math and know some of us survived. They’ll be sending out more heavily-armed search parties and set up ambushes around the dome, waiting back there for us. What we’re going to do is find the enemy base. They’ve probably hauled our stuff back to their headquarters. We’ve got to locate our lost equipment and secure it. With luck, we’ll get some of Alpha Team’s stuff, too.”
She followed him warily. The more she thought about his plan, the less she liked it.
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Malena followed Tanner worriedly. Rather than hiding, or trying to reach the coast for pick-up, they were going right into the teeth of the enemy. She had one of her 9mm pistols in her hands at all times now. She gripped and regripped her pistol as it threatened to slip out of her fingers. The day was hot and she was nervous. Her hands were slick with sweat. She rubbed dry sand on her hands when she could. She didn’t want to drop the gun in a firefight.
They passed through a grove of banana trees. The trees had the distinctive shape she recalled from botany courses and field trips into tropical areas. The leaves were big, kind of like palm fronds, but not all broken up into spiny finger-like leaves the way palms fronds were. Instead, they had one large leaf per branch, really, like a big bright green flag that waved in the endless wind. The rest of the tree resembled a palm, but not those leaves. You couldn't miss those huge bright leaves.
As she stalked through the cool gloom under the banana trees, she reflected how odd it was to be here. How had she gotten herself into this? Greed, she thought. That was the underlying reason. She’d been low on money and had seen an easy way to support her new life down here in the tropics.
She thought about Anthony, back in Virginia. They’d only gone out a few times. The relationship had ended abruptly. Getting fired had put a damper on things.
She shook her head as if to clear it. Trying to keep her mind focused, she pushed thoughts of her previous life away.
It was when they first saw signs of human habitation that she began to worry. The village looked quiet enough—even quaint. From a distance, the place looked like a postcard. There were huts with peaked roofs built of palm fronds. The huts stood on stilts, which held them above the river and the muddy banks. Strings of drying fish hung from planted sticks here and there. The stiff fishtails rattled in the breezes and the scales glinted silver when they caught the sun.
She tapped Tanner on the shoulder. “Can this be the right spot?” she asked. “These villagers can’t be dangerous.”
Tanner beckoned and pointed to the road. Heavy tread marks were everywhere. “Those are military vehicles,” he said. “The villagers have probably been evicted by now.”
“But why all this? What are the Cubans looking for?”
“They want the X, just as we do. Haven’t you figured it out by now? This technology is extremely advanced.”
“Why are they willing to kill us to get a little X? Why aren’t the governments cooperating and sharing the technology?” she asked.
“Cuba is weak, but their government still hates the U. S. We don’t want force domes and advanced weapons systems down here only ninety miles from Florida. We can’t take any chances. We have to take it fast—while we can.”
“So everyone is going to just grab all the X they can? Seems wasteful.”
“A joint international science effort would be better,” Tanner agreed, “but the stakes are too high. As I understand it, our policies began during the Cold War. Since then, everyone has been secretive about it and grabbing whatever they can. Over the last couple of years there have been more and more crashes, and XCU’s budget has grown dramatically.”
Malena thought about the long, tense history between the two nations. The Cold War was over, but one of the last holdouts was Cuba.
She nodded and gestured for Tanner to proceed. He moved off and she hurried to keep up. She still had her doubts, but he was in command.
As they crept up on the village, the entire situation seemed dream-like to her. She was sneaking around in a Cuban swamp. She was a killer now, twice over. She was a new person in a way, someone different. If she wanted to survive the rest of the day, she told herself she’d have to work with Tanner and learn from him.
Malena thought about Tanner and how he was treating her differently today. When they’d first met, he’d sort of babied her. Now that he’d seen her shoot two men to save him, she was an entirely different person to him. She knew that he wouldn’t have wanted to go into a dangerous combat position with her before she’d proven herself. But today, he thought of her as a capable team member, rather than a liability.
As she followed him toward the small coastal village, she hoped she could live up to his new expectations. It was one thing to have a moment of bravery when it was forced upon you. It was another to repeat the feat. She knew she didn’t have the training she needed. Field agents went through a boot camp of their own, which she had skipped. She knew how to aim a gun and hit what she aimed at, but she didn’t know anything about small unit tactics.
Tanner suddenly crouched in front of her. She did the same reflexively. She looked every direction at once, eyes wide. She didn’t see anything.
He pointed to his eyes with two fingers, then directed her attention downslope. It was obvious he didn’t want to speak aloud, so she kept quiet. She followed his fingers and then she saw it. A gun barrel was sticking out from behind a bushy, fern-like plant. The wind shifted the fronds, and she could see a green helmet. The barrel of the gun shifted out of sight, then back again. It had to be a soldier on guard duty.
Tanner leaned close to her face. Malena felt the heat of his breath on her cheek.
“Cover me,” he whispered.
She nodded quickly, putting both hands on her gun and crouching behind a tree.
Tanner slunk away, walking quietly to the right, circling around and downslope. She soon lost sight of him, but when he did appear now and then, she was impressed by his predatory movement. He was really good at this, she could see that now.
She knew what he was going to do. He was going to kill the guard, or at least incapacitate him somehow. She’d never watched an experienced commando in action before. It was both fascinating and horrible at the same time. One thing Malena was sure of: she was happy Tanner wasn’t coming after her.
When he reached the patch of ferns, she tensed. It was her job, she knew, to help him if things went badly. What if there were other hostiles out there waiting in ambush? What if the man sounded an alarm and summoned an army? Worse still, what if he spotted Tanner by chance and killed him, instead of the other way around? What was she going to do?
Malena didn’t really know the answer to that. She was playing it all by ear, moment by moment. She couldn’t do anything about that, so she just waited, watching every green leaf and listening to the winds for trouble.
When it came, the action was so swift she didn’t have time to do much of anything. There was a sudden ripple in the undergrowth. It had to be Tanner, making his final charge. Then the man fell out into the open. He was down and bleeding. His face or neck seemed to be cut.
He didn’t die easily, however. He still had his hands on his automatic rifle. A single shot rang out. After that, he was yanked back into the ferns and everything became quiet again.
Malena got up from her haunches and moved forward. She was pretty sure Tanner hadn’t been hit, but what if…?
The ferns were moving again. She saw Tanner emerge, dragging the dead man by one leg.
“Grab the other boot,” he said. “We’ve got to get him hidden somewhere before they come looking.”
Malena’s face twisted into a grimace, but she did as he said. She took hold of the dead man’s left boot and pulled. They really didn’t have any choice, she could see that. She didn’t like all this indiscriminate killing, but she kept reminding herself the other side wasn’t taking prisoners. The Cubans had shot one of their agents when they found him, even though he was obviously dead. This wasn’t a game, and if they were going to get out of it alive they were going to have to do unpleasant things.
They dumped him in a shallow depression and Tanner hid the body. As they straightened up, they heard sounds of voices out on the dirt road. Tanner signaled for Malena to follow him deeper into the forest.
Suddenly, an engine revved. It was a jeep, and it was after them.
Tanner shouted “Run!” and sprinted away. Malena followed.
Automatic rifle fire rattled behind them. The bullets whined and crashed through trees and brush. A single palm frond sagged directly into her path, cut down by bullets.
“Keep your head down,” Tanner said. “Find a thick tree trunk and hide behind it.”
She glanced over at him in surprise. Her plan had been to run as fast as she could, but she realized now the jeep was gaining on them. The palm trees weren’t close enough together to block it and they weren’t going to be able to outrun the vehicle.
She grabbed a tree trunk and swung around behind it, breathing hard. She hugged the tree, standing up. Even though it didn’t completely cover her, she hope it would be some protection.
Then something hit her—hard. It was like being punched in the stomach. She fell and rolled.
“Dammit,” Tanner said.
She looked up at him, wondering if she was dead. She watched as he brought up his accelerator and aimed it at the Jeep, which was roaring closer, engine revving high in low gear. There were two men in it, one driving and one aiming a machine gun at them. The machine gun muzzle blazed with flames. The sound was deafening at close range, like a string of firecrackers lit almost all at once.
Tanner fired his strange weapon. Malena watched from the ground. She lifted her head up to see what happened, twisting in pain.
The accelerator flared with blue-white, blinding light. This brilliant explosion shot out in four directions. Three short gushes of light went backwards at angles. These were each nearly a yard long and looked searingly hot. The fourth flash of light was the biggest of all, however. It shot forward in a long, straight line. Smashing into the grill of the approaching Jeep, it seemed to punch right through the entire vehicle, from the front to the back. The men inside were burned away, and a second later the entire ruined machine was bouncing and rolling, engulfed in flames.
A secondary explosion caused the jeep to jump up into the air and flip over onto its back. Smoke filled the jungle with the smell of gasoline, burning rubber and vaporized steel.
Malena took a breath and it hurt. She marveled at the power of Tanner’s weapon and wondered if the jeep’s destruction would be the last thing she ever witnessed.
Tanner appeared, standing above her. He eyed her with concern.
“Where are you hit?”
She gestured toward her midsection. He moved her hand out of the way and looked her over. He heaved a sigh of relief.
“You’re good,” he said. “Try to get up.”
“Are you out of your mind?”
Tanner chuckled. “Some think so. But really, you’re okay. It’s a shock, it hurts, but your suit absorbed the hit. It’s trained to tighten up when anything hits it.”
“Trained?” Malena asked. She’d been thinking she had a bullet lodged in her abdomen. Normally, in such a situation, moving around wasn’t a good thing to do.
“Yeah, trained. That’s what we call it.”
Experimentally, she lifted herself on one elbow and ran her hands over her belly. There was nothing there. Not even a dent. She got out her flashlight and examined the spot. She thought she saw a stain, sort of a burn mark with flecks of gray metal on her clothing.
“Not even a crease? What’s this stuff made of? And don’t tell me ‘element-X’.”
“It’s not made of element-X,” Tanner laughed. “It’s powered by our mystery substance, though.”
He reached down a hand and she took it. He hauled her to her feet. She winced, feeling certain she would have a serious bruise across her midsection by morning, but she could walk and there didn’t seem to be any major injuries.
“We can take a bullet in these suits,” he said. “But it isn’t recommended. It still hurts, and your face isn’t protected.”
She nodded and followed him as he moved off into the trees. She took a second to notice they were heading into the village.
“Where are we going? You aren’t seriously still considering going into that village, are you?”
Tanner shrugged. “Why not? They know we’re coming, but there are three less defenders now. If we wait around, they’ll just send reinforcements.”
She followed his logic, but somehow as they reached the ring of huts, she felt more nervous than ever. The village was silent, but she didn’t believe it was empty.
“Tanner,” she said. “I can feel it now. I can sense element-X in this village.”
Tanner smiled grimly. “That’s why we came here, and that’s why I brought you. Does it feel like a powerful source? How much do you think is there?”
She shook her head, baffled. “How am I supposed to know? I’ve got this sensory gear, but I haven’t used it before. I know something is in the direction of the village, but it could be a huge stack or practically nothing. I don’t think I can tell the difference.”
“Do you feel sick?”
She thought about it for a second. “Not really. Most of my discomfort is from the bullet I took.”
Tanner nodded. “Damn. Sounds like a small stash. They probably moved the big stuff. But still, it’s worth a try. Come on.”
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When they walked into the village at last, it was early afternoon. They found it was indeed empty—at least of living souls. There was a group of bodies lying in the muddy dirt road that ran through the center of the collection of shacks. She guessed this wide spot in the road served the settlement as a village square.
Tanner walked up and crouched by the corpses, which were arranged in an odd, circular pattern. Each body had been placed face down. The heads were clustered together in a circle, the legs splayed out in a jumble radiating out from the center. Malena could see that one of them wasn’t wearing a Cuban military uniform. One of them was an agent.
“This is bad,” Tanner said.
She walked up behind him, but didn’t get close to the odd circle of dead men. There were seven of them, and they looked freshly killed. She had her pistol in her hand while she studied the circle of shacks around them. Every one of them was dark inside and quiet. To her, every doorway looked like a watching eye.
“That’s one of our agents, right?” she asked, indicating a man with sunburned pink skin and big arms. His face was slack and staring in death.
“Yes,” Tanner said, “one of them is ours. It looks like they must have captured him alive and brought him here.”
“So they executed him,” she said. “But why would they kill their own men?”
“They didn’t,” Tanner said, staring at the dead. “What we’re looking at here is further evidence of a hot crash site.”
Malena frowned at him. “Pretend I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Tanner got up and walked to the middle of the dead men. He stepped gingerly so as not to tread directly on them. “See here?”
She didn’t really want to look, but she did. She squinted in the sun. There seemed to be a two-inch wide hole in the top of the agent’s head, which Tanner was pointing at. He now stood in the center of the ring of bodies. Their heads surrounded his boots.
“They were shot in the head?”
“Not exactly. Sometimes the visitors like to do this. They punch holes in people’s heads.”
Malena stared at him. The visitors, she thought. She knew what he meant by that. He was talking about aliens again.
“You’re not serious?” she asked.
“‘Fraid so. We don’t really know why they do it. Maybe it’s just their way of trying to figure us out. Part of the brain is always missing.”
She looked down at the bodies and felt a chill run through her. It appeared to her to be some kind of ritual killing. But the idea that an alien entity had done it—an intelligent alien entity—was even more disturbing. Psychotics were one thing. Visitors from the stars with unknown agendas seemed infinitely worse.
“Okay,” she said, trying to think clearly. “You’re saying an alien—excuse me, a visitor has been here? And it’s killing people for fun?”
“No, I don’t think they do anything for fun. They’re very serious.”
Malena didn’t know whether to laugh or scream at him. “I can’t believe any of this.”
Tanner gestured toward the circle. “Bad stuff happens when it gets like this. We’re pretty far from the site, too.”
“What kind of ‘bad stuff’?”
He stepped away from the bodies and she followed him as he searched the huts one at a time. “Well, sometimes we end up having to scrub the whole region.”
“Scrub it? As in destroy it?”
“Yeah. Bombs—lots of bombs.”
Together, they searched the huts, but found no sign of their equipment. There was precious little of value in the village. But at last, inside the shabbiest hut in the line, they found a black parachute and two knapsacks.
Tanner dug into the equipment and searched it. “Alpha Team,” he said. “Looks like a working spare headset in here.”
“What’re we going to do now?” she asked him.
He reached out his hand and snapped his fingers. “Give me your headset.”
Malena reached up and touched the thing that crouched there at her temples. Oddly, she rarely thought about it anymore. How could she have forgotten this thing welded to her temples? She supposed she’d had plenty of distractions.
“I—I don’t think it comes off,” she said.
“Sure it does. Just put the pad of your right thumb against the back of each probe.”
She did as he suggested. The headset popped off easily. She handed the tangle of wire and rubbery plastic to him.
Tanner took something that looked like a tiny sphere out of her headset with the tip of his knife. It was smaller than a marble.
“What’s that?” she asked, staring.
“The power unit. This is the part with the X in it.”
She watched as he put the sphere into the other headset. There was a flash when the connection was made. She jumped and stepped back when it flared and filled the hut with blue-white light.
“Don’t worry, it’s a cold energy release. The two power nodes detected each other and synched up. No big deal. Kind of like screwing in a light bulb and having it turn on in your hands. Or like hooking up a car battery with jumper cables. You have to expect a spark.”
He continued to work on the two headsets, cannibalizing parts from both to make a new one. She looked on with growing concern. He was doing surgery on the device with a small, folding multi-tool. He took two of the modules off the set she’d had originally and added them to the new headset. Then he scooted all six around until they were about the same distance apart.
“They work best with even numbers of probes. At least, that’s what I was taught in tech school.”
She was left wishing again that she’d had time to attend proper training before being thrown into this. “Are you sure that’s okay? I mean, you’re expecting me to put this thing on when you’re done, right?”
“I’m just putting two of your sensitivity enhancers in line with the four com probes the last agent had. That should give you both abilities.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“Yeah, well—no. No, it isn’t cool to do this. This is like overclocking your computer. Not officially recommended. It’s hard on the agents and makes them unreliable. I’m figuring that you’re way too sensitive anyway, and can operate with half a unit. But I’m giving you the full power of four com probes. That should let you at least receive orders.”
She put her hands on her hips. “So it’s dangerous? Are you going to fry my mind or something?”
“Prolonged overexposure is not recommended.”
“It never is, is it?” she asked.
“But we’re in it deep, here. Don’t you think our situation warrants a few risks?”
“Easy for you to say, it’s not going on your head.”
“Well, this won’t be anywhere near as dangerous as shooting two soldiers on patrol in a swamp.”
Malena had to admit he had a point there. She reached out her hand, heaving a sigh. “Give it to me. If it scrambles my brain, send a note to my parents.”
He didn’t laugh, which didn’t make her feel any better. He handed it over and she took it gingerly, checking it for blood. She didn’t like the idea of using a piece of equipment that had been pried from another dead agent. She didn’t see any bloodstains, so she put the unit on her head. It sank itself into place almost immediately. She winced and bared her teeth.
“I hate this feeling,” she said, closing her eyes.
“All the psi people do.”
A moment later, she opened her eyes again. “What do I do now?”
“Let’s see if it’s what I think it is. There was only one sensitive on the Alpha Team, but two com agents. Our odds are two to one.”
“You guys should stamp a letter on them or something.”
“That’s been tried, but it interrupts the signal. Try to connect.”
“What should I say? Testing…testing.”
Tanner laughed. “No, talk to Ostlund.”
She frowned at him. “Ostlund?”
“The dayshift commander. Burke runs nights, and he runs days. You’ve already met him. He was the guy who zeroed you up in Boca Raton. The pale guy in the hat.”
“Yeah, I know who he is. But why should I be calling Ostlund?”
“Because he’s a com-agent, and it’s the dayshift now. The shift leaders are almost always psi-com people. That way, they can talk to their teams in the field. He was wearing one of these headsets under that hat, you know.”
She recalled the first interview she’d had with the night commander, Burke. The woman had talked as if she’d expected Malena to hear something in her head. She’d asked about strange thoughts, and when Malena had repeatedly denied having any, Burke had left and told Tanner she was useless. Now, she finally understood why Burke had disliked her. She’d been looking for a com agent, not a sensitive.
She tried to forget about all that. She closed her eyes and called out to Ostlund in her mind. Right now, Malena was wishing she’d quietly slinked out the door of XCU and never looked back. She wished Tanner hadn’t taken her down the hall and given her that second chance, proving to everyone she was a sensitive, and thus valuable to this team.
“Ostlund?” she said aloud experimentally.
There was no answer. She listened, but she only heard the wind in the treetops. “Nothing,” she said.
“It’s okay, you’ve never done this before. We can keep trying. Let’s get out of town before someone comes looking for the last troops they left here.”
They left the village behind, and Malena was happy about that. She hadn’t wanted to stay in the vicinity of those strangely murdered soldiers for another minute. What kind of being would want to arrange a group of human heads around itself? Why would it punch holes in the heads? Even more importantly, why would the men allow themselves to be ritually killed like that?
Focus, she told herself. She marched through the jungle, going slightly uphill now. The land around the swamp was mostly flat, but there were undulations. She mumbled Ostlund’s name to herself and pictured his odd, pale face in her mind. She didn’t know if that would help or not, but she couldn’t see how it would hurt.
“Who’s there?” asked a male voice.
She stopped, stumbled, and almost walked into a tree. She whirled around, looking behind her. There was no one there.
Tanner had stopped, and looked at her hopefully. “Did you get something?” he asked.
“I think so.”
“Identify yourself.”
Malena opened her mouth, then closed it again. She didn’t see anyone, but she could hear the words in her mind, as if they’d been spoken nearby. It was disconcerting. She looked around, but there was definitely no one there.
“I’m Malena Marin,” she said. “Psi-sensitive, Bravo Team.”
“Excellent. Give me a visual, please.”
“A what, sir?”
“Open your eyes, Agent Marin.”
“Uh, they are open, sir.”
“Ah, right. The signal is weak. Report verbally, then. Quickly.”
“We’re in trouble. Apparently everyone in Alpha Team is dead. Bravo Team is down to just myself and Commander Tanner.”
“Tell me what hit you,” he said impatiently.
“It wasn’t the Cubans, not directly. There is a force dome, miles in diameter. We ran into it. Most of our people were killed that way.”
“A force dome that big…? We never even considered it. The energy required—it would be beyond anything we’ve seen. Are you certain of this?”
She explained that she had personally slid down this surface on her butt and landed in the swamp. She continued, telling Ostlund about the dead Cubans arranged in a circle and the missing equipment.
“A hot site. It’s the only answer. Alarming. You’ve done well, Agent Marin.”
“I formally request extraction,” she said.
“That request is regretfully denied.”
Her eyes narrowed. She glared into the distance. “Look Ostlund, we’ve done our part. We’ve been nearly killed on many occasions. We can’t get through the dome, and we need—”
Tanner was urgently signaling her to settle down at this point, but she wasn’t interested in his opinion.
“Agent Marin. Your sacrifices are appreciated at the highest levels of the U.S. government. They are positively heroic. But we must call upon you to continue your efforts to investigate this hot site. To that end, we’ve arranged to put a third team in play. An allied team.”
“A third team? Don’t let them run into the dome!”
“There is no chance of that. They’ve already made their landing several miles down the coast from the site. I’ve pinpointed your location, and during our conversation, I’ve relayed your position to them. They’ll be meeting up with you by nightfall. Do not move from your current coordinates, please.”
Malena crouched on the forest floor, stunned. She didn’t know what to say. All along, in her mind, she’d played out this wonderful moment when she was put back into contact with her own people. She’d dreamt of it during their brief interludes of sleep. The helicopters were supposed to come and take them away to safety. But now, Ostlund was telling her the nightmare wasn’t going to end.
“Why can’t you pull us out, sir?”
“You’re not injured. You’ve had a hard time of it, but you’ve survived and are intimately aware of hostile activity in the area. That knowledge will be invaluable to the new team.”
She felt like she was going to be sick. Tanner signaled for her attention.
“Ask who he’s sending!” he told her.
“What team is coming, sir?”
“Gamma.”
She repeated this information to Tanner, who frowned, then shrugged. She had no idea who Gamma was, and right now, she didn’t care.
“Commander Ostlund?” she asked, fearing he’d disconnected somehow.
“Go ahead.”
“What’re we going to do about that force dome? We can’t get through it.”
“You let Gamma Team worry about that. You’ll act as their guide. And I’m impressed you were able to operate the com set, Marin. Burke told me you registered a zero for com ability.”
Malena felt a wrinkle of irritation. “I guess she was wrong, sir. Now that I have the right headset on, I’m at least able to talk to you.”
“Obviously. Good luck. Ostlund out.”
“Thank you, sir,” she heard herself saying. But she didn’t mean it. She didn’t want to thank him for anything. In fact, if the man had been standing within reach, she probably would have tried to kick him in the balls.
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“So, we wait,” Tanner said when she’d explained the other half of the conversation to him.
“Is this a safe place?” Malena asked.
“In a swamp crawling with hostiles it’s about as safe as anyplace else. We’re on a relatively dry island surrounded on three sides by bogs, and the last side is a waterway. If they do come, they’ll probably be traveling by boat, which makes them easy targets. At least this spot is relatively dry.”
She frowned. “If they do find us, we can’t run easily. The bogs will slow us down.”
Tanner shrugged. “Moving makes us more visible. I agree with the boss. We hunker down and wait for Gamma Team. Haak is their leader. He gets the job done, but some question his methods.”
“How many teams does XCU have?”
“Well, that’s need-to-know information. I will say Gamma isn’t from the Boca Raton base—they aren’t exactly XCU at all, in fact. They’re allied forces. They must have shipped them in when we lost both our own teams.”
Malena thought about that. Clearly, there were other hidden stations like the one she’d joined in Boca Raton. She could understand how such information wouldn’t be distributed to every agent. A secret wasn’t a secret if everyone knew about it.
“Should we sleep until nightfall?” she asked.
“Not a bad idea,” he said. “But I’ve got a better one. Let’s do some training with your gear.”
Malena reached up and touched her headset lightly. The probes were cool and slightly sticky. They felt flesh-like under her fingertips.
“All right,” she said. “How do we start?”
“First, try to sense our equipment. It’s familiar and low-power, but it should give you some readings.”
She closed her eyes. That seemed to make it easier to focus. She felt her surroundings, thinking about them. There was the headset itself, of course. It gave her a slightly hot feeling to think about it, encircling her head like a glued-on headband.
She perceived other items moments later. There was the second headset, their suits—and Tanner’s big gun. The accelerator was the strongest impression, she realized now. It didn’t look like a gun in her mind, however. It had no shape. Everything was a formless blob.
“How do these things look to you?” Tanner asked quietly. “Do they have a sound or a color associated?”
She suddenly did sense something about the blobs, even though it seemed odd. “They have a smell,” she said. “A distinctive scent for each. They’re like little stink-clouds.”
“A scent, huh? That’s a new one.”
Malena opened her eyes and looked at him. He was watching her seriously. He seemed as mystified by this process as she was.
“How do these damned things work? Where did you find them—were they wrapped around some alien’s skull?”
Tanner shook his head. “I don’t know. We found a large number of them once, a big supply. They’re quite valuable and do different things. I’ve never seen the file on the find. I don’t think they even tell psi agents where the headsets are from. Maybe Burke or Ostlund knows, but I doubt they’d tell you if you asked them.”
It was creepy, thinking that this bizarre set of fleshy probes and wires had once been worn by some inhuman creature. She didn’t like the idea. It made her skin crawl around each of the six jewel-like blobs that ringed her head.
“What does my gun smell like?” Tanner asked.
“Licorice,” she said, and laughed.
Tanner nodded. He was deadly serious. “The last sensitive I worked with saw them as colors, another as numbers. The theory goes like this: your mind doesn’t have a way to categorize the input, so it finds a preexisting system of identifying input and uses that instead. Sensory-deprived people often compensate that way. You’re like a blind person who’s never seen before, and now, with the new gift of sight, you’re having difficulty. It’s only natural and nothing to worry about.”
Malena nodded and closed her eyes again. She turned her head this way and that, feeling for more contacts in her environment. Suddenly, she drew in a gasp of breath.
“What is it?” Tanner whispered.
She turned her head. “Pepper,” she said. “A big, giant blob of pepper. It’s dark and huge. I think it’s a long way off.”
She opened her eyes, and saw she was staring off to the east. “That’s the direction of the force dome, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m not surprised you can pick it up. There has to be a massive amount of X in there somewhere to power that dome.”
“Now that I know it’s there, I can’t believe it hasn’t been bothering me all along. It dwarfs everything else. It reminds me of a background smell, like the smell of the sea when you’re at the beach, or the smell of pines when you’re up in the mountains. I guess when it’s everywhere you don’t even notice it after a while.”
Malena continued to experiment with her headset, feeling and probing for alien technology. Except for their equipment and the big peppery blob to the east, she didn’t sense anything else. She was glad for the headset at that moment, without it she thought having so much X in the region would have made her sick.
After she tired of using her headset they ate some of their rations and took naps in shifts. They both had the feeling it was going to be a long night. When Team Gamma arrived, Tanner assured her, they wouldn’t want to sit around. They would want to press ahead.
“Tanner?” she asked. “What’s the emergency?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, why rush down here? If the Cubans have the stuff, it will still be here a month from now, won’t it? Or will the visitors leave?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “They never leave. I don’t think they can leave. They come to Earth in a bad mood, and they usually seem lost. Mostly we find they’re all dead when we get to the site. But that doesn’t mean the X will stay put. There are other nations on this Earth, other organizations like XCU. We’re all hunting for the same thing.”
“So, it’s a race? Countries like Russia are sending teams here too, to try and steal the find from the Cubans?”
“Yeah, and not just them.”
“It seems kind of unfair for the Cubans.”
Tanner shrugged. “Not with a hot site. Things can go very badly for the local population. Remember the scene back in the village? Those bodies in a circle—they would have been better off if we’d taken this whole site down with the first team.”
Malena wasn’t sure what to think, but she decided to fluff up her pack as best she could at the base of a palm and put her head against it. She tried to sleep in the muggy heat, but it wasn’t easy.
She was dozing an hour or so later when something awakened her. Someone was talking.
“What?” she asked aloud.
“I say again, Gamma is in trouble. We have reports of hostile contact less than one mile west of your position.”
“Tanner?” she called. “It’s Ostlund. He says the Gamma Team is fighting. I don’t hear any gunfire though.”
Tanner was already up on his feet. He frowned to the west, peering through the trees. One of the bogs that surrounded their position lay in that direction. It was the deepest of the three.
“I’m surprised they’re approaching from that direction. “The mud must be up to their knees.”
“It’s the most direct route from the coast. They must really want to get here.”
“Yeah,” he agreed.
About five minutes later, the sound of gunfire ripped through the swamp. Birds shrieked and fluttered into the air. Insects and frogs quieted. The sounds began with a series of pops, evenly spaced out. Then more guns joined in, and these were louder and closer.
“Those are automatic weapons. AKs, I think,” Tanner said. “From the sound of it, they’re about a half-mile southwest. I’d bet Gamma ran into a Cuban patrol in the bog.”
“What should we do?”
Tanner’s face looked troubled. “Let’s move in and see if we can help. The Cubans are between our two forces. If we hit them from behind, maybe we can squeeze them.”
Malena wanted to say: but there are only two of us. She remained quiet, however. She could understand his urge to help, she felt it too. They both knew there were agents out there risking their lives to reach their position. She couldn’t let them fight alone while she hid in the reeds.
Cautiously, the two of them moved forward in a crouch. After advancing about a hundred yards, they found the land turned to mud. The ground was deceptive in its appearance. There was a bright green grass growing. It was a sparse, short variety and black earth showed between every blade. But it grew right over the mud itself, making it look solid. Their first clue they were in the bog was when their boots slid and sank into the muck.
Ahead, they could see muzzle flashes. Malena had her gun in her hands, and she now wished she’d upgraded to an automatic rifle. She hadn’t done so because she’d never fired such a weapon and didn’t want to learn in the middle of a firefight. In her experience at gun ranges, every weapon had its idiosyncrasies. They jammed in certain ways; their aim might be off somehow. She trusted her pistol now, and wanted to stick with what she knew when her life was on the line.
Her chance to prove her theory came sooner than she expected. A group of Cubans emerged from a line of trees ahead of them, sloshing through a knee-deep sludge. They paused to turn and fire back behind them, to the west. Malena couldn’t see what they were shooting at.
Tanner put his hand on her shoulder. He lightly pushed her down. Together, they crouched behind a fallen tree. She could tell what his plan was. They were to lie in ambush, rising up to shoot them down when they were close.
It felt strange to be lying in ambush, but this was out-and-out war and she didn’t want to die. She told herself the enemy would have done the same to her.
A voice sounded in her head again. It was Ostlund, she knew. But she couldn’t respond to him in the middle of a battle. The voice buzzed and she thought she caught a few words: “…wiped out…”
Frowning, she glanced at the Cubans. They were milling uncertainly about a hundred yards away. They were shouting in Spanish and pointing. They sounded frightened and desperate. Gamma Team must be giving them hell, she thought, but she didn’t see any sign of them yet.
Tanner caught her looking at the Cubans and pulled her back down behind the fallen tree. He shook his head. She knew what he meant: the soldiers were too far away. At this range, the Cuban rifles would be far more accurate if they engaged them now. She would probably miss with her pistol and they would have the advantage.
Malena reached up to put her hands over her ears. It was absurd, as the voice was in her mind, not her ears, but cutting out the extra sound helped her focus on what Ostlund was saying.
“I repeat, Gamma Team is not responding. Are you there, Agent Marin? Do you copy?”
Malena froze. She hadn’t thought it would be possible at this point to feel more tense, but her body managed it.
“I’m here,” she whispered. “We’re near a Cuban patrol. They seem to be taking fire. Are you saying they aren’t engaged with Gamma?”
“Negative, Marin. Gamma reported hostile contacts, but not human. They are now offline. Their last position was several miles west. If there are survivors, I doubt they’ve had time to get close to you.”
Malena reached out and grabbed Tanner’s arm. “Ostlund says it’s not Gamma. He’s says he’s lost all contact with Gamma.”
Tanner squinted at her. “Who are they shooting at, then?”
The Cubans had splashed closer by now. They were almost upon them. They were falling back, reloading, firing into the tree line.
Tanner got up and aimed his gun over the top of the fallen tree. Malena rose up beside him. The Cubans were right there. Malena steeled herself to shoot them down. She didn’t want to do it, but she knew they couldn’t let these men walk right into them. There were too many. But she didn’t want to fire first, either. She waited for Tanner. He was in command.
The Cubans were near exhaustion, and seemed terrified. Their eyes were wide and burning. They kept falling back, staggering in the mud. They were dirty, panting, and desperate.
Tanner held his fire. Finally, when they were only twenty yards or so away, he called out to them in Spanish, demanding they surrender.
Several glanced in his direction, surprised. They didn’t aim their weapons at him, however. Malena prepared herself for a fight. She decided that when the first shot hit their log, she would start firing and keep firing until they were all down. She knew that with cold certainty.
But the commander of the group shook his head at them. He wore a beret and a lieutenant’s bars. He pointed wildly back toward the trees from which they’d come.
He said something rapidly in Spanish. Malena didn’t catch much of it. But she did think she recognized one word: “Diablos”.
The lieutenant seemed intent on communicating with them. He shouted to his men to shift their retreat away from the two Americans. The patrol did so, heading north.
“What do we do?” Malena asked Tanner.
“They seem more afraid of the trees than they do of us. They don’t even care about us. I don’t like it.”
“We aren’t going to shoot them, are we?”
“No. Not unless they fire on us. Let’s see what has them spooked so badly.”
Malena felt like retreating, but stood her ground quietly. She didn’t want to blow the mission or embarrass herself in front of Tanner.
They stared at the trees for a long minute. The Cubans seemed to have calmed down somewhat. They were slinking off northward, making better time. They’d stopped firing. Then Malena saw them pointing in her direction. They were talking amongst themselves urgently.
“They’re planning something,” she said.
“Maybe you’re right,” Tanner said, looking at the empty bog. “Maybe we should withdraw. I like this firing position, but—”
That was as far as he got. At that point, something strange swam out of the trees and slid forward. It was flying actually—gliding. It moved as if it were swimming in the air.
Malena couldn’t breathe for a second when she saw it. This entity was unlike anything in her personal experience. She was reminded of crabs she’d seen on nature shows—but this crab was about fifteen feet wide and flashed metallically in the sun. Its hard-shelled body was formed by two sandwiched-together plates, an upper and a lower. Along the rim where the two plates met, a line of limbs sprouted. Each arm either hung loosely or arched up at random. These limbs appeared to be built with segmented steel and some of them terminated in wicked-looking claws. In between the arms were stalks that looked like eyes. She suspected they were sensory systems. Cameras, perhaps, or some other type of input device.
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It was Malena’s first alien, and she dearly hoped it would be her last. The Cubans didn’t wait around, they roared curses and fired an impressive spray of bullets toward the monster, which swam in the air at an altitude of about twenty feet, gliding over the reeds and scrubby trees. It made an undulating motion as it approached swiftly, as if it were truly pushing air away with its pumping limbs.
The bullets struck it, but without much effect. It recoiled and twisted to one side, but kept coming. Malena forgot all about shooting the Cubans. She aimed her pistol at the monster instead and watched Tanner.
He hesitated for a second, then looked at her.
“Run!” he ordered.
She’d never been happier to follow a command. She turned and charged after Tanner, who was already splashing away toward their dry spot. The trees ahead looked inviting and the shade underneath them looked even better. The land rose up slightly as they reached the tree line and immediately became dry, safer footing. She scrambled up a small embankment after Tanner, not wanting to be left behind.
Tanner paused when they were under cover. He looked back. She glanced at him, then back into the open bog.
“Why not shoot it with your accelerator?” she asked. “Couldn’t you bring it down?”
“Yeah, maybe,” he said, breathing hard and frowning. “But I might just bring its friends down on us, too.”
She stared at the thing. It had caught up to the Cubans now. Two of them were sprawling. It lashed out with its whipping metal claws and struck them down with a touch.
“It looks like it’s tazing them or something.”
“Neural shock,” Tanner said, nodding. “How else do you think it gets people to lie still while it drills into their skulls?”
She looked at him in horror. “You mean those people were alive when it made those holes in their heads?”
“Almost certainly.”
Malena’s lip curled as she thought about it—or tried not to.
“One more question,” she said, “why have we stopped running?”
“I’ve never seen one of these things before, but I’ve heard stories about air crabs. We have to know if there are more of them. They hunt in packs. What I need from you is some more sensitivity.”
She closed her eyes and tried to tune out the gunfire, the screeching and splashing. Less than a hundred yards away a group of men were fighting for their lives and losing badly. She didn’t think she could do it—but then she had it.
“I smell pepper,” she said. “Off to the north, and the south. Right here, too. It’s very strong.”
Tanner nodded. “That’s what I was afraid of. There’s more than one of them. They’ll spread out and move around above the trees, hunting.”
“What are they hunting?”
“Us probably, and whatever else they can catch.”
The Cubans had split up by now. She couldn’t tell if they were doing it deliberately or out of panic. The gunfire quieted as they raced for the trees in every direction, crashing through the brush and splashing mud.
“Let’s keep moving,” Tanner whispered.
It was the best suggestion Malena had heard all day. She was one step from running for her life right now. If Tanner hadn’t been here with her, full of confidence and bravado, she knew she would have gone crashing into trees like the rest of them. In fact, if she saw the crab-thing turn her way—she’d run for her life.
Tanner had to hustle to catch up to her.
“You can really move when you want to,” he said. “That’s a good thing in an agent.”
She thought about telling him she’d been a field hockey fanatic in college, but decided to save her breath for running. When they reached the waterway that was on the far side of their small, relatively dry island in the swamp, they were forced to halt. They bent over, put their hands on their knees and breathed hard, letting their sides heave.
With wide eyes, they stared at the forest behind them, listening closely. They heard nothing but the occasional crack of a rifle. She wondered what was happening to the Cubans. She felt sorry for them now, even if some of them were bastards. When faced with a creature like that, she felt a sudden comradery with every human she met up with.
“Is it eating people?” she whispered.
“I don’t think so. They’re collectors. They like to study us.”
She thought about that word: collectors. As a biology major, she’d done plenty of field work, collecting specimens. She’d had a net and kill-jar for entomology classes and worked in wetlands like this one. The idea that her species was the one being collected today was particularly horrid for her. She thought of the dead people back in the village with their heads all pushed together in a circle. It made her shudder.
“What the hell is it trying to do?” she asked.
“This type is interested in tearing up people. I guess they want to know what makes us tick. They’re biologists—like you.”
He looked at her pointedly, but she felt she didn’t deserve the comparison.
“We study animals and plants—but not people.”
Tanner snorted. “Well, to an alien, we are the animals. We’re not people as far as the visitors are concerned. They have a strong desire to dissect and experiment. Can you tell me what drives you to do stuff like that to animals?”
Malena thought about it. “Curiosity drives any biologist, I think. We want to understand how different creatures operate—maybe to learn how to heal the sick, or how life came to exist.”
He nodded. “Sounds about right. What if you could study an honest-to-God alien? Would you want to cut it up and look inside?”
Malena hesitated a second, then bit her lip and nodded. She knew she would want to do exactly that. “But you know, I would have another reason for doing it, if I got the chance.”
“What’s that?” he asked.
“So I could learn how to kill it. You have to understand, I don’t think we can make peace with something as different as that thing. We wouldn’t have any point of reference, no way to interrelate. When different groups of humans meet up, we tend to kill one another fighting for territory or dominance. But after a while, one side wins and the other is subjugated. The losers then join the winners, and after a time they mate, intermingle and become a single people.”
“Yeah?”
“That can’t happen in this case. We can’t become like them, and they can’t become like us. We’re too different. In cases of interspecies conflicts like this, one side will eliminate the other eventually. Take the case of the Cro-Magnons and the Neanderthals. They lived side by side for thousands of years, but eventually the Cro-Mags won and eliminated the Neanderthals. There is evidence of interbreeding, but with aliens we won’t even get that sort of resolution. I would say—”
She got no further. Tanner lifted his hand, placed it on her elbow and shook his head. He put a finger to his lips, then tapped her headset.
She nodded, closed her eyes, and sought the creature.
Almost immediately, her mind filled with the scent of pepper. It was close, very close. She snapped open her eyes and gasped. She lifted her pistol. Seeing the alarm in her face, Tanner didn’t bother to ask what it was she’d sensed. He crouched and looked around in every direction.
Then a shadow fell over them. It had been gliding high, wending its way closer above the trees. A branch snapped as it reached down with a very long, clawed arm.
Malena fired. She saw the bullets spark as they struck the churning limbs. The thing was already carrying several limp, flopping bodies. They hung like broken dolls from its appendages.
Tanner fired, too. His accelerator flared toward the claw that was reaching down toward him. The appendage was scorched and a hole appeared in the metal. Vapor shot out of the hole and the claw went limp.
He took aim again, but another claw caught him from behind, giving him a hard slap that drove him to the ground. It then wrapped around him and lifted him into the air. It must have been squeezing him, because Malena saw bloody foam bubble in his mouth and he raved in pain, straining against the grip. His powerful arms bulged, but he couldn’t budge the heartless grip of the visitor. He struggled desperately, but was unable to free himself.
Malena fell on her back, rolling away toward the water. The last working arm that didn’t carry a collected specimen gave pursuit. It came after her and knocked her into the wide, slow-moving river.
She rolled into the warm water and felt the wet embrace of dozens of reeds. They choked the water and made it difficult for her to get to her feet.
The arm lashed in the water, creating bubbles and waves as it tried to get ahold of her. She scrambled away on all fours into deeper water. Mud and reeds slapped at her face. She’d given up shooting at the monster. She knew a pistol wasn’t going to affect this thing. It wasn’t living tissue, she could tell that now. It was an intensely complex metal machine. She could see lenses scattered over the core of it. Every lens was mounted on a stalk that moved individually. They were like small oblong cameras the size of flashlights.
Several things were now very clear to her. One: she was facing a machine, probably something like a submersible with robotic arms. Two: there was probably something living inside this flying monstrosity, or something that was controlling it remotely. Three: she didn’t have long to live.
She didn’t know what else to do, so she dove into the water and swam as hard as she could. She went down to the bottom and clawed at the water, rocks and plants, fighting to go deeper.
Behind her, something big swept through the river, churning everything into a brown haze. She wanted to scream but didn’t dare waste her breath. She kept swimming, and as she did so the water became deeper. She felt a cooler current down there in the dark, and she let it take her, sweeping her downriver toward the sea. She figured she was about ten feet down.
She rolled over and looked back. She could see the arm looking for her still. It was like an elephant’s trunk made of metal. It swept back and forth, muddying the waters further.
Forcing herself to think for a moment, she decided to go limp. She didn’t know if it would help, but she figured it could hardly hurt. She floated in the river, letting the current carry her along.
She passed a log that opened one eye and looked at her. She still didn’t flinch away, and neither did the alligator. She brushed past it, feeling its rough segmented skin for a second—then it was gone.
She was running out of air now, but she forced herself not to think about it. After another twenty seconds, she couldn’t see the claw any longer. Had it been withdrawn? Was the machine flying along after her, tracking her, planning its next strike like a grizzly hunting salmon? She didn’t know, but she could feel the burn in her lungs and the empty pounding of her heart as she yearned to get a breath.
Her hair was swept up around her face and was laced with silver bubbles. The sunlight filtered down with bright yellow light, looking peaceful and lovely.
At the bottom of the river she lingered. She knew she was quietly drowning herself, but was too afraid to rise up and catch a breath.
Her vision dimmed after a minute passed. She wasn’t an Olympic swimmer, and she hadn’t had time to suck in as much air as she might have. Her state of near panic hadn’t helped either, she knew her adrenaline had caused her body to burn more oxygen than it otherwise would have if she’d been relaxed.
Her mind raced, knowing she didn’t have much time left. She would suck in a lungful of water soon, and that alone might be fatal. She had to decide if dying down here in the peaceful river was better than facing what might be hovering above. Perhaps it was, she had to admit, but she couldn’t let herself die. Not yet.
“No,” she mumbled, her voice muffled in the water. A few bubbles floated away, which was a good thing, because it gave her a clear direction to go. She’d been losing her mind slowly down here, and now was the time to follow the bubbles to the world of life and sunlight again.
Her head came up, running with water. Her lungs sucked in air with desperate gulps. Some river water got in with it, and she choked and coughed. When she had control over herself, she forced her breathing to slow, and looked around.
Her hair was black and pasted across her face, but she didn’t move to push it away, not wanting to give the thing tracking her any more data than it already had. With one terrified eye she looked slowly around herself.
Everything seemed peaceful. There were no aliens, no nightmarish machines, no Cuban troops. Just green reeds, moss-choked trees and blue sky.
She ducked down again into the water, just to be sure. She counted to one hundred, allowing herself to float farther downstream. When she came up again and saw nothing, she carefully paddled to the bank and dragged herself into the cool mud. She felt bugs on her hands and arms, but didn’t bother to brush them off. Feeling bugs was good, she told herself. They indicated she was still alive, and that she’d escaped the flying machine.
She sat in the reeds for a minute or so, recovering. When her breathing had slowed to normal and she could think again, she crouched in cover and listened carefully. Nothing came for her. The immediate danger seemed to have passed. The alien had apparently tired of trying to catch her with a damaged arm and had vanished.
Malena took stock of her situation. She was alone now, and she’d lost her pistols somewhere in the river. She still had her survival pack, however, and her headset had stayed on her head as if glued there.
She closed her eyes and used the headset to search for the thing that had caught them. She felt a contact nearby. It was still close, but moving northward, back toward the force dome. She couldn’t be sure it was the same one, of course, but she figured the odds were pretty good. She turned her head around slowly, feeling for contacts in every direction. She found that if she did it that way, by thinking about the region directly in front of her as she turned, she could get a clearer picture of where the contacts were.
She could sense a number of them to the south—toward the coast. She waited until they moved, and then she was sure. There were aliens roaming around south of her, between her position and the force dome. They weren’t far.
Malena wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the river. She knew she had options. The easiest would be to float down the river to the shore. Eventually, someone would come pick her up. XCU had sent three teams—why not a fourth? She could call for pickup on her headset, if nothing else.
But there was Tanner. He hadn’t looked too good hanging there in the machine’s arms. If she had to guess, she’d say he was alive, if only because of his suit. It would have stiffened up and kept the tentacle from crushing him. But she couldn’t be sure of that. It was only a hunch.
She knew she was pretty much surrounded. There was no easy retreat. More importantly, she couldn’t leave Tanner to have his brains sucked out for some bizarre experiment. She got to her feet and walked up the river. She was heading north, back into the swamp.
As she picked her way through the thickets, she thought to herself she must be crazy. But she didn’t want to leave Tanner to a horrible fate. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been alive and flailing. She was sure he wouldn’t have abandoned her out here if she’d been caught instead.
When she reached the spot where the monster had taken Tanner, she found his accelerator lying in the mud. She took it, brushed it off and looked it over. It was still in operating condition. According to Tanner, it could use sand for ammo if that was all that was available.
She carried the big weapon cradled against her chest and marched along the river banks, feeling resolved. She’d seen this weapon damage the flying machine. Maybe by aiming carefully at the heart of it, maybe by putting a burst right through one of those strange stick-like eyes, she could kill the operator she felt sure was hiding inside.
The thought put a grim smile on her face.
-13-
Malena proceeded cautiously, following the river northward. She found that walking alongside a waterway was particularly difficult in a swamp. The banks were overgrown with dense vegetation. Rather than traveling along the stream’s edge, she chose a drier path some distance away. Now and then, she caught a glimpse of the dark water. The day was oppressively hot and she hoped it would rain later to cool things off.
When she took breaks to rest, she scanned the area with her headset, trying to make sure she didn’t walk into an alien. She knew it might happen anyway, as they were able to move so much faster than she could. She was crawling like a bug while they glided quietly over the densely overgrown treetops.
During her first break, she tried to figure out how to operate Tanner’s weapon. There wasn’t much to learn. She found a sliding panel on the back of the unit, which when pulled caused a dark opening to appear. Inside, pellets rattled. A few rolled out when she opened the magazine. She scrambled in the dirt, picking them up and putting them into her pockets. Tanner had said the gun would fire anything, but she didn’t want to test that theory just yet.
Besides the loading aperture, there was the cocking bolt and trigger. That was it. No real sights existed to aim with. The gun was too bulky for that. She figured she would have to lift it with both hands and direct her fire as if shooting a rifle. But without a butt to put against her shoulder, it would not be as accurate.
Still, she wasn’t that worried after having witnessed the firepower this thing was capable of. Her targets would be quite large and any hit would do serious damage. It was like having a cannon in your hands.
On her second break, she chewed some rations and decided to report in to XCU. It was late afternoon, but the way she understood the system, Ostlund should still be on watch until Burke came in at around six.
“Ostlund, this is Marin. Do you read me, Ostlund?”
“Agent Marin? Can you hear me?”
“Yes. Go ahead.”
“Why have you been ignoring my requests for communication?”
Surprised, Malena reached up and tapped her headset. “I didn’t know you were trying to reach me. Maybe this thing only works when I call you.”
There was no response for several seconds. She thought maybe they’d lost contact.
“Ostlund?”
“You will address me as Chief Ostlund.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes sir.”
“Apparently, your lack of com skills is showing. You are able to converse only when you initiate the conversation. From now on, I will require that you report in on an hourly basis.”
“Excuse me, sir, but that might not be possible. I’m in the field, and I’m surrounded by hostiles. Even though I’m whispering now, they might hear me.”
“You’re speaking out loud?” he asked in exasperation. “That is totally unnecessary, Marin. You’re forbidden to—”
Can you hear this, you pompous ass? She said in her thoughts, squinching her eyes together.
Apparently, Ostlund couldn’t hear her, because he kept prattling on: “—using a verbal crutch is a first-year rookie habit. It’s dangerous, and—”
“Excuse me, Chief,” she interrupted. “Over the last few seconds, I’ve been trying to send you my thoughts directly, but you clearly aren’t getting them.”
Malena thought she heard a grumbling, indistinct set of syllables that didn’t add up to any real words. The emotion, however, came through loud and clear: frustration.
“Look Chief, I’m not properly trained. I’m not really a qualified field agent, but I’m doing the best I can. You guys recruited me yesterday out of a strip mall and then promptly dropped me into a swamp in Cuba.”
“Are you raising your voice?”
She realized with a guilty start that she had been.
“Don’t do that,” he said, trying to sound soothing now. “I’m sorry, I apologize. The Director was very displeased to learn three teams had been virtually wiped out within a few days. Now, please report the details of your contact with the enemy.”
She did so in a series of whispers. She found that the volume of her speech didn’t matter, he still seemed to be able to hear her. That at least was a relief. She explained her situation, what had happened to Tanner, and gave him her approximate position.
“Now,” she said as she scanned the area and began moving again. “I want to know something from you.”
“What is it?”
“How can these visitors move back and forth through their force dome? I mean, if it prevents movement through it, why are they able to do it freely?”
“We’ve witnessed this behavior before on a single occasion. Hot sites are rare, usually the visitors are all killed or long-dead before we get there. But we have theories. Possibly, they turn off the dome for a second in order to pass through. Or, their conveyances allow them to pass through it. Those are our best two guesses.”
“There must be another way,” she said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have sent the third team. They must be able to bypass the dome.”
Ostlund hesitated. “You’re asking for classified information. Why do you want to know about the force dome?”
“I’m the only active asset you have in the area, and I plan to enter the dome.”
“I’m stunned by your bravery. While I can’t ask this of you—I will accept your sacrifice on behalf of everyone at XCU. This will go down on your service record, Agent Marin.”
She frowned. He made it sound as if she were already dead. Perhaps he figured going up against the visitors alone was suicide. She shook herself and kept moving. She found that she was able to walk and whisper over the headset at the same time now. It was rather like walking with a cellphone pressed to your ear. She felt as if she were in two places at once.
“I want more than that,” she said. “If I get in there and retrieve Tanner, I want a promotion to full Agent.”
“Done. But I request one more thing: bring back an artifact. Anything will do, but it must be something we don’t have yet. You’ve seen most of our equipment. Bring back something I haven’t seen before and you’ll be promoted instantly.”
His tone almost sounded greedy to her. She corrected herself: she could feel the greed within him. Talking mind-to-mind wasn’t like a normal conversation. You didn’t get the cues two conversationalists were so familiar with. There were no facial expressions, tiny gestures or voice tones. Instead, she could feel the other’s emotions directly. It was an odd sensation, but useful.
Ostlund really wanted some new alien tech—anything he’d never seen before. She imagined that would save his butt the next time the Director came calling. If he could turn around and show he had retrieved something new, maybe he could cover himself with the brass and keep his job.
“You still haven’t answered my question, Ostlund. How did the third team plan to get through the barrier?”
“You’re going the wrong way if that’s your goal. You must get to the Dutch team and salvage their equipment to get through the barrier.”
“The third team is Dutch?”
“There are many nations interested in X. Do you understand your instructions?”
Malena stopped walking, turned around and looked westward, toward the tip of the Zapata Peninsula.
“The coast is overrun with contacts. There will be more Cubans down there, too.”
“Yes, isolated groups of humans attract them,” he said. “The visitors will be there in force, harvesting. If you make it to the Dutch team, contact me. They have equipment to penetrate the barrier. I’ll brief you despite your lack of proper clearances.”
“Glad to know you’re thinking of me, sir,” she said, and disconnected.
Somehow, the man had never filled her with confidence. He always seemed to have his own agenda, even more so than Chief Burke. Overall, she was beginning to prefer that control freak to this strange man.
Almost groaning aloud, she turned west and began marching through the swamp in a new direction. As she recalled, this way had a lot more gators to contend with.
She had to wonder about the international nature of the teams involved in this hunt for new tech. The Cubans, the Americans and the Dutch? Who else was down here, trying to steal whatever they could?
Tanner had mentioned the Gamma Team was not XCU, but allied. Now that made sense to her. It was a Dutch team, led by a man called Haak. She’d thought it was an odd name. She supposed it must be natural-sounding in Amsterdam.
How friendly would the Dutch be, she wondered, if some of them had survived? She’d gathered that they were allied with XCU, but shady international spy rings didn’t always play by the same rules that NATO alliance troops did.
Over the next several hours, Malena moved toward the coast as quietly and quickly as she could. The land began to show signs of habitation, mostly in the form of dirt roads and occasional huts. She stayed in overgrown areas and managed to avoid the few people she passed near.
As she walked, she began to doubt her plan. She was supposed to find a decimated team, gather unfamiliar equipment, then walk it back to the enemy stronghold. All this to save a guy who was probably dead by now anyway. She was having serious thoughts about quitting when she finally found the remains of Gamma Team.
After sneaking around the site for several minutes in the darkness, she felt it was safe to go in for a closer look. She snapped her light on, cupping it in her hand. The scene wasn’t pretty. There were bodies everywhere, she counted six of them. At least they weren’t arranged in a circle with their skulls opened up. Instead, they lay where they fell. There were signs of bloodshed on the other side as well. Shell casings and scorch marks were everywhere.
The Cubans had done it, she was certain. This didn’t look like the work of a visitor. The team had been encircled, and an explosion took them out. Might have been a mortar hit or a lucky grenade. Whatever it was, they’d been killed as a group.
The bodies had been stripped of their specialized equipment. They had guns and packs, but no headsets or accelerators. Muttering curses, she left the area and headed back into a thicket. She planned to call Ostlund with the bad news.
A voice out of the night stopped her. “Who are you?”
She froze, looking around. It had been a male voice, but she didn’t recognize the accent. She used her headset and sensed a contact. She crouched and aimed her accelerator in the direction of the voice.
“Hold on!” he said. “Don’t fire on a friend! We’re both lost out here, no? What are you, XCU?”
She could hear his accent clearly now. It sounded very European, as if a German was imitating an Englishman. She kept her weapon aimed into the darkness in his direction. She gathered that he must be able to see her somehow. Maybe he could sense her the way she was able to sense him. It was odd, knowing you were aiming a gun at someone you could not see.
“XCU, yeah,” she said quietly. “Stop yelling.”
“We’re alone out here for now. We can talk.”
“Who are you?”
“Haak—Gamma Team leader. You’ve heard of me, yes?”
Malena lowered her weapon. “I’m here to find you. I’m psi-agent Marin. Bravo Team.”
“Where’s the rest of your squad, Agent Marin?”
“Mostly dead. One captured.”
She filled him in on current events while she crept closer to him. When they were within a half-dozen feet he turned on a light for a few seconds, shielding it with his cupped hand. He ran it over her face quickly, then clicked it off again.
“My, you’re a pretty one!” he chuckled in the darkness. “Glad you made it. I find it excellent to meet you.”
She took his hand and shook it warily. “Are you the only one left from Gamma Team?” she asked.
“Yes. We were wiped out. A true shame. I liked these people.”
She thought about asking him if they had smart-armor as she did, but held back the question. For all she knew, the clothing she wore was a state secret. During the briefing, she was told not to reveal anything to anyone. Survival sometimes dictated exchanges of information, but she decided Haak didn’t need to know about her equipment. She kept quiet about it.
“You need something special, right? Something to penetrate a force wall? We have that, my people do. We don’t have everything you have. Like that headset—we don’t have any of those.”
Malena frowned, not quite sure what Haak was suggesting. She thought he might be hinting at a trade, but she had no orders in that regard. She didn’t say anything.
“I can see in the dark, you know,” he said. “Not perfectly, but better than a sniper scope that turns the world green.”
“Good,” she said. “You can lead the way to the dome. We can keep moving at night.”
Haak was quiet for a moment. “Don’t you want to know why everyone else in my team died, and I’m still here, talking to you?”
“It had crossed my mind, but this isn’t the right time to hear every detail of a firefight I missed,” she said, “Tell me when we get the hell out of here. What I do want to know if you can get us through that force wall.”
“I can do that,” he said. “I can do many things that will help you.”
“Good, let’s go. My team leader might not survive until morning.”
They started walking with Haak moving about a dozen feet ahead. Malena couldn’t see him, but she was getting better at using her headset by now and was able to sense him without stopping and focusing on it. She knew that meant he had to have some source of X on him. She didn’t know what it was and right now she didn’t care. She just wanted to get moving.
Walking through a dark swamp isn’t easy, even if you’re following a guide. Branches clawed her face, and her feet plunged through the grassy crust of bog lands a dozen times. She would have twisted her ankle due to bad footing if she hadn’t been wearing heavy boots.
After about three miles, they heard running water up ahead.
“Here,” Haak said, “we come now to a bad part. Take my hand.”
She hesitated, but finally reached out her hand. He took it with strong gloved fingers and pulled her forward. She stumbled down an embankment in the darkness and soon they were sloshing through a stream. They waded for a quarter-mile up the tiny waterway until Haak stopped and cursed suddenly.
“What is it?” she asked.
Haak chuckled. “I ran into the wall. It is invisible, you know. I find it odd the wall allows water and wind through, but not us. It makes me believe in spirits, almost.”
Malena walked up to the force wall, feeling for it. She found its solid, vibrating surface and ran her hands over it, from as high up as she could reach down to the river bottom.
“Yes,” she said, “that is odd. How can water flow through it? I mean, if it acts like unbreakable glass, why doesn’t the water pile up inside as if a dam were blocking the river?”
Haak’s face flared yellow-orange. She saw he had lit a cigarette. It was Malena’s first glimpse of him. He wore a jungle hat on his head and carried an automatic rifle. He was blond and fuzzy under that hat. His face was surrounded by a full beard, but it was cut short—it was almost stubble.
What caught her attention most, however, were his eyes. She couldn’t see them at all. There were two black ovals covering his closed eyes. It looked as if someone had glued two smooth stones over his eyes. Malena thought of the headset she had allowed to adhere to the crown of her skull. She suspected his eye pieces operated like that.
“You’re walking around with your eyes shut, aren’t you?” she said in fascination.
The view of him quickly faded as he puffed on the cigarette with several deep inhalations before dropping it into the black water in which they stood. It was instantly extinguished with a tiny hiss.
“Yes. I do not need my eyes to see. In fact, it is best they are shut down when using my—special equipment. The mind can be confused if there is too much visual input. Just imagine you were given two additional eyes. Wouldn’t you find it hard to see everything around you?”
Malena nodded thoughtfully. “Still, the vision can’t be perfect. Why else did you shine that light upon me?”
Haak chuckled again. “The vision I possess in darkness is not like what is provided to us by our normal eyes of flesh. I see through layers—not as pretty to see your facial muscles and bone structure.”
She thought about that for a moment, then she turned and rapped on the surface of the dome. “Isn’t it time we went through it?”
“Such a hurry to die?” he asked. “Ah, hold on. I’m a terrible host. I haven’t offered you a last cigarette. I’m a barbarian!”
It was her turn to laugh bemusedly. “No thanks.”
“It is okay, have no fear. There is no one around. I can see right through the walls of trees for a kilometer. You can smoke here for a few minutes in peace.”
“No—I mean, I don’t smoke.”
“Of course,” he murmured. “Americans always deny themselves pleasures. I think it keeps you angry.”
She laughed at him quietly. “Can you get us through this wall or not?”
“Yes,” he said, “but you will not enjoy the process.”
Right away, she was on guard. She fully expected him to tell her she had to strip naked or something. She was quite certain she wasn’t going to fall for any such trickery.
“You see,” he explained, “the water goes through because the force wall is smart. It is like your suit. It knows a natural substance when it touches one. There are only two ways to pass through. One method is to convince the wall we are stone or water or wind.”
“What’s the other way?”
“We must convince it we’re harmless, or that we’re friends.”
“Friends? You mean friendly?”
“Yes. To the barrier, a friend would be a visitor, or one of their flying machines.”
Malena ran her hands over the vibrating wall in a circular pattern. She didn’t know what Haak had in mind, but when he said she wouldn’t like it, she believed him.
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Malena excused herself from Haak’s presence and stepped away from him. She had decided it was about time she followed her orders and contacted her superiors. She closed her eyes and attempted to contact Ostlund.
It took her longer than usual to get through. She focused and concentrated, determined to report in as she’d promised to do.
Finally, she received a response: “Sleeping.”
She broke off the connection between her mind and his, and mumbled an apology to no one. She’d forgotten he was her daytime contact, and it was most definitely night.
She reached out a second time, this time stretching to touch a new mind, one she’d never made contact with before.
“Who?”
“It’s Agent Marin reporting in.”
“Ah, of course. Glad to learn you’re still alive, Marin.”
“Not as glad as I am,” she said.
“Hmm, perhaps not. Please make your report.”
“I’ve reached the barrier. I’ve got Haak with me, commander of Gamma Team. I need clarification, is he an allied agent? Is he from XCU or not? What is his level of clearance regarding classified data?”
“Haak lived, did he? I’m not in the least surprised. He’s to be treated as an ally, but with reservations. Do not give him more information than what is absolutely required to perform your mission. And don’t trust him completely. He has his own chain of command and his own set of private orders.”
Malena frowned. She didn’t really like the sound of that. It appeared that although their units were cooperating, they were still competitors. That did help her make sense of some of Haak’s actions.
“I’ve escaped an enemy machine,” she said, continuing her report, “but I haven’t retrieved Tanner yet.”
“You’ve made contact then? I must say, out of the entire team, I hadn’t expected you to be the last survivor. You’re doing well as a field agent, Marin.”
“I’m not necessarily the last survivor. Tanner was carried off, but I didn’t witness his death.”
“Noted. Continue the mission, Marin. Take Haak into the barrier region if he’ll go with you. Then find the core of the visitation. You don’t have to exterminate them, but you should certainly retrieve any equipment you can. This may be beyond the capacities of one junior agent, and I understand that. But please recon the situation and report with a video file. I want to know what is generating that field. Once you have this data, retreat for pickup. We’re sending in new teams, and the information you’ve been giving us is invaluable to their survival.”
“What about Tanner?” she asked.
“If you find him and can retrieve the body safely, you are at liberty to do so.”
Malena felt a wave of irritation. Without really coming out and saying it, Burke had hinted numerous times that she expected Tanner was dead. That may well be true, but Malena didn’t know it was true, and if she’d been the one to be carried off by a flying crab-machine, she’d like to think someone would attempt to rescue her.
A number of hot retorts swam in her mind, and she burned to make them. But she didn’t. Swearing at her new boss would do nothing to save Tanner or herself. She might even lose the woman’s sympathies and be less likely to get the promised retrieval effort.
“I’ll see if I can penetrate the barrier,” she said after a few seconds pause.
Haak showed up the moment her conversation was at an end. She had to wonder at his promptness. Had he been listening in?
Haak flicked on a glowing light and directed it down to his fist. She saw he wore black leather gloves. He opened his hand and revealed an egg-shaped object. It looked to Malena like the black stone he wore over his eyes—but it was bigger.
He handed it to her and she could feel the X in it, driving it. It felt as if it had a dozen bees in it, buzzing and making the object shiver. She didn’t know what it was, but she sensed it was powerful. It filled her palm and was heavier than it looked. She was glad she was wearing her headset. She was certain it would have made her sick otherwise.
“What is it?” she whispered.
“You like the X, don’t you?” he asked. “You like to feel it.”
She looked up and saw he was standing very close to her. He was looking down over her shoulder, in fact.
She hadn’t noticed his approach over the last several seconds, she realized. She’d been too busy studying the egg-shaped smooth artifact in her hand. It was very strange—as if she’d lost a few moments of time while admiring it.
Deciding he was a bit too close, she took a half-step back. He didn’t advance, fortunately. She was relieved. She didn’t want to have to wave her accelerator in his face.
“X is seductive,” he said. “When you’re new to encountering it, the material disturbs the mind. It’s not like anything from our world—it’s from another place. We respond to it like animals that pick up an odd scent.”
Malena flicked her eyes up to his shadowed face when he mentioned scent. “That’s how it is for me, as a sensitive,” she said. “I can feel them moving around, like blobs in my mind, like scents. It must be how a bloodhound perceives its world.”
“Yes!” he said, sounding delighted all of a sudden. “That’s exactly it. A bloodhound—”
Haak broke off suddenly and unslung his rifle. It was a short-barreled automatic weapon, some kind of carbine. Following his lead, she lifted her accelerator and aimed it into the dark.
“We’re in a bad position here,” he said, whispering. “We have our backs to a wall. We can’t move freely.”
“What do you see?”
“I saw movement. Something up high. Reach out and tell me what you smell, Agent Marin.”
Malena closed her eyes to concentrate. She was already upset with herself for letting her guard down. She hadn’t been watching her surroundings. There was something out there…
“There’s something big,” she said, “it’s coming from the west, following the stream we’re standing in. We have to get through the barrier right now.”
“That will take too long. We must stand or flee. Which do you choose?”
She shrugged. There was nowhere to run, really. They were in the dark, and if it was one of the crab-like flying machines they couldn’t outrun it. Malena splashed over to the northern bank and crouched under a tree which dragged its branches in the stream like bony black fingers.
After a moment’s hesitation, Haak followed her. He crouched beside her and said: “Do you know how to use that thing?”
Malena thought about handing it over, but rejected the idea. She didn’t trust Haak completely yet. She felt she could handle a gun, even a weird one like this.
“I can shoot,” she said. She lifted the heavy weapon and sighted down the stream. The contact, whatever it was, moved steadily closer. She could feel it, and like the others, it smelled like pepper in her mind.
Haak began to say something else, but she never heard the words. The machine was upon them too quickly. It glided up, making a roaring noise. It was coming so fast, Malena barely had time to sight and fire.
At the last instant, Haak slammed his hand down on her gun, pushing it downward. The barrel flared blue and shot out streams of plasma, counteracting the powerful kick. Even so, it jarred her wrist and arm, all the way up to her shoulder. She hadn’t been prepared for that kind of kick. She’d once fired a .50 caliber handgun at a range—this felt like that. Fortunately, it didn’t flip back into her face. The discharge of plasma spread the kick evenly and it pushed back into her hand, numbing it slightly.
The accelerator’s discharge went into the stream, causing it to roil and hiss. Steam shot up in a twenty foot long swathe.
The bolt she fired was brilliant in the night. For a brief instant, she could see the flying crab-machine, arms dangling and shifting. Optical probes moved in every direction at once.
She didn’t have time to panic or to wonder what Haak’s problem was. The machine flew right up to the barrier and zoomed through it.
“You shouldn’t have fired,” Haak said in her ear. “It was going too fast. It didn’t see us.”
She realized now what he meant. The machine would have passed them by if they’d just hid here quietly. Now the question was whether it was going to come back to find them.
They didn’t have long to wait to find out. The machine’s humming grew again. It was returning to find out who had taken a shot at it.
“Run,” shouted Haak, “we’re too close to the barrier. We have to get some distance so we will have time to shoot it.”
Malena heard him splashing away. He was fast on his feet. She rose and ran after him, almost tripping in the stream and the bulrushes.
“Stand!” he shouted.
Haak stopped in the stream, whirled around and lifted his gun.
She followed his example, turning to fire. She aimed upward, and witnessed the visitor as it hummed through the barrier.
As the machine passed through the wall of force, it shimmered slightly, as if encountering a fraction of resistance. It loomed over them. This one was a little bigger than the last she’d seen. All of its limbs appeared to be in working order. In the powerful beam of Haak’s flashlight, she saw it had a new implement hanging down low from the nearest limb. There seemed to be a trident-shaped fork down there. Each of the three tines was tipped with a barb.
Malena stared at them for a fraction of a second, then fired as the machine closed in determinedly. She was more frightened than she’d been at any time in her life—even more so than when she’d dropped out of the sky onto Cuba, or when she’d initially faced one of these things. When she’d met up with the first flying crab she’d been too stunned to fully absorb what was happening. Now, she knew all too well what they were capable of. She’d already envisioned how those numerous robotic claws could be used to form a circle of victims. How each claw could possibly be hiding a drill inside, which was designed to buzz its way into a human’s skull and suck out the contents.
Despite her terror, she was able to aim and fire the heavy accelerator. The kick was vicious, but she was ready for it this time. She’d braced her feet and held the gun with her left hand under the barrel. Her aim was a bit off, but good enough. The machine made a big target. She managed to direct the beam between the two sandwiched metal plates, into the region where the limbs sprouted and the optical-stalks wriggled.
The blue flash was tremendous again in the darkness. She felt the heat this time too, as her left hand was too far up the barrel of her weapon and too near the backfire vents. Fortunately, the smart material in her gloves absorbed most of the heat.
The machine absorbed the bolt of high-speed matter and went into a spin. Tilting, carried forward by its momentum, it came at them at a slanting, falling angle.
“Dive!” shouted Haak.
Malena didn’t look at him, she didn’t have time. But she could tell by the sound of his voice he was moving out of the machine’s path. She did the same, diving into the stream by flinging herself to one side. It was the sort of maneuver one might take to avoid an approaching car, and was born of similar desperation.
She wanted to let go of her accelerator, but didn’t dare. She didn’t know if she’d dealt the enemy a fatal blow or not. She might need to take another shot—if she survived the crash.
Cool water slapped her face. She felt a wave gush over her a moment later, pushing her from behind. Something big and sharp struck her in the back of the legs next. It hurt, and it felt as if one of the crab-like appendages had slashed her as it fell.
She rolled up, gasping and hurting. She choked for air. There was steam everywhere, obscuring her vision. She lifted her accelerator. The strange machine throbbed and bubbled. Limbs flailed slowly. She raised her weapon a fraction.
“Stop!” Haak shouted, reappearing on the bank on the opposite side of the visitor. “We can use this—”
Malena fired anyway. The bolt flared, flashing in the night like a stroke of lightning. The mechanical sounds and the thrashing stopped, but the steam became thicker.
“All right,” Haak said in annoyance. “Are you done? You’ve killed it. I’m certain of that.”
“What’s inside these monsters?”
Haak shrugged, circling around to her position. Both of them wiped their faces of sweat, mud and stinking river water. They stood back at a safe distance, not wanting to face the claws again in case they weren’t quite finished.
“Something nasty,” he said. “There are many types, you know. I don’t know them all.”
Malena stared at him for a moment. “No, I didn’t know,” she said. “I’d assumed up until now there was only one species of alien to deal with.”
Haak laughed unpleasantly, shaking his head. “Fantasies. They are different. We meet new ones often. I’ve seen five or six varieties, but this flying crab-robot is new.”
She found neither his attitude nor his information helpful. “Why do they come here? What do they want? To catch and dissect us?”
“No, I don’t think so. They do that sometimes, but I’ve never met a group that came here deliberately. You have to understand, these landings are fairly rare. They have been increasing in frequency lately, but they are still unusual. Maybe once or twice a year they crash somewhere on our planet.”
“Crash? They always crash?”
“I believe so, yes. It can look like a landing—but I don’t believe it. They’re trapped here somehow when they come. They don’t want to be here. Of that, I’m certain.”
Malena wasn’t sure how their motivations could help her defeat them or find Tanner, so she saved the rest of her questions for later. Haak’s answers had been mostly based on hunches anyway. She was willing to entertain them as he was the veteran, but she didn’t accept them completely.
The visitors had come down on a remote area of Cuba and set up camp with a huge barrier to protect their base of operations. Then they’d rolled out these flying machines to locate and capture specimens. Human specimens.
They sounded pretty organized to her.
-15-
Malena walked to the dead machine. Her boots splashed in the muddy stream. She held her accelerator in her hands, aiming at the metal monster.
“We have to hurry now,” Haak told her. “They’ll know we knocked out one of their machines. They’ll come to find out what happened.”
She couldn’t argue with that logic. “What do we do to get through the barrier?”
Haak pointed to the wrecked machine, which now sat in the water with wisps of hot vapor rising from it. The water lapped at the metal plates and gurgled over the dead claws.
“If we could get into that thing, and if we could figure out how to fly it, we could use it to go right through the barrier. But we haven’t got the time for that, even if it’s possible.”
She put one boot on the upper plate and gave it a push. It felt very solid under her heel. It was heavy, and the metal was thick and strong enough not to give a millimeter.
“Don’t mess with it,” Haak said. “That’s very dangerous.”
Malena snorted at him. “Not more dangerous than when it was alive.”
“This is your first piece of broken X, isn’t it? Let me help you live longer. If you ruptured the containment field around the generator—around the element-X container—it could implode and swallow us both. This could even happen now—at any second.”
She looked at him. “Implode?”
“Yes, it seems to suck in all matter around it. Have you ever seen pictures of underground explosive tests governments supposedly perform on nuclear weapons? They leave big craters. Big holes. That’s all that’s left after they try to open up one of these damaged systems. A crater.”
She touched her headset thoughtfully. She frowned. “So, this thing on my head is dangerous?”
“If the field containing the X were ruptured—very much so. It would open a hole in space. Your head and the upper half of your body would be sucked in instantly. The rest would then counter-react a nanosecond later and the lower half of you would fly apart.”
Malena took her hand off the headset. Somehow, thinking about it being wrapped around her head now bothered her. It felt itchy, but she resisted the urge to touch it.
She took her foot off the hull of the crab machine, and Haak sighed in relief.
“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” he said. “These systems are stable when the generators are undamaged. But you’ve definitely damaged this item.”
Convinced, she returned to the barrier and ran her hand over it again. “Let’s get through it,” she said.
“Mud has to cover you completely,” he explained, “and it has to stick. Unfortunately, just painting the stuff on isn’t good enough. Have you got the little black egg I gave you?”
She searched her pockets. She almost panicked for a second, then found the tiny device.
“Here it is,” she said holding it out to him.
“Keep it in your hand. Come over here. The mud is very thick in this spot.”
“What do I do?”
“Sit down here in this muck. Hold the egg to your chest and squeeze it hard to activate it. Make sure you pull your legs up to your chest first.”
She frowned in the night and hesitated. “What the hell for?”
“It will form a cocoon around you. A mini-force barrier. I will fill the cocoon with mud and roll you right through the barrier. It will never know you are inside.”
Malena felt her face twist in disgust. Fill a cocoon with swamp mud? With her inside? This sounded more than messy.
The device was a mini field-generator. The cocoon was almost too small for Malena to get her entire body into it. After she managed to crunch herself and her equipment down small enough to fit inside the encapsulating field, she had to stay curled up into a fetal position. Haak told her to touch the top of the barrier with the black stone, and it opened.
“Thanks,” she said, hearing her voice echo inside the tiny space she was trapped within. “I was about to suffocate in here.”
“Ah,” Haak said, looking down at her. “About suffocation…that is a very real concern now that we are moving on to the next stage. You must take this canister of oxygen and begin breathing with it. When I submerge you into the mud, it will fill quickly. Do not use the oxygen until you must do so. You only have about four minutes of air. Do not waste it.”
She stared up at his dark silhouette. Just being in this position, crunched up with her knees against her chest and her accelerator hugged to her shins, she already felt claustrophobic. The process of being submerged in mud, then rolled around while she sucked calmly at her few gulps of air—it was going to be hell.
“Wait,” she said, “when I get to the other side, how do I get out?”
“Stop squeezing the egg-shaped thing. It will dissolve the barrier.”
“How will I know when you’ve managed to push me onto the other side?”
He laughed. “You will stop rolling like a barrel. Also, you can sense me and my position. I’ll be several feet away, on the other side of the wall.”
“Okay,” she said, “I’m ready.”
“You choose this moment to speak lies to me?” he asked, then chuckled again. “No one is ever ready to be buried alive in mud.”
She didn’t share his humor on the subject. She also didn’t have time to answer as he rolled the egg over so she was on her face. Mud began to bubble and flow into the tight space. She felt panic rising up within her. The liquid was cold and things wriggled inside it. She made tiny sounds of horror and clamped her eyes shut. She pinched the breathing canister in her mouth and held her breath.
Within seconds, she was coated from head to foot in thick, slimy mud. As he had predicted, she did not enjoy the experience.
She felt like vomiting when he began to roll the sloshing mess toward the barrier. She thought she felt a strange sensation when she went through the force field. An odd tickling swept over her skin.
Trying not to panic, keeping her eyes and mouth clamped shut, she drew in panicked little hitching breaths of air from the canister. Her left hand pinched her nose shut, trying to stop the stuff from creeping into her sinuses. Her other hand was clutching the black stone. She’d lost her grip on her accelerator, but could feel it banging around at the bottom of the cocoon, injuring her shins.
She rolled over once, twice. It felt very strange—sickening. The mud was foul and cold against the bare skin of her neck. She wanted to release her grip on the stone and free herself, but she fought the urge. She had to know if she was through the barrier completely.
She reached out with her mind, seeking Haak and his collection of trinkets. He was there, a collage of tiny dots of X. She gauged the distance between herself and Haak—it had to be ten feet or more. She must have rolled through the barrier.
She opened her hand letting the egg sit in her flat palm. She expected the mud to fall away instantly—but it didn’t.
She waited a second—then two or three more. Nothing. Panic gripped her mind. Something was wrong. Somehow, it hadn’t worked right. The black stone was still maintaining the field around her despite having been released. She dropped it, figuring that perhaps it needed to be out of contact with her skin entirely.
Still nothing. No change. The cocoon had stopped rolling. She lay on her back, squirming and sucking at the hissing canister. Was she going to die in an alien ball of mud?
She writhed and slammed her hands against the walls around her. It was all she could do not to gulp mud in panic. She felt around herself, trying to find the stone. When she finally did, she picked it up and pressed it against the wall of the barrier. She’d done that before to open the top and pour mud inside in the first place.
This trick worked. She could feel it draining out. She used the stone like an eraser, running it around herself. In moments, the entire thing disintegrated. She was left gasping and choking on a pile of crushed reeds.
When she managed to get one eye open, she looked for Haak. He was there at the barrier, watching her. His dark form was only a ghostly shadow in the darkness. He’d extinguished all sources of light.
She knew he could see her with those twin stone eyes. She raised her fist and extended one middle finger.
Haak chuckled. “I see you made it,” he said. His voice sounded muffled, as though she were talking to someone who sat inside a car with the windows rolled up.
“Yeah, but the cocoon wouldn’t let go. I almost drowned.”
“It takes a few seconds to dissipate.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that?”
“It must have slipped my mind. Now, give me the stone.”
She stared at him warily. She struggled to her feet, walked to the barrier and touched it. She could feel the thrum of it under her fingertips.
“What for?” she asked. She wasn’t feeling terribly thrilled with Haak at the moment.
“So I can get through as you have. The stone will go through by itself. Just toss it.”
She did as he asked, and he caught it neatly out of the air. She marveled that his night vision could be so perfect. The stones on his eyes were amazing—but she wasn’t sure she would like trying them. The thought of walking around with your eyes shut and using alien artifacts to see the world fulltime made her uncomfortable.
Haak put the stone in his jacket and turned away. He began splashing away downstream.
“Hey!” she called, hammering on the barrier with her fist. It made a tiny, thumping sound.
“I’ll get help,” he said.
“Aren’t you coming through?”
He threw his hands wide. She could barely make out the gesture in the blackness. “Who would fill my cocoon with mud for me? Who would roll me through?”
Malena’s jaw sagged open. She ran her hands over the barrier between them. “How am I supposed to get out of here?”
“You must find a way. Find the source of the barrier and switch it off. I will be prepared to help when you do. I have another team coming from the Dutch territories to the south.”
She stared after him. “Are you kidding?”
“Hurry,” he called back over his shoulder.
She could barely see him now. He was some distance away and trotting. She couldn’t believe it.
“They’re coming,” he called. “You should head deeper into the swamp. They won’t expect that.”
Feeling a sudden bolt of fear, she closed both her eyes and felt for contacts. He was right: there were several machines approaching from various angles.
She turned around and ran into the dark swamp toward the center of the domed area. She stumbled, splashed and panted with exertion. With every step, she cursed Haak and her own gullibility. He’d trapped her inside the barrier, hoping she’d find a way to turn it off.
She now suspected she knew why Haak had survived while the rest of his team had perished. He was in this for himself. Haak was the sort of man who always looked out for number one.
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Malena realized that Haak had been right about one thing: she didn’t have much time. The buzzing machines closed in before she could run more than a hundred yards.
Remembering how she had dodged the first alien machine that had hunted her by submerging herself, she headed upstream, looking for a suitable body of water. She didn’t find a deep pool, but she did find a better spot. The stream opened up into a wide, shallow pond. She threw herself down into it and lay there like one of the countless frogs that peeped and stared at her with bulbous eyes. As a side benefit, the water washed some of the sticky mud off her skin.
The machines came closer. She sensed their approach with the help of her headset. There were three of them. As they drew near, they slowed down. She suspected they were being cautious. Something had taken out one of their own kind at this very spot. They weren’t taking any chances.
She thought about ambushing them with the accelerator, but she didn’t think she could outgun all three. She thought maybe she’d been lucky the first time when she’d managed to take down just one. This time might be very different. They might swoop close and tear her limb from limb with those flashing claws.
So she lay quietly on her back in the shallow pond. When they prowled nearer, she put her head down and submerged herself completely, holding her breath. She pulled the canister Haak had given her to her lips and gently sucked air from it when she had to. She realized as she did so that bubbles were being released. She hoped the visitors wouldn’t notice.
The machines cruised around, circling the area. They were searching on both sides of the barrier. She watched them with her mind and tried to stay calm, to conserve what little air she had. She suspected being submerged threw off their sensory systems. Perhaps she looked like an aquatic life form to them, like an alligator or a manatee. Just one more vague infrared signature.
Her headset was an advantage for her, as she could watch them and gauge their relative positions accurately. She could see them, but they couldn’t see her.
After another minute passed, she knew she was going to have to surface soon. Already, the air in the canister was growing stale and when she opened the tiny valve and shot more into her mouth, the bubbles were fewer. It was nearly empty.
It took about three minutes, but she finally ran out of air. The last metallic-tasting shot of air faded and her lungs burned. Still, she held her breath and tried to remain motionless. She watched the machines, which were now clustered around the one she’d brought down on the far side of the barrier. They were doing something—she didn’t know what.
Come on, hurry up! she thought to herself. But there was no one listening to her, and she knew Burke couldn’t help her right now if she tried to contact XCU. She held her breath as long as she could, and when she couldn’t take it any longer, she lifted her face up to quietly gulp more air.
Something was bumping into her left leg, just above the ankle. She hoped it was a fish, but the odds weren’t good. A fish wouldn’t have been so aggressive or determined. After she’d dared put her nose up out of the water three times to take a breath, the thing attacking her ankle gave up.
She realized what they must be doing when she caught a faint hint of the fourth machine, the one she’d destroyed. They clustering around it and they were all moving together. They were carrying it between them—they had to be. She held still, hopeful her ordeal would soon be over.
They drifted right over her position, and her heart pounded so loudly in her temples she felt sure they must be able to hear it. But they kept going, heading toward the center of the region enclosed by the barrier.
Malena stood up slowly. Her left leg was rigid, as the smart fabric had stiffened up. The bumping sensation she’d felt had been something trying to bite her, she figured. She was glad once again for the strange clothing she’d been given.
She marveled at her suit as she headed after the retreating machines. It hadn’t torn or even frayed at all since she’d been out here. It was muddy, but otherwise it was in perfect condition, as if she’d just put it on back at the XCU base. The suit itself was a miracle and she was grateful to have it.
After her close call with the machines, she followed them. She moved inland, toward the center of the enclosed area. She stayed near water each step of the way. Her plan was simple if danger approached: she would dive in and hide. She felt more confident now that she had a proven way to avoid the enemy.
It was only a few miles to the center of the zone, but it took her hours to reach it. She waded most of the way in the wettest part of the swamp, slogging along quietly, pausing to listen and scan her environment with her mind. Sometimes a contact would buzz her position and she would submerge herself until it was gone.
There was only a few hours of darkness left when she sensed a new contact to her south. She frowned, thinking about it. There was something familiar about the sensation she got there—then she had it. The contact was faint and almost too familiar to stand out. The scent of the sea is easy to pick up when you first arrive at the coast, but once you’ve been there for days it barely registers.
The contact was the mirror of her own signature. It was a body-suit, like the one she wore now.
“Tanner,” she whispered to the frogs and waterfowl. They took no notice of her.
She wasn’t certain it was Tanner, of course. It might have been another team member—or even a pile of XCU agents’ corpses, still in their gear. But from what she saw, the Cubans had been collecting that gear, not the aliens. The visitors were more interested in dissecting people than they were in our stolen tidbits of technology.
Following the lead because it was the best she had, she turned south and had to leave the safety of the waterways. After another hour, she reached the area and crouched under a twisted tree to observe the scene. There were no machines in evidence as far as she could tell. They were out beyond the barrier itself, cruising around looking for people. They probably figured their barrier made this zone a safe camp, a base of operations they didn’t have to patrol. She hoped that was the case, as it would make her job easier.
When nothing interesting happened for about ten full minutes, she got up and walked the last hundred yards to the spot where she sensed the X. She stared down, confused at first. She nudged what appeared to be a body with her foot, while holding up her accelerator and aiming in sweeps around her. This could be a trap.
“Tanner?” she whispered. She reached down to touch the figure in the darkness.
It felt unexpectedly soft to the touch—like a deflated balloon. At her touch, however, it suddenly stiffened and she yanked back her hand in alarm. Frowning, she slowly stood up.
A hand fell on her shoulder, pushing her back down to her knees. She cursed and aimed the accelerator into the face of the man who had her.
“Hey, hold on,” he said. “It’s me!”
She realized with a sigh it was Tanner. He had stripped out of his suit and was dripping wet. She slapped away his hand as he reached to help her up.
She flicked on a flashlight and examined the thing she’d been investigating. It was Tanner’s suit—without Tanner inside.
“It jumped when I touched it.”
“Yeah,” he said. “They do that sometimes. You have to be careful when you walk on them. They can trip you.”
“What the hell are you doing?”
“I’m staying alive,” he said. “What are you doing here? How did you get past the barrier?”
“Haak helped me.”
“Haak? That guy is a sneaky bastard.”
“I figured that out,” she said, then quickly related her story.
“Thanks for coming to save me.”
“Frankly, I’m surprised to find you still alive.”
“Yeah, I’m kind of surprised as well. The machine dragged me through the barrier to this spot. It had other men dangling from its claws. My suit kept me alive, I think. The claws weren’t very gentle and I might have a few cracked ribs, but I’m still breathing. When we got here, I tried to crawl away, but it always caught me and dragged me back to a circle of bodies. It killed the rest of them, either by accident or design. It was doing something, getting ready to drill into everyone’s heads I guess.”
“Why do they do that?”
“I don’t really know. Maybe their technology is such that they can read memories from dead brain tissue. Or maybe they’re doing a thesis on human brain anatomy and they want to get an A.”
Malena laughed quietly. “Get your suit back on. You’ll need it.”
“But that’s how I managed to stay alive. See the others? Their brains all got drilled, not mine. I figured maybe it was sensing the suit, so I took it off, slipped away and hid in the bog.”
“Well, you got half of it right. Come on.”
She led him back into the nearest pond while he struggled to get his wet, dirty suit on. She explained that the machines couldn’t see a person who was completely submerged in water.
“Damn,” he said when she was finished. “I could have avoided a lot of bug bites if I’d figured that one out. Strange though, they must not be using infrared. They can’t be following the X the way you do, either. I wonder how they perceive us. I wonder what they must think of us.”
“They think of us as lab rats,” she said. “That much I’m sure of.”
She told him about passing through the barrier and shooting down one of the machines with the accelerator. At that, he looked impressed.
“Well done. I was going to ask for my weapon back—but you figured out the soft spot and killed the machine.”
“You’re still in command of this team. If you want it, the big gun is yours.”
“I’m going to let you keep the accelerator, as you have the ability to sense the enemy and aim the right direction before they’re in visual range. Knowing where the aim in the dark is just as important as being familiar with the weapon.”
She nodded and felt relieved. She hadn’t wanted to give it back. She liked the big gun now that it had saved her life.
Standing in a pond, Tanner went over some of the finer details of the weapon’s operation. She watched and nodded. He handed it back and they both looked at each other.
“Thanks for coming after me,” he said, his tone shifting. He’d been all business, but now there was a softer tone in his voice.
“You would have done the same.”
“You think so? Well, you might be right. You’re the psi agent. What the hell are we going to do now?”
Malena looked at him in surprise. He’d always been in command, and up until this very moment he’d always had a plan. But now he was opening up the question for discussion.
She shook her head. “I don’t know. I came here to find you. That was the entirety of my plan.”
“I suppose we have two choices, try to escape, or learn what we can while we’re here.”
“Option three is to report in to XCU and ask for instructions.”
He put a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s hold off on that one. We both know what they’ll ask us to do. Let’s make this our own call.”
Malena nodded. She knew what he meant. Burke and Ostlund were of the same mind when it came to agents—we were all expendable. They wanted X, every scrap of it they could get. They didn’t care how many teams of people they sent into a meat grinder to get it.
“There’s another factor,” she said. “I don’t think we can get out of this barrier on our own.” She explained what Haak had told her about turning off the field to get out, and how he’d be waiting when she did.
“Ah, okay,” Tanner said in sudden understanding. “I get it now. He’ll be waiting all right, with a fresh team. He’ll swoop in to grab all the X the moment we get the wall down. That’s why he tricked you into going through the barrier in the first place.”
She frowned and started wading. He joined her. They watched their environment with wary eyes and she scanned constantly with her mind.
There was nothing moving other than a few alligators. At the center of the enclosed zone she sensed the big thrumming contact. It was still there and motionless. She wondered what it would look like when she got there.
“Both of us know there’s only one thing to do,” she said. “We have to take down the barrier, just as Haak told me to do. Otherwise, we’re trapped in here with these crazy machines. They’ll find us and kill us eventually.”
“Agreed.”
“But I don’t agree with you on one point. I don’t think Haak tricked me into coming here.”
Tanner laughed. “Oh no? He’s very manipulative. People are always taking deadly risks around him—but not Haak himself. He’s always slipping away to do something else. Something that won’t get him killed. In the meantime, the rest of the slobs he’s working with tend to die.”
“That might be true, in fact I think I’ve already witnessed that behavior pattern. It’s a very effective survival technique. I can see why he’s a successful agent.”
Tanner snorted. “He’s effective at stealing the credit for the work of others.”
“Exactly. But what I meant was I would have come through the barrier even if I had known he wasn’t coming with me.”
He looked at her.
“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks again. I owe you. I would never have figured out all I had to do was keep my suit on and slip away into a big pond.”
They both laughed quietly and then got back to the grim business of staying alive. They steadily approached the blob of X she detected at the center of the zone. Malena estimated they would reach it by early morning. She wanted to stop to take a nap, but she knew they couldn’t take a break now. The machines might come swooping in on them at any time.
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When she saw what was at the very center of the region with her own eyes, she didn’t believe it. How could they have skipped this in the briefing? It was huge.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked Tanner, whispering into his ear.
He glanced at her. She thought he looked a bit guilty.
“Remember your clearance level,” he said.
“But did you know what was here?”
“Not exactly. Remember the strange cloud formations that covered the area until recently? They blocked out details.”
“Still,” she said, marveling. “You’ve got satellites. You’ve probably got something better than a satellite by now—something powered by X that floats in the sky. You had to know it was here. That’s a ship of some kind—and it’s massive.”
“We estimate it displaces about a quarter million tons,” he admitted. “More than twice as big as our biggest supertanker.”
She took several steps forward. He put his hand on her arm, pulling her back.
“It’s not safe,” he said.
“Of course it’s not,” she snapped, taking another step forward.
Her last step carried her past the edge of the tree cover. From here, she could see all the way to the top of the massive shadowy hulk that thrust up out of the swamp. The ship looked like a giant elongated football that had rammed into the Earth. It was half-buried in the ground, with the upper half jutting up at an angle. The ship was a dark metallic color, like that of scorched metal. It was detailed by a thousand small angular shapes which were traced on its hull in geometric patterns. The shapes varied. Some were cut into the hull and appeared darker than the rest. Were they windows? She couldn’t tell. The other shapes stuck out: a forest of angular spikes, swirls and prongs.
“What are those things sticking out all over?” she asked. “Are they instruments? Weapons?”
“We don’t know,” he said. “They could be either, or none of the above.”
She turned and looked at him in shock. “How could you hope to face this monster? It’s as big as a skyscraper.”
He shrugged. “Sometimes they’re completely dead. This one is damaged, certainly.”
“It’s so big…” she said, retreating under the cover of the trees again.
Tanner stood close to her and seemed more relaxed now that she wasn’t exposed. “You’ve got to understand, usually when we go on one of these missions it’s a small vessel—often with a single dead pilot in the driver’s seat.”
“This time they’re alive and they’re not helpless. How could such a thing crash here with no one seeing it? Didn’t it make a burn like a fireball in the atmosphere as it came down? What about radar?”
Tanner shook his head. “No, none of that.”
“These ships don’t show up on radar?”
“Yes, sure they do. But they don’t exactly fall out of the sky the way you’re describing it. They aren’t from space—not exactly.”
She blinked at him in confusion. “Are you saying they’re time-travelers or something? How’d they get here?”
“No,” Tanner said, chuckling. “They’re definitely from other worlds. But they don’t fly here with rockets. There are lots of theories about that, which I try to avoid listening to. We really don’t know how they get here. What we do know is that once they come to Earth, they’re stuck. Now, let’s get moving. They might have zeroed us in this position.”
Malena stared at him for a few seconds. She finally shook her head. “I want some answers first. Give me your best theory.”
“Will you follow me if I tell you more? We’ve got to maneuver around to the shadowy side of the craft.”
“I will if you start talking.”
“Okay, okay. Just come on.”
She followed him and he did begin to explain in a hushed voice. He frequently paused for them to have a good paranoid look around. They both gazed at the ship worriedly and she sought contacts with her headset. Fortunately, the relatively small crab-machines didn’t seem to be patrolling the area. She figured they were outside the barrier, gathering fresh specimens.
“There are lots of ideas,” Tanner said, “but I like the whirlpool idea best. You see, some of the techs think these ships get caught by Earth somehow—as if by a spider web. They don’t intend to land here. They’re drawn here and trapped.”
“Okay,” she said. “But how does it happen? How do they travel?”
“We’ve never captured a large craft and figured out how it works. Whenever we fool with one too much, it implodes and kill everyone.”
“Give me the theory, then.”
“I like the idea that they have some way of sliding between stars—pretend I have no idea how, because I don’t. But instead of flying at light speed by thrusting mass out of the ass end of a rocket, they’re able to jump to different places.”
“Okay, I’m imagining,” Malena said, trying to stay calm. She felt lightheaded, and walking under windless trees hung with moss made things environment feel even more surreal.
“In this theory, Earth is an obstacle. A hazard to interstellar shipping. I think they’re bound for other places—worlds more interesting than Earth. But they get caught somehow and brought down for a crash landing here. Lately, it’s been getting a lot worse, and we don’t know why.”
“So, they don’t have jets or rockets?”
“No. We’ve seen a few that are capable of atmospheric travel, but they usually just appear as damaged hulks close to Earth’s crust. We detect them, and race out to collect whatever we can find at the crash site. We’re scavengers, that’s all.”
“You’re making Earth sound like some kind of black hole.”
“Yeah, it is. I think we’re in the middle of a shipping lane. We’re like a rock with no lighthouse. Ships keep running aground on our world.”
While they talked, Tanner led her around to the shadowy side of the ship. The high end, which stuck up into the air several hundred feet, seemed unreachable. As they moved through waterways and under tree cover, steadily getting closer, Malena finally balked.
“Wait a minute,” she said. “We aren’t going into that thing, are we?”
“I don’t know,” he said, “but probably, yeah.”
“Is that a good idea?”
“We’ve got to,” Tanner said. “What do you think is powering this huge barrier? That takes a lot of X and it has to come from that ship. You’re not going to find the off-switch out here in the swamp.”
Malena chewed her lower lip and stared up at the huge alien craft. It looked unreal to her, and as they came closer, it wasn’t getting any better. Her mind was refusing to admit that what she saw in front of her was an honest-to-God alien craft from another world. According to Tanner, it had blinked into existence close to Earth and then come crashing down. She’d been expecting something the size of a yacht, maybe, or a barge. But not this monstrosity.
“You saw this on satellite imagery,” she said, “and you still thought sending in a small team was a good idea? Who’s running XCU? Are they crazy? This thing would take an army to defeat.”
“We weren’t supposed to go to war with it. We’re an early response team. An investigation group with orders to recon and gather whatever scavenged items we can while we can.”
“What’s the hurry?” she asked, halting. “This wreck isn’t going anywhere.”
Tanner stopped and turned to her. “Another classified tidbit—the X will travel. Other teams from around the world are on their way, if they haven’t already landed on the island. The Cubans were the first, but they were underprepared and overwhelmed. Haak is here, but he’s alone. Others will come or are already on site.”
Malena looked around warily. She didn’t like the idea of other groups of commandos coming to tear a piece off this gigantic ship. She could understand the allure, however. It was huge and dramatic. Just looking at it, she was certain there were about a thousand Nobel prizes for science staring back at her.
“I still don’t see how we are going to survive walking into that thing,” she said. “It will detect us and send in the flying crab-machines. We’ll be dissected five minutes after we crawl inside.”
“Yeah, that’s why I didn’t tell you we were going inside until now.”
She flipped him off, and he chuckled.
“Now Junior Agent Marin, you can either shut up and follow my orders, or you can walk back to the barrier and wait. Maybe I’ll get lucky and do this solo.”
She stared at him for a second, then walked closer to the ship.
“I don’t like those odds,” she said. “You’ll get your head drilled open in an hour.”
He muttered something and they walked into the shadow of the hulking ship together. The pool of darkness that settled over them was disturbingly deep. As it was still early morning, she felt the coolness steal over her. It was like walking from a sunlit sidewalk into the shadow of a looming building.
Ahead, she could see the earth was disturbed and had heaved up to form a crater of dark mud. They had to climb a mound of dirt that was over twenty feet high to peek down into the bowl of the crater that surrounded the ship.
“It looks like it must have fallen some distance.”
“Yeah,” Tanner said. “But they usually don’t crash down into our planet from orbit. They appear out of nowhere close to the surface and then our gravity pulls them down. Often their ships are already damaged when they get here and can’t stay aloft. Whatever the reason, they tend to crash from altitudes of one thousand to five thousand feet.”
Malena thought about that. She shook her head. “They should still break apart, right? I mean if an airliner fell a thousand feet, there would be nothing left. It would be in tiny burning pieces.”
Tanner slid down into the muddy interior of the crater. She hesitated, then followed him, bumping and slapping her boots into cold mud at the bottom.
“This ship is tougher than our jetliners. Also, they do have some power. We’ve studied films of the crashes. They fight the effect, but always seem pulled down to land here.”
She frowned, trying to puzzle it all out. Tanner didn’t seem to understand all this any more than she did, and that bothered her. Who were these aliens?
“Has anyone tried to talk to them? Or are you so focused on robbing the crash sites before anyone else that you just let them die?”
“I thought you told me as a biologist we’d never be able to cut a deal with aliens,” Tanner said.
“Yeah, I did say that. But now that I see their ship, I suppose I’m thinking of them as humans needing help.”
“I can understand that,” Tanner said. “But to answer your question: the beings on the crashed ships are usually dead when we get there. Often, they’ve been dead for centuries. But this is an unusual case. This ship is huge, and the visitors are still active.”
“So, you’ve never even tried to make contact?”
“Sure we have. We’ve tried to talk to them. It doesn’t go very well. I’m not sure if it’s them or us—but they aren’t very diplomatic.”
“What do you mean?”
He shook his head. “Just hope you never try to talk to one. If you do, keep a gun trained on it at all times.”
Malena was less than satisfied. Now that she’d seen the ship, she could imagine all the secrets they must know. Her people were backward in comparison. It seemed like her people—all humanity—was squandering a fantastic opportunity. If these aliens were dropping down onto Earth it was understandable they might be frightened or at least in a bad mood. But if Earth could establish trade with advanced races, the benefits could be tremendous. She thought of scientific achievements and centuries of technological secrets unlocked all at once. If it didn’t work out, fine. But they should keep trying. They didn’t have anything to lose by doing so.
“If we keep robbing them when they crash, won’t that piss them off?” she asked. “I mean, what if they decide to send a military ship here one day to get rid of us? To exterminate us like fleas on a dog?”
Tanner stopped and pointed to the darkest region in the ship’s shadow. There was a pool of water there formed in the middle of the crater which extended a hundred feet or more in a crescent under the ship. The pool shimmered when a breeze came down to them from the forest outside.
Malena saw nothing but a mud hole full of cold, black water. “Yeah? What about it?”
“That’s where the hatch will be. Under there.”
“A hatch? You’ve got to be kidding. I’m not going in there.”
“You mentioned a military ship. That might be what this behemoth really is. We’ve wargamed this type of scenario out many times. Before I left XCU headquarters, we looked through the archives. This ship is the biggest thing they’ve ever sent. Even more troubling, it put up a barrier to keep us out, and it’s buzzing with protective smaller vessels. I think they might have tried just what you were suggesting.”
Her eyes widened. “You mean this is an invasion attempt?”
“A failed one, from the looks of it. But yeah, this is definitely something different.”
“What’re we going to do?” she asked, feeling a fresh wave of fear. She was beginning to wish she’d never come looking for Agent Tanner.
“First, we’re going to report in to XCU. Ostlund will be back on duty now. We have to tell him what we’ve found.”
Malena nodded. She handed the accelerator over to Tanner and crouched down in the crater on a chunk of dirty granite that resembled a grand piano. The boulder must have been kicked up by the crashing ship when it plunged into the ground.
She closed her eyes and called out to Ostlund with her mind, seeking contact.
“Who…? Is that you, Agent Marin? You must learn to identify yourself when making contact. It’s protocol.”
“Sorry sir, I haven’t had time to be trained in mind-reading etiquette.”
“Never mind, then. What is your position and situation?”
She explained at length. He listened quietly, asking for details now and then. Five minutes later, he’d heard enough.
“This is excellent. You’ve made it in farther than any team we know of. Haak was instrumental to your success, just as was reported. I’ll have to send my thanks to the Dutch team.”
Malena frowned. “That’s not quite how we see it, sir. Haak—”
“Yes, I know. For some reason all field people dislike Haak. Let me tell you: from the point of view of management, that man is a god. He never fails to survive and to get the deed done. I only wish Haak was an American. Still, your efforts are appreciated and you’re showing great promise for a junior agent.”
She decided not to bother arguing with Ostlund. “What do you want us to do next?”
“Do? Get inside that ship and turn off the barrier so we can get inside. Feel free to grab whatever X you can, but don’t overload yourself with specimens. Clean-up crews can do that later.”
She opened her eyes and looked at Tanner. He was scanning the rim of the crater and the belly of the alien craft that loomed over them.
“Sir, I don’t know if we can do that. There are only two of us. We only have one effective weapon. If we breach the hull, there’s bound to be an alarm set off. We’ll have every one of these flying machines coming after us with their claws snapping.”
“Possibly,” Ostlund admitted. “But you have no better option. You can crouch there and shiver, waiting for them to find you. Or you can try to turn off the barrier. The choice is yours. We can’t do much to help, but we are positioning assets in case you succeed in removing the field.”
“Assets? What assets?”
“We’ve lost most of our agents as you know. Fortunately, Haak is preparing a fresh team of Dutch forces to move in and support you when that barrier goes down. You should be aware that the Cubans are massing a force of their own in the north.”
“Why do you think Haak can fight these things when the last teams have all died?”
“Our two teams crashed into the barrier. Haak’s team was taken out by Cubans, not the visitors. Frankly, I think you are overestimating the threat represented by these flying machines. So far, the visitors have not been overly effective.”
Malena felt like arguing with him about that, but she didn’t see the point. They had to get the barrier down. It was the only way they were going to survive.
She disconnected and looked up at Tanner, who watched her expectantly.
“We’re going into the ship,” she said.
Tanner nodded. His lips were set in a grim line, and she realized then he wasn’t any more excited about the prospect than she was. Perhaps he was even more disturbed, as he’d done insane things like this in the past.
They took a moment to eat and rest before proceeding. She sketched a picture of the crashed ship while they rested. Tanner walked up and peered over her shoulder.
“Pretty good,” he said. “But couldn’t you just take a picture?”
“Sketching relaxes me,” she explained. “Right now, I’m nervous.”
A few minutes later she found herself wading into the cool water. She found herself wondering what she would see inside, and what Tanner may have witnessed in the past. She figured she would find out soon enough.
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They were hip deep in the water by the time they reached the ship’s dark hull. The ship was cold in some places and hot in others. Where it was hot, steam wisped from the blackened hull.
She stretched out her hand and touched it. The surface was a scarred, burned metal. It was adorned with pipes, jutting blocks and even curved blades. To her, the design was odd. She’d always thought of spaceships as smooth and sleek.
“I remember finding this type of vessel on Greenland,” Tanner said. “The team called the flying crab-things ‘dissection machines’.”
Malena listened to him worriedly. She didn’t like the name “dissection machine”. It didn’t conjure-up positive thoughts. She didn’t like the ship itself, either.
“These visitors were in Greenland?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said, tracing an angular protrusion of metal with his gloved hands. “Careful. Some of these edges are as sharp as swords.”
They waded back and forth in the gloomy shade of the ship. They churned up mud and that made her boots feel squelchy. They were both running their hands over the dark, burnished steel looking for a way to open it. Water dripped down on their heads, coming from somewhere far above.
“If they were in Greenland, wouldn’t I have heard of it?”
“They were there, trust me. We found a ship in the ice. A big black one, buried a thousand feet down. The scientists counted the rings in their ice cores and said it had been there since the medieval warm period—about a thousand years ago. The ice had retreated back then, and the glaciers were smaller. It must have landed when the Vikings were colonizing the area. I’ve always wondered if any of them were captured by it.”
Malena stared at him in disbelief. “A thousand years ago? What have these visitors been doing all this time? Why haven’t they landed to meet us openly?”
“Well, they don’t seem to come all the time. They come in waves during certain points in history. We’re like a rock and space seems to be like the ocean. During one century there might be a lot of visitations, during the next the currents change and we aren’t in the way any longer. But when we are in the way, they come and crash into us.”
She nodded, and ran her hands down a corkscrew-like projection. This one was sharp on the inner edge. She could feel it cutting open her glove. She lifted her hand to study it. The smart fabric knitted itself together, but she could feel her skin inside begin to sting. It would take days for her flesh to do what these gloves could do in seconds.
“Why are you telling me all this now?” she asked.
“Because I figure you’ve earned it by this time. Regulations and clearances are bullshit when you’re trying to pick the lock of a huge spacecraft.”
She nodded. “This does seem pointless though,” she said. “How do we know the hatch is here, under the ship? What if it’s on top? What if it’s buried?”
Tanner lifted a finger and pointed out into the open sky. “If it was buried, those devil machines couldn’t have gotten out.”
“Okay. But what if they have a hatch a hundred feet up on the far side?”
“They might. But I’ve seen this type of ship before in Greenland. It was a much smaller version, of course. The hatches were all around the central portion, about the middle of the entire oblong shape. We’ll find one.”
“About these dissection machines, what’s their purpose?” she asked.
“They explore the environment, like scouts. Along the way, they seem to pick up interesting specimens and tear them apart to have a look inside. That’s why XCU agents gave them that name.”
“And we’re the interesting specimens, right?”
“Of course.”
“Tell me more about this ship you found in Greenland. Were there living inhabitants?” she asked.
“No. All dead and frozen long ago. We burned our way down through the ice to find it. Everything was boring, a typical dig. But when we exposed the hatches, a few of these buzzing machines came out. They killed more than one of my team members.”
“You said that the visitors were all dead.”
“Exactly.”
“So who was flying these machines around?”
“They’re capable of flying themselves.”
“Oh,” she said, catching on. “They’re robots?”
He nodded. He was crouching now in a deep spot. His head and shoulders were still above the surface, but his arms were submerged. He began tugging at something and his face strained.
“The ones we dealt with in Greenland were automated.”
She was about to ask what these beings looked like, but he suddenly waved her forward.
“Something moved. Come help me twist this metal bar.”
She joined him, and he guided her hand under the water to an L-shaped piece of steel. It was big, about two yards long and a foot in width. With both of them straining, she could feel the piece shift in her hands. It felt like it was hinged or attached somehow at one end. By applying pressure to the other end, they made it slowly move in a clockwise direction. She felt as if she was moving the hand on a giant clock—or opening a giant door handle.
“Tanner?” she asked when they both stopped to take a break. She looked around at the huge ship that loomed overhead. “These beings—they’re big, aren’t they?”
He nodded. “Yeah. About fifteen to twenty feet tall. We found skeletons in the ice.”
They went back to work unscrewing the hatch handle, and she realized that in a giant’s hand, this piece of metal would be about the size of heavy door latch. She suddenly felt small and frightened. This ship had been built and crewed by giants. She didn’t like the idea at all. Somehow, she’d always maintained a mental image of small gray or greenish humanoids. Maybe creatures with big heads and over-sized black eyes.
But now that friendly image had been shattered. She saw an ogre in her mind’s eye instead. A monster with fists as big as her skull and arms as thick as a man’s waist. She shuddered.
“Come on,” Tanner said. “Keep pushing. We’ve almost got it.”
She threw herself against the latch, heaving upward now. They’d levered it around and were on the final step. She could feel something heavy giving way inside. Something large and metal shifted. They had twisted the metal latch almost all the way around to its starting position again. It became more difficult to move as it reached its final apogee after a full revolution.
They heard a loud click. A rattling, metallic sound followed. Malena was instantly reminded of the sound a long chain might make as it falls onto concrete in a snake’s coil.
Tanner suddenly shoved her hard. She fell backward with him pushing her down. They both splashed into the water, she on her back and he on top of her. She pushed him away, coughing and cursing. Foul water had gotten into her eyes and mouth. She was just taking in a deep breath to curse at him, when the words froze in her throat.
The water was vanishing. She heard a roar, then a gargling sound. It was as if a giant bathtub had been unplugged, and all the water was sliding down the drain.
It flowed right past her, tugging at her and wanting to take her with it. Tanner stood and reached down a hand to help her up. She slapped his hand away and stood on her own.
“I didn’t want the door to crush us,” Tanner explained.
She nodded. She could see why he’d pushed her now. The ship had opened, but only a crack about two feet wide. The hatch was built to fall open like a drawbridge or an oven door. It couldn’t open all the way, however. It hit the ground before it could yawn wide like a mouth. It was built of foot-thick metal. If it had fallen on them, it might have killed them.
“We did it,” she said.
Tanner took a wary step closer. The water level had dropped more than a foot. Instead of reaching their hips, it now ran past their knees. Inside there was nothing visible, just inky blackness.
“We must be flooding some vast chamber inside,” he said.
Gauging by the size of the ship, Malena figured they could have drained the entire swamp with room to spare. When the pool in the crater stopped surging into the open hatch, they inched forward and squatted down.
The opening they had managed to create was only about two feet wide. They both snapped on flashlights and peered inside. There wasn’t much they could make out. It looked like some kind of passageway. The interior walls were made of the same heavy metals as the exterior hull, but looked less blackened. The water still flowed slowly into the mouth. Like a tremendous steel throat it gurgled and rang as it drank the pool they stood in.
“You first,” she said, giving him a thin smile.
His face hardened. He edged forward and put one leg in. He had to twist around and flatten his body to get inside.
His body jerked when he was about halfway into the cracked-open hatchway. He slid inside up to his shoulders. His arms were still outside the hatch, and to Malena it looked as if he were in the jaws of a shark. His upper body tightened and his face went rigid with surprise.
It was an awful moment. She feared he’d been grabbed by one of those claw-armed machines inside the vessel. She reached out her hands and grabbed him under the arms, hoping to drag him back out.
“It’s okay,” he said, looking her in the face. A reassuring smile flickered on his lips. “I just slipped, I think. All that water and mud...”
She could tell he’d been freaked out for a second, too. She let go of him reluctantly.
“That’s good,” she said.
He crawled down the rest of the way into the hatch. She stared inside after him. She could see him down there, standing in a muddy mess about five feet down.
“Seems quiet enough,” he said. “Come on down.”
Malena took the time to tie a line on the gigantic latch they’d forced open. She let the other end dangle down into the ship. She used it to ease herself inside.
“In case we need to climb out in a hurry,” she explained.
He gave her an approving nod and led the way into the darkness. They were in a passageway of rough metal which led uphill at a slant. If the ship had been lying flat, she imagined the passageway would have been flat as well.
The strangest thing to her was the floor—it didn’t really have one. Humans tended to have one surface of any interior space flat and unadorned. The flat area of the floor was meant for feet and usually there was a clear walkway for easy passage. None of the four walls appeared to meet her definition of a “floor” inside this strange ship. Every surface was festooned by metallic shapes. She wasn’t sure how many of them were functional and how many were decorative. In either case, the lack of an obvious floor made the passage difficult to navigate despite the fact it was nearly twenty feet wide from side to side. They had to carefully walk over sharp-angled metal jutting up from the floor and both walls. Every step was dangerous, and she knew many of the edges were as sharp as blades. She was more pleased with her smart clothing than ever, as her suit seemed to sense the danger and stiffened up to prevent accidental injury. Still, she knew that if she did slip and fall face first onto one of those upraised whorls of steel, she would be cut open as if slashed by a saber.
After about fifty feet of difficult going, they reached an intersection. In her experience, most intersections were T’s or possibly X’s. This intersection went up and down as well, in a total of six different directions.
The direction that went down worried her the most. A square hole, twenty by twenty feet wide, yawned in front of them like an empty elevator shaft. It didn’t go directly downward, but rather at a slight slant. The same angle as the crashed ship itself. They looked up and down into stygian darkness. There was no telling how far the shaft went either way, as the ends were beyond the reach of their flashlights.
“Six ways to choose from,” Tanner said, pausing and shining his light down each path in turn. They all looked pretty much the same. “You’re the sensitive. Time to earn that big paycheck. Which way do we go?”
Malena adjusted her headset with her fingertips and closed her eyes. She felt for the biggest sources of X that lay nearby. To her surprise, she found a contact that was very distinctive inside the ship. The big peppery contact was ahead and slightly downward. There were others up above, but they were—different.
“They smell like lemons,” she said. “No…like limes. Something citrusy anyway.”
“What does?”
She opened her eyes. “New contacts. Something up above us. But that’s not the main power source. I’d say the primary generators are directly ahead and down.”
Tanner nodded and then began edging over the opening in the floor. “It’s like maneuvering around an open elevator shaft.”
She swallowed instead of answering. It was her turn a moment later. Tanner reached out his hand, but she rejected it. She wanted both her hands gripping metal.
“Watch out for that spike down there,” he said, pointing at her boots. “You’ll want to put your weight on it, but it’s too sharp and angled. You might go down.”
“Thanks,” she said, taking that first big step out into space. She aimed for another foothold first, a shelf about four inches wide. This held her, and she grabbed a curl of steel with her free hand that looked like a giant spring buried in the wall.
A moment later, she was in the next passage with Tanner. She barely had time to catch her breath before he began crossing the next corner. She followed him, a little less worried this time.
After they were both safely on the far side, Malena aimed her light back the way they’d come. She could see a shaft of sunlight back there, gleaming on the walls. This vestige of the outside world made her feel homesick. She wondered how long it would be before she saw the sun again. The swamp outside was inviting and natural compared to this place.
“Come on,” Tanner said. “We’ll head for the center of it.”
Malena didn’t follow. She frowned instead. She saw a shadow obscuring the sunlight at the hatch entrance, which was now nearly a hundred feet behind them. She snapped her light off and stared. There it was again.
“Tanner,” she whispered. “There’s something behind us.”
He snapped off his light and came to crouch beside her. Both of them were deadly silent. All she could hear was his breath, which had become rapid.
“I don’t see it,” he whispered.
“Wait.”
They crouched there in the gloom for nearly a minute. Just when Malena was beginning to feel she’d seen the wind blowing something around—she caught a metallic flash.
She sucked in her breath and lifted her accelerator. Tanner shifted beside her in the darkness.
“It was a claw,” she said quietly.
“Yeah, I know.”
They watched for several more seconds. The claw found the line Malena had left tied there, and snatched it up greedily. They heard it tighten then snap with an audible cracking sound.
The single steel claw rasped and scraped, dipping down into the cracked-open hatch and probing. Malena was reminded of a cat, thrusting a paw under the bottom of a door and trying to catch whatever was on the far side.
“It can’t get in,” she said.
“Not that way. It must have detected the hatch was opened so it came to investigate. After a while, it will figure out the hatch is stuck and will fly up to one of the others.”
She looked at him suddenly, feeling a new jolt of fear. Her eyes left his face and ran around the dark metal walls. This passageway…
“It’s big enough for one of them to fly through, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yeah. I think so.”
“We’ve got to get moving.”
He didn’t argue. Together, they picked their way farther into the bowels of the ship, heading for the very heart of it. Malena wondered how much time they had left.
“What I don’t get,” Tanner said, “is why you didn’t sense it coming.”
“The flier? I don’t know. I think the hull must be interfering with my sensory abilities. Even with the headset—even now that I can see the thing out there—I can’t feel its presence.”
“But you knew the X was here inside this ship from miles away.”
“I suppose it’s a matter of scale. The generator at the heart of this vessel must be a powerful one.”
“I’m sure it is. How else could it produce a barrier so huge?”
They saved their breath for climbing and hopping over obstacles until they reached the next six-way intersection. Again, a black shaft rose up into the distance above and down into the depths below.
Malena pointed downward. “I think it’s time to go down now.”
Tanner took the time to look back behind them. “I don’t see our friend. It’s probably flying around to find another hatchway.”
They headed downward, climbing from one jumbled mass of metal to another. Bruises and cuts came and went, but Malena hardly noticed. She was moving much faster this time. She feared meeting up with the flier much more than she did falling.
A few minutes later they reached the next intersection on the way down.
“This whole ship must be broken up into cubes,” she said. “But what’s inside these walls? Have you seen a way in?”
Tanner shook his head. “I’m sure there are more latches like the one we used to get in. Maybe all these weird metal prongs are instruments, valves, controls—I don’t know. Any of them might open a door if tweaked the right way.”
She stood on the passage floor, surrounded by two things that resembled anvils. “It’s right here,” she said. “When I close my eye and think about X, I get readings from all around us. We’re in the middle of it.”
He examined the walls with her. “We’re never going to find the right opening in time.”
She waved for him to be quiet. “I hear something!”
She closed her eyes and felt for it…
There! Above them, coming down the nearest shaft. It was flying fast.
“Back up,” she said, “let’s move back into this passage.”
Tanner didn’t argue. He hopped over the nearest anvil and took another dozen steps. His flashlight strobed on the walls with every step.
Malena could feel it coming. It was very close. She didn’t have time to explain that to Tanner—it was coming too fast. She’d thought somehow that once it was inside the ship, it would move more slowly. Maybe these dangerous walls weren’t a concern for the flying thing. Perhaps it could navigate them effortlessly.
She ducked down behind the second of the two anvils and put her accelerator on top of it. Both her hands were laced around its grip.
“I think I hear it,” Tanner said.
She opened her mouth to tell him to shut up, but it was far too late. The machine loomed out of the dark. It came into sight and buzzed directly toward them. It had no doubt where its prey was hiding.
It had five claws, and they were all active, stretching and reaching for her. She knew the claws would remove her limbs if she was a threat. If she gave in without a fight, it would crush her with a claw until it could carry her off for a fatal examination.
She squeezed the accelerator’s trigger. Tanner was already shooting, but with a normal pistol. Maybe he was trying to distract it. His popping shots rang painfully from the jagged walls.
The accelerator’s blue plasma flashed brilliantly in the enclosed space. The first shot blew apart the closest claw. Creaking and dangling, it hung uselessly under the body of the craft. A flower of sparks spit out of it, and a wisp of steam rose into the shaft above.
She fired again and again as more claws came at her. One caught her from above. It caught on her clothing, which she could feel squeezing her almost as tightly as the claw.
Her shots were aimed more carefully now, and they burned into the body of the thing, into the joints between the claws. The interior ruptured and flame shot out of it on the far side. A red light glared in the tunnel for a second.
Then the machine began to sag downward into the shaft. She’d damaged it somehow. It could no longer keep itself aloft. It wasn’t dead yet, though. It still gripped her sides and the serrated teeth in the claws were ripping at her, lifting her up and dragging her over the anvil things.
She was screaming, but she couldn’t hear it. Tanner was there, pulling on her, hammering on the dying monster’s claw. But she went over the edge with the machine.
She had the strangest experience of her life then, as she rode on the back of the machine down into the dark shaft. She wasn’t in free-fall. The crab-thing still had some power left. It was more like being in an express elevator and riding it down, down, down at maximum speed. Her stomach came up into her mouth, aided by the squeezing claw, and she fought the urge to vomit.
She got the accelerator up and angled it to her left. Closing her eyes and gritting her teeth she pulled the trigger again. Hot flame blazed around her, and she felt her hair crisp away in places. The claw loosened its grip, however. She’d blown it off its hinges.
Staggering, she found herself riding on the crab’s back. She kept her feet, but barely.
The crab was falling faster now. She saw the walls flash by. She was falling down to the very the bottom of the ship, into the deepest regions that were buried a thousand feet underground.
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Malena made her choice. It was a drastic decision, and it could have been fatal, but she didn’t want to go all the way down into the bowels of this ship. She decided she would have to jump off the back of the machine instead.
She used her headset to sense her surroundings, as she was in near total darkness. Distantly above her Tanner was shouting down the shaft and playing his flashlight over the scene, but the deeper she fell, the more the gloom closed over her. Her eyes weren’t much use down here.
The crab machine was dying, but not quite gone yet. It hadn’t flipped over or gone into an uncontrolled tumble—but it was only a matter of time before it did so. Already it was tipping and its dangling metal limbs were dragging and sparking on the jamble of protrusions that filled the ship.
Using her headset again, she sensed when an opening was at hand. She’d noticed during her time within the ship that small items of element-X were everywhere. She suspected they powered every small servo motor and device. The passages were notable due to the absence of such devices. A region of rectangular space with no contacts indicated a passage.
When another intersection came near, she crawled to the edge of the falling crab and first tossed her accelerator gun over the side. She went after it, rolling over and putting her hands around her head. She didn’t know what she might land on, but she hoped her smart suit would absorb the blow.
It was a desperate, horrible moment. She was falling in the darkness, without knowing what she was going to land on. Spikes and prongs were everywhere. She could fall on a blade and be cut in half. Would her suit be able to handle a protrusion like spear-point? Even if it did, she was certain she’d be badly injured, possibly with broken bones.
She heard her accelerator clatter and clang into the passageway a split-second before she hit. The sound made her wince and tighten up. She knew she would probably do better if she landed in a relaxed state, but it simply wasn’t possible. She lacked the self-control to fall to her death calmly.
She hit a moment later. It felt as if she’d landed on something immobile slammed into her right side. It was a hard knock, forcing the air from her lungs. The suit turned into a shell almost instantly, but she could still feel the crushing impact.
She rolled then, down the passage into the dark. She ended up wrapped around a knob-like structure. Groaning and feeling with sore fingers, she found herself hugging something cold, hard and unforgiving. It had the general shape and dimensions of a fire hydrant.
Digging out a light and turning it on painfully, she found blood everywhere. Her hands were running with it. She searched herself gently, probing for the source of it. The blood had to be hers as there was no one else down here. She found her head had been opened up with a nasty gash across the forehead that went up an inch or so into her scalp. For a dazed moment, she thought to herself she would have to get stitches. Then a follow-on thought came: there was no one here to do the stitching.
That was the last thing she remembered. When she awakened, Tanner looming over her. His face was broad and his eyebrows were knit together in worry. She thought hazily that he would be better looking if he wasn’t frowning and worried all the time.
“Can you see me?” he asked.
She tried to focus, but he was still a little blurry. She tried to speak, but decided to nod instead. It was easier.
“I think you’re going to be okay. You hit that axe head looking thing over there. See the blood splash? Good thing you had your light on. I was able to find you pretty fast.”
“How’d you get down here?” she asked, her voice sounding weak. She closed her eyes again.
“Climbed down. Plenty of handholds and the passage goes down at a slant.”
She nodded again, then winced in pain. She took a deep breath, and fresh pains shot through her. Groaning, she rolled over onto her back and lay there, sucking in air.
“Take it easy. Stay down. You’ve got a mild concussion and there may be broken bones.”
She did as he suggested. Together, they examined each of her limbs in turn. He looked them over and had her move them. First toes, then ankles, then knees. Next fingers, wrists and elbows. Her major sources of discomfort were her ribs where she’d struck the fire hydrant thing, and the big slash on her head. He’d applied something to it and she touched it gingerly.
“You stopped the bleeding,” she said. “I can hardly feel the ridge of cut skin.”
“Yeah, more miracle equipment. In our kits are some first aid supplies. I put on one of the adhesives.”
Malena frowned. “You did? I don’t feel it. Where’s the bandage?”
He chuckled. “Not really a bandage. The patches are smart cloth, they bond with your skin.”
“Like glue?”
“Better than that. You can’t see them or feel them, but your broken skin is patched.”
She was impressed. “I can see how that would be useful. How do I look?”
“Like you’ll live to see the sun again. That’s what matters.”
He helped her to her feet then. During the process she strained her muscles and made unhappy pain sounds.
“Can you walk?”
“Give me a minute.”
He passed her something and pressed it into her hand. It was a pouch with food in it. She found a protruding shape in the passageway that resembled an overturned coffee mug and sat on it. They ate the last of their rations quietly.
“You really kicked that crab-machine’s ass,” Tanner said. “I couldn’t have done better myself. I liked the dismount in the dark, too. I probably would have ridden it all the way down the shaft and died.”
“Did you see where it ended up?”
“Just sparks rolling away. It clattered and banged all the way to the bottom, or maybe got hung up half-way down. It’s hard to tell from here, and I don’t intend on climbing down to find out.”
“We should get moving,” she said, although she didn’t feel like it.
“Let’s give it a few minutes. I haven’t seen any sign of more machines. And you’re too shaky to climb the shafts. A person needs to recover after being knocked out.”
She nodded. She did feel dizzy.
“How close are we?” Tanner asked. “You said the X was down a level—is this it?”
Malena closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “This is it. The core of it is very near. When I think about it I feel a little dizzy.”
“Okay. We’ll find it as soon as you can move without falling on your face.”
“What if we can’t get out of here, Tanner?” she asked.
“You’ll guide us out,” he said. “I have complete faith in you.”
She looked at him wonderingly for a moment. She figured he was probably bullshitting her, but it was a nice gesture. She smiled.
“Okay,” she said. “Tell me something else, then. Tell me why you joined this unit. How did you get into this crazy business?”
Tanner shrugged. “It was all an accident, really. I was in Afghanistan on a deep patrol. There are places out there—places no one likes to go. They have legends of jinnis and other spirits. Weird stuff, but you know the kind of story. It’s like the Loch Ness monster. The locals all believe in the monster, but you can’t find anyone who’s actually seen it.”
“You found something, didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” he said, looking uncomfortable. He set aside his ration pouch and sat down on the steel floor. He took a moment to find a place to put his back that didn’t have a line of prongs like nails jabbing him. “My platoon found something. I don’t know what it was. Not even now, after I’ve seen others. It wasn’t like this ship, which is unpleasant but at least it’s all metal. I can understand metal. The thing we ran into was more like a being of energy. A walking strand of light with limbs like laser beams. It’s hard to describe.”
She could see the pain in his face. “What happened to the others?”
“I was in command, you know. I was a lieutenant then. I didn’t leave them. They tried to say I did, but I didn’t. We shot at it, but it was like shooting at dancing flame. The bullets went right through and chipped the boulders behind it. Then it walked right into the patrol and burned us one by one, just by touch. It looked like a man petting a pack of dogs one at a time. At every touch, skin blackened and curled up. My men were dying.”
“How did you get out?”
“I didn’t, really. One of the stray bullets—we were all shooting at it like mad, and we were in a tight canyon—a round bounced and hit my helmet. I went down. When I woke up, the thing was gone and everyone else was dead. It must have passed me by while I lay there unconscious.”
Malena imagined the scene. She didn’t like the image he’d conjured in her mind. Soldiers helpless and dying at the touch of an unknown thing. It must have seemed like a demon to them.
“When I managed to call in and make it back to be debriefed, no one believed me. No one except a major who wore sunglasses inside the dimmest rooms. He was pale and I figured him for some kind of foreign observer. There were a lot of internationals running around out in those deserts back then. Anyway, when the frustrated officers had stopped chewing on me, he approached. He’d never said a word up until that point.”
“It was Ostlund, wasn’t it?” she asked.
“Yeah. You guessed it.”
“What’d he say?”
“He asked me if I wanted a shot at revenge. If I wanted to get even with the thing in the canyon. I asked him what it was, and he told me that was classified, unless I joined his unit. Eventually, I did.”
“Did you ever get to find the thing in the desert?”
He shook his head. “No. We never have found that one. We’ve searched—and maybe you could find it with your long-range sensitivity. Or maybe you couldn’t because it’s gone now. I really don’t know. I would like to meet up with it again, though. On a more even footing this time. I think an accelerator might do the trick. Or one of the other more exotic weapons we’ve discovered.”
Malena thought about his story. The more she got to know him, the more she warmed up to him. He’d always been good-looking to her, but from the moment she’d turned around and found him with his butt resting on her fender at that gas station, she’d been a little defensive around him. Maybe he deserved a second chance.
“What got you in?” Tanner asked her.
“Nothing so personal,” she said. “I needed a job. These guys pay really well.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, they do.”
“What’s your first name, Lieutenant? I apologize for not asking until now. I think someone told me, but I guess it didn’t stick. There’s been a lot of people and a lot of things happening.”
“Right. It’s probably not related to your concussion. The name is Bill. Bill Tanner.”
He extended his hand, and she shook it formally. A hint of a smile played on her lips. After all they’d been through, she felt like she was meeting him for the first time in a way. She’d been in a fog of sorts. Events had propelled her forward so quickly, she hadn’t had time to breathe.
“One more question,” she said. “What does XCU stand for? They dodged the question back at headquarters.”
“They’ll tell you it’s just a code word and doesn’t stand for anything. That’s bullshit. It’s short for ‘Xeno Control Unit’. That’s what we’re supposed to be doing. Capturing aliens and their tech. We’re like glorified dog-catchers. Unfortunately, these critters sometimes win the game.”
She took that in thoughtfully. It certainly made sense. These aliens did need to be kept under control. She now knew why they called it element-X as well. It wasn’t from Earth at all. It was absolutely alien to her homeworld.
“Where’d you come from—originally, I mean?” Tanner asked her nonchalantly.
“Up around D. C. I was born and raised in Virginia. It’s easy to get into a government service career up there. I traveled the world doing college research and dated a few professors. But then I came back home and got a real job. As a biologist, I’ve seen a lot of life forms I’ve considered strange. But these guys put all that to shame. A sea worm at the bottom of the ocean is homey compared to something like that jinni you met.”
“Anyone waiting for you up north?” he asked.
She eyed him for a moment. “There is Anthony. He’s another analyst from D. C. We had a few dates—but then I got fired and things fell apart. I haven’t seen him or started up with anyone else for months. What about you?”
Tanner shook his head. “Too many secrets. Too many missions. I tend to vanish for a month and then come back with no coherent excuse. Girls get suspicious. My last girlfriend lost her cool. I came back to find my apartment cleaned out. She got herself a new cellphone number and she didn’t give it to me. I’m not blaming her, really. She assumed I was cheating when my stories didn’t check out.”
Malena hadn’t thought about that part of things. Being a field agent wasn’t always glamorous, she supposed. If you were a member of a truly secret black-ops organization, one so secret you weren’t even supposed to know what it was called, the situation could be hard on relationships. It wasn’t an encouraging thought to her, as she’d been hard on relationships even without a good reason.
She thought about Anthony and her old job doing satellite analysis. It all seemed a million miles away in another person’s life to her now. He hadn’t been such a bad guy, but she’d pushed him away after she’d been let go. Partly that was because he was still associated with the people who’d fired her.
She noticed Tanner looking at her then. He looked away the moment she caught him, but she knew the look well. He’d been checking her out, admiring her.
While he pretended to be busy repacking every magazine he had with bullets, she watched him in turn. Bill Tanner was giving her new thoughts. He was an interesting guy. Athletic and good-looking in a rough sort of way. She could see herself going for him, if they were to survive this mission. But she was wary of that possibility. She’d just gotten out of a work-related relationship and she wasn’t sure she wanted to start up a new one. On the positive side, at least she would know what he was really doing when he went off on a mission.
That thought triggered another series of negative ideas. What if they did become close? How would that play out when one of them went out into the field where they could possibly be killed? What if they went together? Could they stay objective? She doubted it. Worse still, he might be her mission leader. How would she feel about taking orders from her boyfriend?
“Um,” Tanner said, “you’re looking at me funny.”
“Sorry.”
“You okay? What’re you thinking about?”
“I’m fine. It’s nothing.”
“Oh,” he said, then after a pause, he smiled. “Don’t worry, it’s against regulations anyway.”
She reddened slightly and avoided his eye. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said quietly.
She busied herself with her pack and felt oddly embarrassed. Did he have some kind of mindreading headset? She really hoped not.
They dropped the conversation and began plotting their next move. They both wished they could simply escape this nightmarish monolithic ship and head for the beach—but they couldn’t. Outside was a swamp, an impassible barrier, then a lot more swamp. Buzzing around angrily were an unknown number of flying machines that could tear a person apart in seconds if they got ahold of you. They only way out was to shut down that barrier.
“I think we’re on the right level,” Malena said. “Let’s find the off-switch.”
They crossed the nearest shaft and walked up the slanting passage on the far side. When they’d judged themselves to be in the center of the ship—probably the exact center of it in every dimension—she figured they should start searching.
“These odd levers and corkscrew-things,” she said. “They repeat often. I think they are more than decorations.”
“I’m with you there. But what do they do? I’m reluctant to fool with them. We might fill the passage with chorine gas, or summon an army of guardians.”
She nodded in agreement. “But we have to try something. I’d say we should look for an L-shaped lever. Like the one they used as a latch on the outside hatch.”
“Another door?”
“There has to be something. Some way to get into the space between these passages. There have to be rooms or some kind of chamber.”
“Okay, here’s one. Let’s try it.”
He put his hand on the lever and she joined him. She recoiled almost immediately and backed way, putting her hands to her head.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her.
“That feeling again. Like the first time you brought me close to the X. I feel it here, something very powerful is nearby. I can’t touch that latch-handle—if that’s what it is.”
Tanner looked concerned. “I didn’t feel anything. And you shouldn’t have either. Not with the headset. It’s supposed to dampen a sensitive’s overreaction.”
“Yeah, well…it’s not working this time. I think the source might be so strong and so close it can’t be blocked.”
Tanner nodded. He walked along the passageway, looking for more similar levers. He found one and had her touch it. She did so warily.
“Nothing,” she said.
Tanner grinned. “Good. We’ve tested your theory. The power required to maintain that barrier must be terrific. It would take a fantastic amount of X. The find of a century. Let’s go back to the first lever.”
She followed him reluctantly. He began to work on cranking the lever open. It didn’t want to budge. Finally, he aimed the accelerator at a spear-like thrusting spike of metal about five feet long. He put the muzzle against the base of the spear and fired. There was a tremendous flash and the acrid smell of vaporized metal filled the room. He did it again, and then lifted his prize. The spike was a thick bar of steel in his gloved hands, looking like a giant crowbar.
“Now we have a lever,” he said.
He walked back to the stubborn latch and shoved the smoking, red-hot end under it. Grunting as he worked, he managed to move the latch a fraction. There was a loud, unpleasant scraping noise. Metal rubbed metal in a fashion that punished their ears with the resulting grating noise.
Tanner stopped and wiped his sweating forehead. He handed the accelerator back to Malena, who lifted it in both hands.
“Here, watch the hatch. We don’t know what might pop out of this thing when I get it open.”
She nodded and he went back to work. After another few minutes, the latch stopped moving. The door was unlocked. A circular section of the floor cracked open, but no light came through the crack. It was quiet and dusty down there. And cold. She felt an intense cold.
After a brief period of staring tensely at the unlocked hatch, they both decided nothing immediate was going to happen. Tanner put his lever into the crack and began working it like a pry bar.
“It’s cold down there,” he said. “Freezing.”
She had to agree. All the sweat that had popped out on Tanner’s forehead and all over her own overworked body had chilled to an uncomfortable level. At first, the coolness had been welcome. But now it was becoming unpleasant.
Finally, the door clicked and swung open. They both stepped back. Tanner dropped his pry bar and clawed for his pistol.
A gush of frozen air came up out of the dark round opening, making them both shiver. Tanner gestured to the yawning hole.
“What do you sense?” he asked in a hushed voice.
“Something strong. But not peppery—it reminds me of mint now.”
“Great.”
Tanner took a step forward and lowered his flashlight to shine into the chamber. Malena stepped up next to him and did the same. They could see shapes inside…
Suddenly, Tanner gave a gasping cry and staggered backward. His heel caught on one of the anvil-type things and he almost went over backward, but caught himself.
She turned, lifting her accelerator. But she didn’t see anything attacking him. She looked down into the chamber, squinting to see what was there. The shapes below were large containers it seemed, covered in frost.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered. “Did something move?”
“I don’t think so,” Tanner said, regaining his composure. “It just freaked me out for a second. I’ve never seen so many of them before.”
Malena frowned at him, then turned back toward the opening. “So many what? Is that cargo down there?”
He chuckled without humor. “Yeah. I suppose in a way they are cargo. Look again, run your flashlight over the length of one of those ‘containers’.”
She turned back and did as suggested. The oblong shapes were frosted over with droplets of white ice. Each was about twenty feet long, the size of a car. There were rows of them, more than she could count, all neatly lined up.
There was something about the dimensions of these containers. They were slightly diamond-shaped. Each had an aperture at the top. She focused her light on the nearest aperture. It was like a small, frosted window. Inside, she could see something.
It took her a few long moments to realize what she was seeing. Then she had it.
“It’s a face,” she said in shock.
“Yeah. This chamber is full of frozen visitors. Lots of them.”
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Malena had been hearing about aliens for days now, and she’d met up with plenty of their hardware. But it was different to be face to face with these unknown beings in the flesh. It didn’t help that they were extremely large. Each of these coffin-like cases was as big as a sedan and the beings inside had to weigh ten times as much as a human. They were bigger than horses, if she had to guess.
From what they could see from the safety of the passageway, the creatures had faces with humanoid proportions. When she examined one of the frosted-over capsules closely, she spotted valves on the side.
“Look there, that must be how you open them,” she said, directing her beam down to a corkscrew-like protuberance. “I bet if you twisted that, it would unlock the case.”
Tanner moved beside her and stared. “I’m really, really hoping you don’t want to do that.”
She looked at him with bright eyes. “It’s scary, yes. But I actually do want to. I’m a biologist, you know. Just a few pictures—a blood sample. We’d be famous. But there’s more to it than that. Don’t you want to discover something new? Something the world’s never seen?”
“I’ve seen plenty of things no one else has. Look, Agent Marin, I think you misunderstand our job here. We’re not here to enlighten the public. We’re advancing science, but quietly. We’re here for the X, not biological specimens.”
“What? Are you afraid? These beings are frozen. They can’t do anything. It all makes sense to me now…the automated guardians and the big power supply. Even the size of this ship. It isn’t an exploration vessel or a military invasion ship. I think it’s a colonization ship.”
“Maybe,” said Tanner. “But are you sure? These could be frozen troops. Even if it is a colony ship, colonization efforts often look a lot like invasions to indigenous populations.”
She had to give him that one, but she still wanted to investigate.
“Come out here for a second,” he said, standing in the passageway.
She did as he asked, and to her surprise, he put the pry bar against the door and heaved it closed. It slammed shut with a tremendous reverberating clang.
“Let’s keep looking,” he said. “There are plenty more hatches.”
“We shouldn’t pass up this opportunity. Give me five minutes in there.”
“No. I’m in command, and we don’t have five minutes. If you want to play around in here after we’ve secured the area, you can bring it up with Ostlund or Burke.”
She was boiling with arguments, but she followed him to each of the nearby latches anyway. She touched them all and they felt cold. None of them made her sick or held any powerful source of power.
Frustrated, she looked up and down the passage.
“This must not be the right passage,” she said.
He shook his head and pointed up. She followed his gesture and saw another latch, a smaller one on the ceiling.
“That’s too high,” she said. “How are we going to get up there?”
“First, let’s make sure it’s worth fooling with. I’ll stand on this big anvil thing. You get up on my shoulders.”
It took them a moment, but she finally managed to reach out and touch the latch. The moment she did, she retched.
Her mind blanked out. When she came to, she found herself lying on a hard metal floor. The back of her head hurt.
“Why didn’t you catch me?” she complained.
“I did, but I went down with you. Let me see the back of your head.”
He checked her carefully. His hands were firm but she could tell he was trying to be gentle.
“Just a bump. You’ll live.”
As she watched, he climbed the wall of the passage. It wasn’t a sheer surface, as the entire ship was canted. There were plenty of handholds, too. When he reached a perch he could stand on, he began working the lever at the door latch. Malena wondered if it was such a good idea to open this one. It had given her such a feeling of raw power. There was something behind that hatch that she feared and respected.
When the door at last fell open, she jumped back. She half-expected a shower of ancient, mummified corpses, still covered in frost. But instead, there was a rattling sound. A sound that reminded her of boulders grinding against one another.
“Look out!” Tanner shouted. “It’s coming down. Get out of the way!”
She climbed up onto an anvil just in time. A large bumpy spheroid dropped out of the ceiling. It sparked when it hit the floor, filling the space around them with a white flash of light that reminded her of the light the accelerator produced when she fired it.
“It’s arcing,” Tanner said. “Don’t try to stop it.”
There’s little danger of that, she thought to herself. She’d already figured out what it was she saw rolling down the passageway like a pinball, bouncing off obstacles. It was a huge ball of element-X. This was what they’d come for. The prize for which dozens had already died. A power source humanity couldn’t duplicate or even understand. She felt in her bones that if she so much as touched that wobbling cannonball, it would kill her.
All around them both, something else changed. The ship had been thrumming up until this point. When she’d first entered, it had been very noticeable, like the sound of an air conditioner in a big, quiet building. After a time, she’d stopped noticing the sound and forgotten about it. The thrum had become background noise. But now that it abruptly faded and ceased, she did notice its absence.
There was no time to worry about what had happened. Obviously, this big chunk of X had to have been powering something. Whatever that was, it had died now.
She chased the rolling treasure, thinking maybe she could kick it into a corner and trap it. But it kept rolling, and the obstacles on the floor were slowing her down. She heard swift steps behind her and glanced back.
Tanner looked more determined than she did. He had his pry bar in both hands, holding it like a spear. “Don’t let it roll down the shaft!” he said.
“I can’t catch it.”
He tried to scramble up on top of a series of anvil-shapes and fireplugs. For a half dozen steps, he managed to make lunging strides, passing her. He whooped with excitement.
“I’ve got it!”
She saw him reach out with his pry bar, almost touching the sphere. The cannonball kept rolling and bouncing downhill, flashing silently with released power whenever it touched something in its path.
Then Tanner went down. He’d tripped over a latch or a corkscrew of metal. In his intensity to race after the goal, he’d lost sight of the things that clawed at his boots. In a final moment of desperation, he threw the pry bar like spear, trying to block the path.
The bar flew and clanged into the passageway floor. It rang and clattered, and managed to get ahead of the sphere.
Malena stooped over Tanner and put her hands on his shirt to heave him up. He looked up at her, eyes wild. There was blood running from split lips. It outlined every one of his white teeth with red.
“Forget me,” he said. “I’ve never seen a battery that big! Don’t let it fall down the shaft.”
She could tell he wasn’t seriously hurt. She didn’t care about the X all that much, but he obviously did. So many others had given their lives for this chance that she felt she owed it to all of them. As well, she’d like to see the look on Burke’s face—or better yet Ostlund’s—when they heard who scored the biggest find yet.
She bounded over Tanner and went after it. She saw it roll and bump along the pry bar, it had been slowed but not stopped. When it reached the end of the bar it continued downhill and picked up speed. He’d managed to delay it, but not stop its progress toward the black shaft ahead. She didn’t know what would happen if it fell down the shaft to the bottom, but it couldn’t be good.
As if he’d read her mind, Tanner shouted behind her.
“We’ve got to stop it. If it cracks open the field inside will rupture. This entire region of space will implode. The whole ship might vanish.”
Suddenly, Malena understood his all-out effort. She hadn’t reasoned it through. He wasn’t seeking a promotion back home. He didn’t want to be a hero. He just wanted to keep breathing.
She gauged the situation, and saw how close it was to the finish line. She could tell right away, she wasn’t going to make it. She was too far back, and she couldn’t touch the sphere without dying anyway. She reached to her hip and grabbed her accelerator. Slowing her charge, she aimed it carefully.
“Don’t shoot it,” Tanner wailed behind her. He was up and running after her.
Malena fired. The passageway flashed blue and the booming report echoed through the ship. She fired twice more, rapidly. She hardly had time to correct her aim each time, and the kicks shocked her shoulders and numbed her hands.
The third shot did it. She was rewarded by a groan of metal. A thing that looked like a candelabra sagged over, half-melted. It wisped with molten metal and vapors. It fell directly in the path of the rolling ball.
The X hit the barrier and buzzed with released energy. They both had to shield their eyes. After a few seconds the spheroid had stopped moving.
“I think it’s stabilized,” Tanner said, coming up next to her. He wiped blood from his mouth uncaringly. He looked at her with wide eyes. “Nice work.”
She gave him a smile. She felt a rush of pride and put her weapon back in its out-sized holster. “Did you really think I was going to shoot the ball?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m a rookie, but I’m not an idiot.”
Tanner laughed until he had to sit down and hold his aching ribs. She joined him. They both began feeling the aches and bruises of the day. Too bad, she thought, that their bodies didn’t repair as quickly as their smart suits.
They both desperately needed a break. They lay back against the smooth walls, finding spots that didn’t have any bizarre protuberances.
“You know,” she said, looking around and touching the walls. “I’m beginning to figure these passages out.”
“Oh yeah? Enlighten me.”
“Well, imagine you’re about fifteen feet tall. Then imagine you’re weightless in space. These passages would fit pretty well. Also, notice how some of the bizarre wall decorations come in groupings—like those anvils. There are always a few around each of the L-shaped latches.”
“Okay, I’m following so far. You think all this stuff has a purpose. And in space with big aliens roaming around, it would make perfect sense?”
“Exactly. The L-shaped things are latches. They open the hatches in the walls. The anvils are handholds—or footrests. They let you get leverage to open the hatches.”
Tanner’s eyes roamed the walls as if seeing them for the first time. He slowly nodded his head.
“You know,” he said, “if you were big and didn’t care much about pain, I can see how this equipment could operate. Every wall is covered with equipment because in space you’d be weightless and floating anyway.”
“Right. You’d need the holds to get leverage, so you could apply pressure on things while weightless.”
“These anvil things—they remind me of footholds on a climbing wall. I’ve done a lot of climbing and a lot of practice on indoor walls. There’s a pattern, here. I can see one of those giants maneuvering through the ship, dragging himself from one handhold to another. In fact, I’ve got an idea.”
He got up, went over to one of the corkscrew-looking things. He put his foot into it.
“If my boot was about three times this size,” he said, “these hoops of metal would wrap around me and give me excellent leverage. Yeah. I think you’ve figured it out.”
Next, Tanner walked over to candelabra-looking thing which Malena had knocked over to stop the rolling spheroid.
“I’m getting another idea about these things, too,” he said. “They’re less common, but—”
She never got the chance to hear what he had to say about the candelabra thing, as at that moment, they both heard a loud clang from somewhere in the ship. The noise echoed and rang down the passages. Both of them stopped and crouched, looking around in alarm.
“Use your headset,” he whispered.
Malena closed her eyes and sought an answer. “Nothing there—wait. One moving contact. No, make that two or three of them. They’re all around us.”
She opened her eyes again.
“Guardian machines or giants?” he asked.
“They seem to be moving too fast—I’d say they were machines. When we released the X, it must have alerted them somehow.”
“Something turned off when the big ball of X fell out. It was like a battery powering the ship, and now it’s been disconnected. They’re coming to find out what happened.”
She nodded. “From the feel of it, they’re all coming to investigate this time.”
“We have to get out.”
“What about the X?”
“Screw the X,” he said. “It’s too big, too heavy and dangerous. If we live, we can find it again and drag it out of here. We have to find a hatch.”
He was already heading uphill, toward the top of the ship. Malena followed him with misgivings.
“What’s wrong with the way we came in?” she asked.
“We already killed a machine there, and it’s too far. We have to get out now. I have a hunch there’s a hatch at the end of every passageway. These guys are pretty predictable in their ship design.”
It would have been easier to head downward rather than upward, but Malena realized they might run into a blocked hatch that way. After all, half the ship was underground. They didn’t want to reach the end of a passage and find a hatch there that had a million tons of earth and rock behind it.
They climbed up two levels as quickly as they could. When they were sure they would be above ground when they opened any hatch on the current level, they headed to the end of the nearest passageway.
Malena could already see the shadowy end of the passage, but she couldn’t see if there was a door to the outside there. She couldn’t even see a latch that was supposed to open it, either. She could only hope both were there.
When they were about fifty feet from their goal, a groaning sound of tortured metal hit their ears. They both winced and looked around like startled animals. Malena drew her weapon and crouched between metal fireplugs.
There was a line of bright light dead ahead. It had to be daylight, and it hurt her eyes. Then the line turned into a crescent, and she knew what was happening. The hatch ahead was opening.
“They’re coming through,” Tanner said.
“I couldn’t sense them through the hull,” she said. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. Just shoot!”
A shadow loomed as the hatch opened like a yawning mouth. She couldn’t see what it was, as she was almost blinded. She hadn’t realized how accustomed her eyes had become to the gloomy interior of the ship over the preceding hours.
She aimed—but hesitated. “It’s a man,” she whispered to Tanner.
Tanner didn’t answer. Instead, he fired his pistol. Seven shots rang out. She could hear impacts and corresponding grunts.
The shadow at the entrance withdrew quickly. She stared at Tanner in shock. Had he recognized a member of a rival team? Was he that desperate to hold onto this find of X that he’d kill for it?
Tanner caught her looking at him. They both were lit up in a yellow blaze of tropical sunlight now. Humidity and heat rolled downward from the open hatch, and she could even smell the stink of the mud that filled the swamp.
“That wasn’t a man,” Tanner said.
Before she could argue, a hand appeared at the opening. She could see it was a hand, as her eyes had adjusted to the glare of the sunlight streaming into the ship. The hand gripped something metallic with large, gray-leather fingers.
The object was a gun, and it flashed blue. A tremendous report rang out, and a blazing streak of fire passed over them and burned a long charred scorch mark on the ceiling. Melted steel dribbled down around them to splatter and hiss like hot rain.
Malena realized several shocking things in less than a second: first, that the hand wasn’t human—it was far too big and oddly-shaped for that. Secondly, the thing it was firing was an accelerator like the one she held in her own two hands. It was aiming blindly around the corner, shooting at them from the safety of the ship’s hull. For the alien, the oversized accelerator was a properly-proportioned pistol.
Lastly, she realized that the aliens in the ship were now awake. At least one of them was, and it was shooting at her.
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Malena still had the accelerator. When the firing stopped for a moment, she aimed around the corner and released several blue bolts of her own. The hinges of the hatchway smoldered, but other than that, she didn’t think she’d hit anything.
Tanner was busy digging ammo out of his pack and refilling his pistol. Clearly, his traditional weapon was not as effective as it might have been. Malena wondered if these aliens used smart materials, if they did, that would explain why the bullets hadn’t done much to this particular visitor.
“I think we have to aim for the head,” she said.
“I was!” Tanner shouted back.
She dared another look. There was the hand, but the gun was no longer in sight. The hand seemed to be clinging to the lower rim of the hatchway.
“It’s not moving or firing back,” she said, edging closer for a better look.
“Stay down. They’re tricky sometimes. Incredibly tough, too.”
She glanced at him and then ducked back behind cover. “You didn’t tell me you’d been in gunfights with these aliens before. You didn’t tell me these accelerators were their guns, either.”
Tanner shrugged. “Need to know.”
Malena felt a flash of anger at this answer. It seemed to her she needed to know just about everything about these particular aliens, as they were trying to kill her. In fact, she had a right to know. But she understood government regs. She’d never had the time to get the proper clearances to even participate in this mission. Tanner had broken the rules a dozen times already, and she was sure Burke back at base had done the same.
She peeked again, and the hand was still there. It was thick, dark and leathery. It looked as if someone were wearing a bizarrely over-sized glove of wrinkled gray skin. The nails were black and as thick as poker chips.
Moving in a crouch, she walked forward to another anvil, this one was much closer to the hatchway. Outside, she could see the bright sunlight which was reddening the clouds now. She could tell there was a tropical sunset going on to the west, but she couldn’t see it from this angle.
“Careful,” Tanner called after her. He had his weapon out and moved forward with her, taking up a new position to her left. “A long burst will burn right through this metal.”
“A long burst?”
“You can hold the trigger down to make a continuous beam, but the gun will get very hot. Eventually it will stop working if you do that too much. Or you’ll run out of ammo in the magazine.”
More information she could have used earlier. She’d been squeezing off shots like they were propelling bullets. That wasn’t the case, of course. The weapon fired a continuous beam of accelerated matter. It kept firing until you let go of the trigger. She wondered if she could cut the creature’s hand right off by drawing a line across the fingers.
When they’d waited and whispered for about a minute, with no reaction from the visitor. She straightened, aiming at the hand, and advanced the final steps toward the hatchway.
“Burn it,” Tanner said. “Don’t look. Just burn it.”
She ignored him, wondering if the alien might be dead already. She poked her gun over the edge, but nothing happened. She’d thought she could provoke it to action showing her weapon. The creature didn’t react. The gray leathery fingers remained clamped on the lower lip of the hatch exactly as before.
Malena reconsidered burning away that alien hand. But she still couldn’t quite do it. At some level, she felt pity for this alien being. After all, it had crashed on her planet—an alien world from its point of view. Humanity had done nothing to help out. We’d come instead to loot the ship, to salvage what we could by force if necessary.
Sure, these aliens had killed some of our people. Maybe the Cubans had started it by opening fire when they first met up with the creatures from the ship. Or maybe they were just as afraid and curious about us as we were about them. Whatever the case, she sensed this visitor was hurt and couldn’t quite bring herself to shoot it while it was down.
She rushed forward the last step and aimed the gun over the edge, outside the ship. The humid heat of a tropical evening washed over her like the hot breath of a monster. It felt good after the stale, cool air of the ship. It was the natural atmosphere of Earth, and she drank it in.
She looked downward and gasped, her sudden intake of breath entirely involuntary. The alien wasn’t there. Just the hand was left behind, gripping the hatchway.
She ducked back inside and looked around wildly.
“What is it?” Tanner asked, moving up to join her.
“It’s gone. I think I blew its hand off.”
Tanner felt along the lower rim of the hatchway. “Yeah,” he said. “I feel the burn-through here. You shot right through the hull and took the thing’s hand off.”
“It’s had quite a bit of time to escape. And those machines are still looking for us.”
He looked at her seriously. “We’ve got to get moving. Inside or outside?”
“You’re in command.”
“Yeah. Okay, outside. I’m tired of dark shafts full of metal prongs. Let’s go.”
Tanner climbed out onto the side of the ship, passing the severed hand. Malena stared at it for a moment as she passed by. There it was, a hunk of extraterrestrial flesh, inches from her face. As a biologist, she wanted to collect it and take it back to the nearest lab to examine. From a personal point of view, she was disgusted and disturbed.
“Should we take this?”
“What? The hand? Hell, no. It must weigh ten pounds or more. And we have plenty of alien flesh back home, don’t worry.”
She blinked at him, then nodded and followed. They picked their way down the side of the ship. Fortunately, they’d chosen well. They were only about sixty feet from the ground. As the exterior of the ship was as covered in handholds as the interior, the climb was not that difficult for them. If they’d been twice their size, it would have been like climbing down a ladder.
As they went, they continually watched the scenery, looking for their one-handed visitor. He could be on the ground now, hiding under a waving palm tree. If he saw them and began firing, they would be easy targets as they climbed down the ship.
“Keep moving,” Tanner said, thinking along the same lines. “We’re exposed on this hull.”
When they reached the ground, they found something interesting half-sunken in the mud. Tanner hefted it experimentally. It was another accelerator.
“The visitor must have dropped this when you cut its hand off,” Tanner said. He stashed his pistol and upgraded to the new accelerator. “Let’s get to the trees.”
They headed up to the rim of the scorched crater of loose earth that surrounded the ship. When they reached the top, they slipped away into the cool green gloom of the trees. Once they were under the trees Malena immediately felt better.
“Can you walk and talk at the same time?” Tanner asked her.
She gave him a questioning look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Call headquarters. I want you to try to report in, but we have to keep moving.”
“I’ll try to do both,” she said. She used the headset to reach out with her mind. She felt the urge to close her eyes—but didn’t. She unfocussed them and stumbled a bit, but kept walking, following Tanner. Trying to do both at the same time was difficult and distracting. She walked more slowly and looked at the ground, staring at nothing. It was rather like texting while walking down the street. She bumped into low-hanging branches and almost tripped over uneven ground.
“This is agent Marin, requesting contact,” she said aloud, activating her headset.
Her temples throbbed a tiny bit, then she heard a voice in her mind. It was uncanny, how the voice seemed as if it was a sound in her environment, but she knew it wasn’t. She supposed that all sounds were really input from her nerves anyway—but it was still strange.
“Agent Marin, this is Chief Ostlund. Why have you missed your regular reports?”
The voice sounded annoyed and exasperated. It was all Malena could do to not shout back at him. She took a breath, wiped the fresh sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, and answered in a measured way.
“Agent Tanner and I have just exited the alien ship. Due to the hull of the vessel, we’ve been unable to communicate. We’ve had several engagements, and have been under heavy fire. We have only minor injuries.”
“That is incorrect, Marin. The barrier projected by the visitors stopped communications with the outside world, not the ship itself. Now that the barrier is down, we’ve been expectantly awaiting your call. We’ve been disappointed for forty-seven minutes.”
Malena stopped and turned to Tanner. “We can get out,” she said excitedly. “The barrier went down an hour ago... We must have done it when we dropped that X out of its compartment. The barrier lost power about then.”
“Negative, Marin. I’m rescinding all promises and countermanding any extraction order you’ve gotten from Burke. You will proceed back into the visiting ship. You will locate the source of X you found and retrieve it. Backup will arrive shortly to expedite its return to headquarters. Do I make myself clear, Marin?”
Malena was alarmed to realize that when she was in contact with the communications people back home in Florida, they were able to hear whatever she said, whether she’d meant to direct the comments toward them or not. She would have to be careful in the future.
Tanner was looking at her oddly, so she quickly relayed the new orders to him. He didn’t seem any happier about them than she was.
“That’s bullshit,” he said. “We can’t get the X with a team of two. We’ve barely managed to stay alive this long.”
“Sir,” she said, addressing Ostlund. “I don’t think you understand the situation. When we disconnected the X and dropped it from its connection point, we released at least some of the alien population. They were in some kind of frozen stasis, but now they’ve been activated. It was probably an automated reaction to the loss of power.”
“Psi-agent Marin, did you take the oath of allegiance when you were inducted into XCU?”
“Yes, sir, of course. It’s required for the contract to be valid.”
“Well then, I believe you understand the situation fully. This is a matter of the gravest national security. Your personal wants, beliefs and concerns must be subordinate to those of the U. S. Government. Is that perfectly clear?”
Malena hesitated.
“Is he reading you the contract?” Tanner asked. “He does that sometimes.”
She turned away from Tanner. “Yes sir,” she said to Ostlund. “I read you loud and clear.”
“You have your instructions. Be aware that other governments have assets in play. This is a time-critical mission.”
“Agent Marin out.”
She turned back to Tanner. “Can he hear you when you talk to me?”
He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Not unless you can give him a visual—let him see out of your eyes. Can you do that?”
“No.”
“Didn’t think so. You would have registered as a com agent when we first interviewed you if you could do that. Let’s see if I get the story: the barrier is down, but Ostlund doesn’t want us to leave. He wants that big ball of X, doesn’t he?”
She nodded.
“Well, our course is clear then,” he walked several steps westward, to a position that allowed them to see through the tree canopy to the sky. “The sun is going down. Before it reaches the ocean, Ostlund’s shift will be over. The moment he’s offline, we’ll contact Burke and try to get new orders.”
Malena looked at him in surprise and they both smiled. “What do we do in the meantime?”
Tanner lifted his hands to his cheek, touching the gash there. “I think I need some first aid. I bet you could use a little yourself. And food—how long has it been since you’ve had a decent meal?”
“A day or two,” she admitted.
“Remind me to take you to the best seafood place in the Keys when we get back home.”
“I will.”
“While we’re waiting, let’s forage for some supplies. Keep an eye out for angry crab-machines and one-armed visitors.”
“I don’t sense any sources of X nearby right now,” she said.
They walked away from the ship. Every minute or so, Malena found herself looking back over her shoulder at it. What was going on inside there, now that they’d disconnected that big power source?
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It was Tanner who sighted the next obstacle in their path. He pulled Malena aside and they crouched in the brush under a towering group of three palms. The driest brown fronds rustled overhead in the coastal winds.
“What is it?” Malena whispered.
“Someone’s up there. On that rock.”
She peered out between leafy branches. She pulled out a small pair of binoculars and zoomed in.
“He’s just sitting up there,” she said. “Looks like he’s got a bad leg.”
“Let me see.”
She handed him the binoculars and he stared into them for about ten seconds.
“It’s Haak,” he said finally. “Let’s keep moving. We can circle him easily.”
Malena frowned at Tanner. “He looks hurt. Did you see how he’s got his leg stretched out straight in front of him? Looks like he can’t walk.”
Tanner shook his head. “Screw Haak. Didn’t you hear Ostlund? Other governments have forces in play. Well, he’s from one of those other governments.”
“I thought you guys were all on one side. The side of Earth, of humanity.”
He chuckled at the idea. “We are, usually. But not really. We cooperate until someone doesn’t feel like helping anymore. Have you ever watched the world get involved in a regional war? Some countries go in big, sending troops. Some will only send supplies and ships—useless token forces like minesweepers and rescue vessels. That way they can pretend to help. Others will sit it out and protest.”
“Doesn’t sound very organized,” she admitted.
“It’s worse when X is involved. Under the best of circumstances, the other national services resent American power. We never cooperate fully, and every crash is different. That’s what Ostlund meant. The other forces are getting ideas. They might have realized how much X is here. Maybe they aren’t in the sharing mood anymore. Maybe they’ve decided to take everything they can get.”
Tanner started to move away, but she didn’t follow. She lifted her binoculars again and stared. “He’s definitely hurt. He’ll be dinner for any alien or machine that happens along.”
“That’s his problem. He’s got a Dutch team in play out here. May I remind you we have our orders and we need to get going.”
“Our orders are to go back into the ship,” she said, checking her watch. “Ostlund is off shift now. I suggest we report in as planned and tell Burke about it. Maybe we can change our orders to help Haak.”
“I don’t like Haak.”
“So you’ve said. But helping him is better than going back into the ship, isn’t it?”
Tanner considered it for a second then nodded. Darkness had been closing in around them as they argued. The swamp seemed even less pleasant at night.
“Make the call,” he said.
“Agent Marin calling base. Anyone listening?”
There was a delay of several long seconds before a voice came in faintly, as if from a distance. The voice slowly grew stronger until she could make out the words. The effect was an odd one, almost as if someone was shouting at her and coming closer at the same time.
“…requesting acknowledgement. Are you reading me? Again—”
“I can hear you now.”
“Agent Marin? This is Burke. What’s your situation?”
Malena gave her a brief report. She ended by describing Haak out on his rock. They could no longer see him without the aid of infrared. In the green light, he looked smaller and more helpless than ever. She could see him looking in every direction at once. He had his automatic rifle unslung and ready. Had he heard something in the brush?
“It’s my opinion Haak is in danger,” she said. “He’s exposed in the middle of a clearing, and appears to be injured. Request permission to render assistance.”
She heard what sounded like the mental equivalent of a sigh. Sometimes, she thought she could almost feel the emotions of whoever she was talking to when using the headset. This was one of those times: indecision and irritation. Those impressions were both strong.
“All right,” Burke said at last. “I’m leaving this up to your discretion. Go pick him up and move him toward the coast if you feel it necessary. The second Dutch team out of Aruba should be on the scene by this time. Hand him over and get back to your mission.”
“We’re down to two personnel ourselves. Bravo Team is barely functional. When will our relief arrive?”
“That’s about sixteen hours out. I’d pull you two out of there if I could, I swear, but that just isn’t an option. We need you to gather some X and retreat. There’s a whole, huge ship lying there. Surely you can find something worth retrieving?”
Exasperation, Malena could read that emotion loud and clear.
Her own mind was churning. Burke wanted X, and she wanted it badly. After losing almost two entire teams, she looked like a fool. If her final report read as a total loss—a score of dead and no significant results—she would probably be fired for incompetence. Someone’s head had to roll.
“We’ll help Haak then head back in to grab whatever we can. Agent Marin out.”
Tanner was grinning at her in the half-dark when she finished. “You got us a ticket out of here, didn’t you?”
“Almost. At least, I’ve negotiated a delay.”
Together, they moved in on Haak’s position. They couldn’t stay under cover every step of the way, but they tried to.
When they were about two hundred yards out, a familiar whirring sound began. Even before she heard it, Malena sensed the approaching predator machine with her headset.
“East, three hundred yards. Make that two-fifty and closing fast.”
Tanner and she took cover behind a cluster of boulders. The machine passed their position, and they both opened fire as it whirled by, metallic appendages dragging in the reeds.
Blue bolts lit up the entire clearing with deafening reports. With two accelerators firing together, the machine was hit and smoking in seconds. It swung around in an arcing turn, heading toward their position. They fired repeatedly, and brought it down in a smoldering pile of slag a dozen paces from their position.
The machine smoked and sparked at their feet. There was no open flame, but a dozen scored spots glowed like fiery coals where their bolts had struck it and gouged the metal skin open.
Malena circled the machine. One stabbing limb was still moving, lifting and lowering itself with the whine and rattle of broken machinery. She raised her weapon and aimed at the heart of it, in between those thrashing limbs. These bastards just didn’t die easily.
“Hold your fire!” called a voice.
She stepped back and looked all around. Then she saw a figure in a bush hat. It was a familiar shape. Haak had joined them at the kill. A cigarette lit up his face with an orange glow.
“See?” Tanner said. “He can walk.”
“Why not destroy it?” Malena asked. She still had her weapon aimed at the thrashing machine.
“You might hit a sensitive spot. I’ve been working these things for a couple of days now. Let me show you something.”
Haak walked around behind the machine. He put his boot on its metal skin and grunted as he heaved his weight against a lever. Malena walked around behind him and saw what he was doing. There was one of those L-shaped latches back there. It looked just like the doors back aboard the ship, but smaller. He opened it and dug inside the steaming guts of the crippled machine.
“There we go,” he said, and lifted something out into the open. It was a black, pearl-sized object. “A little X for a hard-working soldier. There’ll be a bonus check waiting when I get home.”
Malena watched him, frowning. He didn’t appear to need assistance of any kind.
“You’ve been doing this? Baiting machines and killing them for a marble of X?”
“Believe it,” he said.
“Bullshit,” Tanner said suddenly, joining them. He shined a light in Haak’s face. “You couldn’t put down these machines by yourself. You don’t even have an accelerator.”
Haak’s face was brightly lit by Tanner’s beam. He seemed undisturbed by the attention. Malena couldn’t help staring at the strange stones that covered Haak’s eyes. This was the best look at him she’d ever gotten.
The black stones were smooth and had adhered directly to the surface of his upper eyelids. He couldn’t have opened his eyes if he’d wanted to. It was such an odd-looking piece of equipment. The stones made him look inhuman.
“I have to hand it to you two,” Haak said, looking from one to the other. “You’re the real deal. American heroes. Truth!”
“More bullshit,” Tanner complained.
“You had a mission,” Haak continued. “It was an impossible mission. Whole teams had died doing less. You marched right into the enemy ship and switched off the barrier. I thought it was a fool’s errand. You two are excellent, really. I can’t praise you enough.”
“Thanks,” Malena said, “I guess.”
“It makes me feel bad about this next bit. It truly does. But we all have our masters.”
Tanner kept the flashlight beam in Haak’s face. “What next bit?”
“I want you to understand the situation,” Haak said. “The stakes here are incredibly high. That changes all the rules. I’m sure your government would pull your strings just as hard if the situation were reversed.”
“What the hell are you talking about, Haak?” Tanner demanded angrily.
“I want you to meet my friends. Team Omega, we’re known as when times are good. Now, they are just a squad from Aruba.”
Haak pointed out into the darkness that now surrounded the three of them. Tanner shined his light in the indicated direction. Another soldier in jungle gear stepped out. He was a large man with a large weapon cradled in his arms.
“This is Johan,” Haak was saying. “He’s really good with that RPG-32. It’s Russian-made, and can burn right through a tank—or a flying alien crab-machine, as the case may require.”
“Then there’s Sofie,” Haak said, pointing over their shoulders.
A woman in fatigues walked into Tanner’s beam. She had reddish hair coming out from under her combat helmet and an automatic weapon gripped tightly. Her face was wary and intense.
Haak continued to introduce the rest of the Aruba team. They were hard-eyed commandos. They also completely surrounded them.
“Now we come to it,” Haak said.
“We’ve got no X for you to steal,” Tanner interrupted.
Haak shook his head and laughed. He was the only one of the tense ring of people who was smiling.
“You misunderstand. We’re not here to rob you. We’re here to rob that ship!”
Haak pointed toward the east where the big ship was still visible as a black hulk in the starlight.
Tanner shrugged. “Go to it then. We’re not stopping you.”
“But you can help us. You will be our guides.”
Malena and Tanner looked at one another. Tanner turned back to Haak.
“I don’t think so. I take my orders from XCU. My last orders were to come here and render assistance, you piece of shit. I can now see you’re fine. Your leg is undamaged, and you can walk where you want to. We’re leaving for the coast.”
“Not so fast,” Haak said, lifting his rifle a fraction.
Everyone tensed. All around them, the Aruba team tightened their grip on their weapons. No one aimed directly at anyone else, but in a split-second, that could change.
“Look now,” Haak said, lifting an open hand. His other hand remained wrapped around the grip and trigger of his carbine. “There’s no need for unpleasantness. We need your guidance, that’s all. If there are some small bits of X along the way, I’ll even give them to you. I just want the big chunk you found.”
“What makes you think we found anything?” Malena demanded.
Haak turned to her. “I can read you, you know. I’m a psi agent myself. But that’s of small consequence. Simple logic dictates there is a large source of X in that ship, and that you have located it. To power this monstrous force shield, the ship has to be capable of generating trillions of watts of power. Enough to power a continent from a single source. That’s simple math. In order to have shut it off, you must have found it. That is an inescapable deduction.”
“What happened to cooperation?” Malena asked him. “What happened to comradery in the field? We’re allied forces, Haak.”
He shook his head. “No, not really. We’re mercenaries. We draw huge paychecks. We aren’t fighting for love of country. Get real.”
“Our government won’t stand for this, Haak. You won’t get the X off the island, even if you find it.”
He shrugged. “Perhaps. But I think we can. In any case, once I’ve delivered it I’ll be paid and I’ll no longer care.”
“It could cause a war.”
He chuckled. “No. What would the U. S. do? Send a thousand of your cowboys to invade a small European nation? Fire ICBM’s at Amsterdam? Don’t be absurd. They’re too chicken to even send real troops down here. If they don’t want to be seen invading Cuba again, they certainly won’t do anything to the Netherlands. In fact, I expect you’ll cut a deal to buy our energy in time—as will the rest of the world. Wealth will overflow our hands. We’ll be like one of those tiny sheikdoms circling the Persian Gulf. We’ll dredge the North Sea and build islands to live on as the Arabs do, just for the fun of it!”
Malena eyed Tanner. He was glowering and about to lose it. She couldn’t blame him.
“All right,” she said. “We’ll go with you. There’s a hatch about a hundred meters up the side. I’m sure your people can scale a steel wall.”
She turned and began marching back toward the ship.
“Ah, hold a moment, Agent Marin,” Haak called after her.
She saw that the ring of commandos hadn’t broken, so she stopped reluctantly.
“There is the small matter of your weapons. I require them. We don’t have any accelerators of our own, as Tanner has taken pains to point out.”
She backed up uncertainly. Tanner put his back to hers, both took up stances that seemed nonchalant, but no one was fooled. All around them, rifle bolts clicked and muzzles shifted. Everyone planted their feet carefully.
“I know what you two are thinking,” said Haak quietly. “A wild blazing sweep with those weapons of yours and all your problems will be cut in half. More importantly, your suits can take a few bullets and keep you alive. But think again. We know all about your suits. We will aim for the head. No second chances. No hospitals. Just a pile of corpses. The aliens will surely win the day if we can’t cooperate now.”
Tanner and she didn’t move for several long seconds. Finally, Tanner threw down his accelerator in the mud disgustedly. He turned and stalked toward the ship. Malena hesitated a second longer, then followed his example.
Haak rushed forward and grabbed an accelerator for himself. He gifted the second one to the redhead named Sofie.
As they all marched toward the ship in the darkness, Malena wondered how this would end. The Dutch around her seemed amused and cocky. But they hadn’t seen these aliens yet. They hadn’t seen the hundreds of giants that were inside that ship. They’d been lined up in rows in their frosty coffins. How many had awakened?
As they advanced on the ship, and its spectacular size became increasingly apparent, Haak’s team quieted. Their eyes moved constantly, and Malena’s did the same. Everyone was watching for an ambush. Aliens, guardian machines—no one knew how it would come, but they never stopped thinking about it.
When the attack did come, it was a surprise. Malena never saw it with her headset, as the enemy had no X to detect. Instead, it was a Cuban company of regular troops. They’d come in while the barrier was down, and they intended to be the next to explore the ship and plunder her wealth.
A single shot rang out from the trees to the group’s left at about ten o’clock. Their point man, Carl, grunted and stumbled. He didn’t go down, however.
All hell broke loose after that. Malena wondered forever afterward if that initial shot by the Cubans had been intentional or just an honest error by a nervous conscript. Whatever the case, the heavily-armed Dutch team threw themselves on the ground. They then returned fire with everything they had. After first barrage of shots slowed, Haak called the targets. His stone eyes worked better in the dark than anyone else’s.
“Suppressing fire, left flank! Hold your fire with the accelerator, Sophie.”
More popping shots erupted, seemingly all around them.
“Inbound hostiles, right flank!” shouted Tanner.
Malena moved to his side and crouched in the reeds with him. They’d almost reached the crater around the ship, but not quite. The Cubans shooting at them, whoever they were, kept out of sight. She could only see their muzzle flashes and hear them shout in Spanish.
She pulled out her pistol and waited. The Cubans were shuffling around, staying low, trading shots back and forth with them. Every now and then she saw Haak aim carefully into the brush and squeeze off a shot. Occasionally when he did so, she heard a cry of pain. It wasn’t fair, really. Haak could see as if it was broad daylight. Maybe his stone eyes were even better than that.
“There’s about a company of them out there,” Haak said. “They don’t have night gear. Hold your position, but don’t scare them. They’ll want to advance on us to get a better shot.”
After a few minutes of sporadic fire on both sides, a series of three flares went up and came down, brilliantly lighting the landscape with burning magnesium.
“Duck, hold your fire. Wait until they charge us.”
Lying on her belly, Malena endeavored to make herself as small a target as possible. She heard shouting, and then they came in a rush.
There were at least a hundred of them. They charged with AK-47s, bayonets fixed. In the temporary light of the flares, they were a terrifying sight. She squeezed off shots with her pistol and after four tries saw a man pitch forward. There were dozens more coming, however.
Bullets whined and snapped all around. She remembered Haak’s last team, which had been destroyed in just such an attack. She looked around for the sneaky Dutchman. If he took off, she knew it was time to run as well.
But Haak was standing his ground. At least, he was crouching on it. He had out one of the accelerators. He held it in both hands.
“They’re in range,” he shouted. “Sophie go North. I’ll take South. Everyone else stay down as low as you can.”
Malena didn’t know what to expect, but she stayed down on her belly in the mud. She reloaded her pistol with a fresh magazine—and then the scene was lit up by unnatural flame.
Both Haak and Sophie pulled the triggers of their stolen accelerators and held them down. They cut sweeping arcs with their weapons at about waist-level. Malena was amazed at the firepower these weapons could put out when used against a large number of targets.
The advancing troops were struck by twin blazing beams of plasma and cut down. Many fell in two jagged pieces. Legs toppled to lie smoldering. Torsos, heads and arms slid away to land with ghastly thumps. The dying men flailed and howled. Some fired their weapons until they couldn’t squeeze the trigger anymore. A few crawled on their bellies, using their elbows, desperate to escape.
After revealing these horrors for a few minutes, the flares mercifully went out.
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Malena hugged the ground and felt sick. She’d never been in a pitched battle before. Somehow, this one seemed grossly unfair. She supposed war was never fair, especially if you were on the losing side. But this was worse somehow. The enemy had been brave, they’d been tricked, and they’d been slaughtered by weapons they didn’t even know existed.
What bothered her most, however, was watching humans kill one another in the face of a greater enemy. The visitors were less than a mile away, plotting unknown plans of their own. There might be an army of them in that ship, and it seemed to her every human fighter in the region should be teaming up against them.
“Keep low, everyone,” Haak said. “That was a full company, maybe more. There might be a few that can still operate their weapons. Give them all a chance to die in peace.”
The team lay on the ground quietly, listening to dying men shout, groan and cough. Some hung on for a long time. Their wounds had been cauterized and clean, and their bodies wouldn’t let them die easily.
Haak finally called a whispered withdrawal. They got up and crawled away in the direction they’d come. When they reached thick cover, they got up and trotted into the darkness.
“We’ll circle around the battlefield and get to the ship from the south.”
“We’re still going to try to reach the ship tonight?” Malena asked, unable to contain herself.
Haak seemed honestly surprised. “Of course,” he said. “Why wait until another company finds us? Why give them the advantage of daylight?”
And so they did as he asked. Malena had an opportunity during the maneuver to drop back and lose the Dutch. She considered it strongly, but passed on the idea. Her orders were to go back to that ship anyway. And besides, Haak still had her accelerator, and she wanted it back. It annoyed her to think he’d so easily tricked her into going through the barrier, risking her life so that he could waltz in and take the prize after she’d done all the hard work. No, she was going to stick with Haak until she saw her chance to change things.
About an hour before dawn, they reached the hull at a new spot. They kept their lights off and worked by starlight. The swamp was relatively cold now, which made it more uncomfortable than ever. Predawn mosquitoes swarmed them, looking for an early meal. Malena shook out the last of her repellant and spread it over her face. It was a thin coat, but it would have to do.
She and Tanner let Haak’s crew puzzle over the bizarre external surface of the ship’s hull for several minutes before speaking up and showing them which components were latches that opened doors. Once they understood, the Dutch team was impressed.
“You managed to get these things open? Just the two of you?”
“We were highly motivated,” Tanner said.
Unfortunately, the nearest entry point was about ten meters up. Haak sent a pair of nervous commandos up to perch on anvil-shaped handholds and footrests which were far too widely-spaced for them. They had to use their pack shovels to get leverage and worked desperately to force the latch to move. It groaned and squeaked with the familiar sounds of grinding metal.
“Those people are completely exposed up there,” Tanner said. “You don’t care if they get shot by Cuban snipers, do you Haak?”
“On the contrary. Losing two good mates before we even break into the ship would be a disaster.”
Haak took a moment to swagger in the midst of his squad. “I want that X, people. That means I care about every one of your lives as if you were my own children. I need everyone to pull through right to the end. But if we do get out of here and the helicopter crashes the lot of you into the sea the next day—I won’t give a shit then, of course.”
Everyone exchanged glances. Judging by their expressions, Malena gathered that Haak wasn’t too well-loved by the team. He was in command, but they all had to know what had happened to the last crew that had served under him. She filed that away for future reference.
Haak’s team was professional when it came to scaling the ship. The entrance was much higher than the one Malena and Tanner had used, so they had to climb up to it. Using climbing gear was difficult, as the surface wasn’t porous rock. They couldn’t drive a piton into the steel hull of the ship. They soon learned to use the anvil-shaped protrusions, which Malena believed more strongly than ever were footrests, to tie off their lines.
With speed and professionalism she found impressive, two of the team members worked to open the hatch while the rest watched. Sophie was one of them, the redhead that carried Malena’s accelerator on her hip. The other was Johan, an ape of a man who grunted and strained at the L-shaped latch handle.
After one full revolution of the handle, however, it became stuck. They couldn’t open the hatch.
“We’ve got to get above this to get leverage,” Johan called down. “I can stand on it and force it down.”
Haak waved for them to proceed. It was still dark, but Malena was able to watch their efforts when the moon rose. They worked like two shadows on the hull of the ship, strung there by lines they’d carefully tied to various footholds. After another minute, they’d managed to reposition themselves higher. They’d looped lines above the hatch and hung from them, placing themselves above the big steel bar they had to get spinning.
Johan was jumping up and down on the bar, grunting, when disaster struck. He suddenly fell. There was little or no warning. One moment he was forcing the latch handle to move, and the next he had tumbled thirty feet to the ground.
The team quickly clustered around him. He didn’t move. Malena shined a light in his face. His eyes were blue and they stared lifelessly. Blood ran over his face.
“Broke his neck,” Haak said in disgust. “He must have hit something on the way down. It spun him around and he landed on his head.”
“But why did he fall?” Malena asked.
Sophie rappelled down quickly from her position. She bent over Johan. “I can’t believe he cratered,” she said. “But here’s the reason.”
She held up a frayed line. “Cut right through. We tied it off on one of those icicle-looking things over the hatch. Turns out it was sharp.”
Malena grimaced. She felt like she should have warned them about that. But then again, they had rudely confiscated her weapon and demanded she accompany them. It was hard to feel like she owed them much.
The team packed Johan in a body bag, labeled him like cargo and left him on the ground outside the ship.
“We’ll come back for him,” Haak promised.
Malena wondered if anyone believed him.
The team managed to get the hatch open after that, and one by one they climbed up the wall of the ship to the entrance. Haak made sure Tanner and Malena were in the middle of the pack. They weren’t given any chance to slip away.
Once inside, the Dutch team behaved differently. They marveled at the strange equipment. After their initial curiosity waned, they focused on the L-shaped latches. There was at least one in every passageway. They set upon these with an eagerness Malena found distasteful. She’d gathered that these people were a somewhat different sort than the XCU team. They were more profit-oriented. They were mercenaries, just as Haak had said, paid on the basis of how much X they could loot.
Greed gleamed in their eyes as they pried open the first hatch. It was a relatively easy one, being located in the floor. The interior chamber behind the entrance was a disappointment however. It was mostly empty. They did find a set of strange spindle-like objects with needle-like tips and rubbery bulbs attached to them. Malena had no idea what it did—and neither did anyone else. But they took a few along.
Their job was to grab what they could and take it back to labs that would figure out the purpose in time. They wrapped up their finds quickly with foam and tape then stuffed them into their packs. Soon, the party was moving again, headed deeper into the ship.
“My senses are all tingly in here,” Haak said happily. “But I feel we’re too low to reach our goal. Should we go up?”
Malena considered lying. But she figured it was a waste of valuable time. If she didn’t lead Haak to the big ball of X they’d found, they would simply keep looking for it. That would mean more time spent inside this dangerous ship. Her best course of action was to get them to the spot where they’d left the sphere as quickly as possible.
“No,” she said. “We need to go down a level and then follow the central passage to across the ship’s interior. The sphere should be there, near a shaft.”
Tanner tossed her a glance, but she ignored it. Haak eyed the two of them for a moment, and then nodded. “We’ll go down then. Get out the climbing equipment, team.”
There was a chorus of groans. Malena couldn’t blame them. They’d already lost one member and bumped and cut themselves on a dozen obstacles in the bizarre passageway.
A few minutes later, they reached the first shaft. The Dutch stared down into the abyss unhappily. Malena enjoyed a grim smile at their expense. Her pleasure was short-lived, however.
“You first,” he said, waving the accelerator at her.
Tanner stepped forward. “Why her?”
“Because she told me the truth. Now that I know where the X is, and she’s the least important member of this team.”
“What do you mean the least important?”
“We don’t need a sensitive now. I need firepower, muscle and experience. She’s got none of those. She’s expendable, so she’s my new scout.”
Tanner’s face darkened and he opened his mouth to protest. Malena stopped him with a touch to the shoulder.
“It’s all right, Tanner,” she said. “If they’re all too scared to go down, I’m happy to lead the way.”
Haak chuckled at this. The Dutch team watched her skeptically as she worked the tackle and attached a line to her belt. She set up a belay device and began to rappel downward. She moved down the wall quickly, but safely, flashing her lights in every direction in case one of those blades was positioned to cut her line. She’d done enough climbing to feel at home on a line, but not inside a shaft full of metal obstacles.
“Well done so far,” Haak said watching her from above.
“I’ll go next,” Tanner said.
“Sorry,” Haak said, “can’t indulge any protective instincts today.”
“Why not?”
“Because the moment both of you are out of my sight you’re as good as gone, that’s why. Sophie will go next.”
Malena continued moving downward. The last hops she did slowly. Coming down to another intersection was terrifying, despite the display of bravado she’d put on in front of the team. She was effectively alone now, and the passageways were dark. Anything could be hiding down here, waiting for her.
She unclipped the line as soon as she had her balance, then scrambled for the nearest cover. Crouched between a few large hunks of metal, she snapped off her primary lights and tried to control her breathing. She listened to the echoing shaft and passages. Distant voices from above seemed to bounce off the walls and gained a metallic, echoing quality. She used her headset as well, looking for major contacts of X.
There it was! She could feel it like a spidery presence in her mind. The sphere was not far now. Only a hundred meters or so, probably one more level down.
But she picked up other contacts near the sphere. The powerful sensation of the sphere dominated the others, but didn’t wipe them out completely. It was like picking out the delicate scent of pine needles—which was exactly how she perceived these smaller contacts. They were hints of pine to her. What were they?
The more she thought about it, the more fearful she became. The contacts she was sensing could be some kind of apparatus used by the visitors. They could be weapons. Or maybe they needed gear to breathe Earth’s atmosphere. Surely, such equipment would be powered by a trace amount of X. Was that what she was sensing? A pack of aliens, clustered around the X?
Another thought impinged on her mind as someone else came down the line. She could see the flashing lights above, even through her closed eyelids. The new thought was this: why was the X so low in the ship? It shouldn’t be this far down. Tanner and she had left the sphere closer to ground level. She felt certain that if they went down deeper, they would be too deep. They could not have gotten out of the ship by opening a nearby hatch if it had been so far down. All the hatches down there had to be sealed shut by the mud of the swamp outside. A million tons of earth was piled up out there, packed around the ship like it was a vast spearhead jammed into the ground.
That’s when it all really sunk in: the sphere had been moved. Moved by somebody—something. And there were contacts now, small ones, all around it.
“What’s your problem?” a female voice asked.
A hand shook her shoulder. Malena snapped her eyes open and lifted her pistol. She put it in Sophie’s startled face.
For a moment, both women froze. Sophie’s hand was on her accelerator, but she’d secured it on her belt before making the descent. There was no way she could pull it out in time.
Malena studied her face. The woman was brave. She didn’t know if she was about to live or die—and frankly, neither did Malena. She tried to think clearly, to weigh her options. She could take the accelerator and threaten the rest of the team with it, demanding they give her Tanner. That might or might not work. With Haak in charge, he might just kill Tanner and kick his corpse down the shaft to show he meant business.
Under the best of circumstances, however, Malena realized she would be left down here in this dark metal pit. With or without Tanner, it wouldn’t be a good situation for her. She didn’t have much equipment.
She calculated they would both be safer staying with the group for now. If the visitors had gathered around the sphere and moved it to a secure location, it was going to take all of them to stay alive in this ship.
She lowered her gun, taking it out of Sophie’s face. “Sorry,” she said. “You startled me. I was using my headset. I’ve got a fix on the sphere’s location.”
Sophie blinked and breathed more easily. “Don’t fuck with me like that again,” she said with a hoarse voice. “Or I’ll shove that gun in your guts and pull the trigger until it’s empty.”
Malena shrugged disinterestedly. Sophie removed her line and threw it back into the shaft. Unseen hands reeled it back up into the darkness. A few minutes later, the entire team was down in the passageway around Malena, and she felt better about her odds of survival.
Haak came down last. He looked around, then tilted his head to one side and looked at Malena in askance. “Well?”
“I thought you didn’t need me anymore.”
He frowned. “I can search every shaft and passage, or you can tell me which way to go.”
She pointed down the shaft. “It’s down another level. I’ve got a fix on it now.”
“Another level? That puts it farther down than you said.”
She nodded and stared at him. It took him several seconds to catch on.
“Oh,” he said. “You mean someone moved it?”
“Yeah, looks that way.”
Malena expected a look of fear to cross Haak’s face. She’d been looking forward to watching the spectacle, in fact. But she was disappointed.
“Weapons out, team. Check your ammo, we might be going in hot now. I suspect another team is working this site. I guess it was only a matter of time.”
“Who do you think it is?” Sophie asked. She had her accelerator out, and was anxious to use it.
“I’d put my money on the Chinese. They’ve been very aggressive lately. They have geological survey boats all over the Gulf to act as cover. Our intel says they were only a dozen miles off the coast when we arrived.”
“Bastards,” whispered Sophie.
Malena frowned at all of them. Not one of them had considered the idea it was the aliens themselves that had moved the sphere. But the more she thought about it, the more she realized they might be right. If it had been the aliens, wouldn’t they have taken it up higher in the ship, seeking to put it back where it had been removed? They could power their barrier again with that thing. Also, she’d noted a number of smaller X contacts. That might very well correspond to another team like this one, using small tech gadgets run by tiny quantities of X.
Whatever the case, she wasn’t consulted in the matter. The team was on the move again, heading down the nearest shaft. At least they’d stopped prying open every small hatch they came across. With the big score so near and possibly moving away from them, they were finally focused on their primary goal.
Sophie pulled out one of the artifacts they’d found earlier, before they’d come down to this level. Experimentally, she squeezed one of the flopping little bulbs that encircled the central unit of the alien device. The needle at the tip suddenly fountained a tiny amount of oily liquid.
Watching this, Malena suddenly understood what these objects were. They had to be syringes. She smiled and shook her head. They’d plundered an alien medical kit.
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Even when everyone knows what they’re doing, vertical travel down alien shafts takes time. The team couldn’t afford to go all at once, not even in an emergency situation. To do so would leave them vulnerable. Caught on what amounted to a metal cliff face, they could be slaughtered if any rival group appeared. Malena understood the logic, but she didn’t enjoy the slow pace. As a team of two, she and Tanner had made better time.
While they waited their turn, Tanner approached her. He sat beside her, but watched the others as they worked their equipment and made the descent one at a time.
“When it comes down to it,” he said quietly, “you can’t hesitate.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ll know.”
“You mean you’re going to try to break free of the group?”
He finally looked at her and shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe. I’m talking about when we get hit. This is looking bad to me. This site is getting crowded. We’ve got Haak’s team, plus others in the field. Don’t forget the frozen visitors and the one with the missing hand. That’s way too many players. We’ll all run into each other at some point. Things might not go like they did with the Cubans. We might be the team that gets wacked next time.”
The more Malena thought about it the more she didn’t like it. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the next bloody ambush—especially if she was on the losing side.
“What are you trying to tell me? Shoot the second I see trouble?”
“Not exactly,” he said. “You did pretty well against that alien machine. I’m just warning you that I think we’ll be in action again soon. When things go bad, a person usually gets a second or two to react. Of course, the first guy to get hit doesn’t get that time, he’s just screwed. But the rest of the team gets a chance. Not long, just time enough to make a single fast decision. Go with your gut like you did before, and you might survive. Freeze up, think about your options, and you’ll die.”
“Uh, thanks,” she said.
Tanner nodded and got up. He patted her shoulder. His hand lingered a second before he moved away.
Haak had begun eyeing them by this time. When they parted, his attention went back to his team.
Malena thought about what Tanner was trying to tell her. He seemed to think he’d given her some kind of critical insight to survival. Maybe he had. She decided to try to remember what he’d said. After all, she’d been in action a few times now, but he was a veteran.
One chance, one choice, go with your gut. Move and move fast. More than ever, she wished she’d gone through whatever training program agents were typically given. She really felt like she needed it now.
Her turn came next. She rappelled down to the next level. Somehow, she didn’t like it down there. The air was cooler—even cold and dank. There was moisture on the metal walls. Droplets of cold water were clinging to the sharpest points of steel, occasionally dripping off into the darkness far below. How long was this ship? It seemed like it must be a mile in length. She had no idea how deep these shafts were, or what was at the bottom of them.
She felt with her mind for the small bits of X she’d sensed down here, clustered in a tight region. Haak demanded to know what was ahead, and she told him what she could.
“They haven’t moved since we came down here,” she said, “that much I know.”
“All right. Sophie, you’re on point. Keep that accelerator hot.”
The redhead moved forward gamely. Sophie didn’t hesitate, not for a second. Malena watched her, impressed. She moved from cover to cover, obstacle to obstacle, down the long passageway. It seemed to Malena that this passage was different from the others that were higher up. There were still the same familiar assortment of shapes, but they were bigger down here. The anvils were three feet high and the clusters of wicked, spiraling blades had twice as many tines. Each cluster resembled a stag’s rack of antlers built of knives.
“Latch,” Sophie called back. “No hostile contact.”
Haak waved his crew forward. They moved quickly, one at a time. Everyone held their weapons with white-knuckled hands.
They didn’t see the big ball of X. What they did see was another large latch on the floor of the passageway. The latch was L-shaped like all the others—but bigger. The door it opened was at least six feet wide.
“Two forward, two aft,” Haak said. “Everyone else spin this latch open.”
They set to working on it, and had it open after two minutes of grunting and straining. They had to put their backs into it, placing their combat boots on handy anvils and pushing with their arms, butts or shoulders—any way they could get leverage.
Slowly, the big latch twisted open like a clock hand being forced to move. It squeaked and groaned. Malena couldn’t help but wonder at the power of the creatures who used these latches as simple door handles. Were these easy to open for them? Could just one of them do it unaided?
Finally, the latch clicked. Getting the door open was the next challenge. In most cases, gravity had helped open hatches. Now, it worked against them. They had to lift the full weight of the circular door, since it was in the floor of the passageway. They used everything they had, but muscle alone wasn’t enough. They had to set up a winch to get it open. Fortunately, the walls were adorned with plenty of things to anchor the equipment.
Haak waved Sophie forward again. He stood well back from the edge.
Crouching, Sophie crawled up to the lip of the hatchway and stared downward. Her face was bathed in a yellow light. Her eyes were big, and she didn’t speak.
“Well?” Haak demanded. He watched her with compressed lips. His accelerator was in his hands and ready to fire.
Sophie turned and looked at him. “I think its gold. Gold and jewels.”
Whatever Haak had been expecting her to report, this wasn’t it. His demeanor changed immediately. He strode quickly to her side and gazed down into the chamber under the passageway. A smile appeared on his face then, one of the first Malena had ever seen there.
Haak gripped the sides of the hatchway and swung himself down into it. The rest of the team circled around, looking down.
Malena couldn’t resist any longer. She stepped up and looked over their shoulders.
The scene inside the chamber wasn’t what she’d been expecting. She’d thought perhaps it was some kind of lost treasury, like a pirate’s buried cache. What she saw instead reminded her of museum storerooms. There were shelves of a sort, built all of metal of course. These shelves were embedded at even intervals in the walls of the chamber. What was most interesting was the gleaming objects on the shelves they did have an amber cast to them. They were filled with golden light and the greenish objects inside were jewel-like, but cut into rectangular shapes.
“What are they?” she heard herself asking.
“Loot,” answered a big man named Carl. “This is what we came for.”
He jumped down into the hatch without being told to. Haak didn’t seem to mind. He was busy pulling a few of the jewels out. He examined one, then dropped it on the floor of the chamber. It shattered there like glass.
The rest of the team pressed forward. Malena went with them. She had to see what these things were. As she slipped down into the open hatchway, she saw that Tanner remained in the passageway. He was just sitting there in the dark, leaning against a wall.
Malena dropped into the chamber and approached the farthest wall. She touched the array of rectangular objects delicately. They resembled glass slides such as she’d worked with in microbiology classes. Each had jewel-like nodules embedded within it. She pulled one out of its golden encasement and the entire array sparked and flickered. Were these slides interacting somehow? She wasn’t sure.
The piece she’d withdrawn was lovely. It reminded her of geological specimens she’d seen in college. This one was a mix of green with traceries of gold between the green spots. It was like a piece of liquid amber with emeralds embedded, cut into slices by a lathe.
“What are these things, Haak?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Computer wafers, probably. As far as I’m concerned they’re garbage. I see a marble of X powering the connective racks. Everyone take apart one of these things and put the X power source into my pouch for safe keeping. If we can’t find Miss Marin’s fabled lodestone, we’ll at least have something to take back with us. But move fast. We’re out of here in five.”
All around the chamber, the team tackled the boxes. They withdrew one jeweled slice after another. In most cases, they simply dropped the artifacts on the floor and let them smash there. Malena winced at each tinkling crash. It seemed like such a waste to her. She took the opportunity to secure several of them in her pack. No one seemed to notice or care.
But when she’d removed most of the wafers, she saw a marble-sized ball of X in the back. As she reached for it a gloved hand slapped hers down. The blow stung, and she withdrew her hand.
Sophie stepped forward and ripped out the X with a grunt. She waved her accelerator under Malena’s nose.
“No stealing now,” she said. “That’s our X. Keep your hands off.”
Malena felt like punching her. The two women glowered at one another. She watched as Sophie stowed the X then flashed Malena a final, taunting smile.
“Who’s up top?” Haak called. “Put down the line, please.”
Nothing happened. Malena moved forward, frowning. “Tanner?”
Silence.
Haak’s expression changed. “He’s run off. Figures. I’m surprised he waited so long. Sophie, jump up there and get the line, please. Adrian, give her a leg up.”
The two moved forward and operated like an experienced pair of gymnasts. They’d clearly practiced the maneuver, and it showed.
Sophie was launched up through the hatchway. She had her accelerator on her hip. They all watched quietly. Malena could hear every ringing step of Sophie’s boots up there, walking on the hull above them. A line was tossed down.
“Anchored,” Sophie said, her voice echoing from above.
Then she said something else. No one caught it. Haak frowned and grabbed the line. He looked up into the dark hatchway.
“What was that? Report.”
Silence.
For the first time, Malena saw Haak look worried. He hung onto the line and stared up through the hatch. The rest of the team drew weapons. They all stared at the big round hole in the ceiling.
“Sophie, have you made contact?” Haak asked, using his radio. “Report, please.”
After another moment of silence, the big guy named Carl stepped forward. “I’ll go,” he said.
Haak waved him away. He motioned toward Malena. “Use your headset. She’s got X on her. Where is she?”
Malena closed her eyes for a second. She didn’t feel anything outside the chamber they were in. She shook her head. “I can’t sense anything past these walls. Maybe they’re blocking the contacts somehow.”
Haak nodded. “Same here.” He waved Carl forward.
The big man walked up and gave the line a hard yank. To everyone’s surprise, it didn’t pull taut. Instead, it gave slack. It began coming down, coiling into Carl’s face.
“It’s wet,” he said.
He pulled again, and reeled it in. At the end of the line was a surprise no one wanted to see. Boots came into view first, then legs wearing fatigues. They were shapely, muscular legs. Carl reached up with a croaking cry and tried to take Sophie down gently. But the line went taut again when her waist appeared.
Malena saw the accelerator there, dangling from her belt. Sophie had never even drawn it. She hadn’t liked Sophie, but now she didn’t want her to be dead.
The line ran with blood and Sophie’s legs dangled down into the chamber loosely. “I think she has a pulse still,” shouted Carl. “Help me up. I have to get her down.”
Two volunteers came forward. Haak stood well back and held his accelerator at the ready. Malena drew her own weapon and did the same.
Sophie was unconscious at the very least. The lower half of her body was in view, bent backward. There was a rotten sounding snap as they tried to pull her the rest of the way down.
“Her spine cracked,” someone said.
“I didn’t pull that hard!” Carl insisted.
“She’s gone,” Haak said. “Withdraw and regroup.”
A soft moan from above brought all their eyes to the hatchway.
“That’s her,” Carl said. “She’s still alive.”
Suddenly, his eyes left Sophie’s dangling legs. He searched the group, and fixed on Malena. Their eyes met, and she knew in a shocking instant what he was thinking. There was dark murder in his eyes.
He strode toward her, his hands uplifted like claws. Each of his gloved fingers were stained dark with Sophie’s blood.
“It was Tanner, wasn’t it?” he roared. “He’s up there, planning to pick us off one at a time. He may have my woman, but I will have his!”
Haak shouted something, but no one listened. For once, he’d lost control of his team.
When Carl was a single step away, Malena recalled what Tanner had told her less than an hour ago. Had he known this moment would come?
She went with her gut. She lifted her gun and fired.
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The crack of her 9mm was amazingly loud in the enclosed metal chamber. They’d all been so quiet up until that moment, trying to listen and learn what stalked them up above—the contrast was shocking.
Carl’s step faltered, but he didn’t slump down. Instead, he batted away Malena’s gun. She was a fit woman, but the Dutchman was much stronger. He grabbed her and lifted her off her feet like a child. He slammed her once against the wall. Her skull hit the metal with a clang that resounded in her mind. She saw a flash of light inside her head, but didn’t lose consciousness. Her gun clattered to the floor.
For a long second or two, Malena wondered if she was about to die. Carl was clearly out of his mind with rage. He must have had a thing going with Sophie, a private relationship outside the professional.
As he jerked Malena forward, feet still in the air, and slammed her into the wall again, she had time to wonder how he’d taken a bullet square in the chest and kept coming. Just before her head hit the second time, she thought she knew the answer: the Dutch team had smart clothing, the same as she did. Or at least this man did. Maybe it was only a flak jacket, but it had done the job. He’d been slowed, but not deterred. She should have aimed for the head.
Slam!
When her head hit and bounced the second time, she tasted an explosion of blood in her mouth. Instead of flashing light, she saw a black hole of darkness open in her mind. She was almost swallowed up by it—but she held onto consciousness.
She clawed at her belt for her knife, she found it, but it was snapped into place. She tried to get it free, but her fingers were like rubber.
A few seconds later, she was set down upon the ground again. Her knees wanted to buckle, but she stayed on her feet through an effort of will. When her eyes and mind could focus again, she saw Haak was holding his accelerator at Carl’s throat. “Your enemy is in the passageway, man!” Haak shouted. “Take it up with him.”
Carl gave Malena one last venomous glance, then turned and went back to Sophie, whose legs still dangled from the hatchway with the others circled tensely below. He reached up and took the accelerator off Sophie’s belt.
“Carl?” Haak asked. “What are you—?”
He got no further before the chamber was bathed in blue fire. Carl aimed Sophie’s weapon up into ceiling and fired. He held the trigger down, letting it burn through the steel and into passageway above.
“Tanner!” Malena called out. In that instant she realized she was in agreement with Carl, and the idea shocked her: Could Tanner really have done it? Could he be so callous as to ambush Sophie and dangle her dying body into their midst, like a fisherman baiting a hook? She hoped it wasn’t true.
She could see light up in the passageway now. The accelerator had burned through and was glowing brightly, fountaining sparks like a welder’s torch. Molten steel dribbled down and orange sparks sprayed everywhere. The chamber filled with the hot smell of vaporized metal.
Abruptly, the show ended. Carl was holding his arm, and the accelerator clattered on the floor. Haak had knocked it out of his hand. He scooped it up and handed it to another member of his team.
“We don’t have time for this shit!” he screamed at them. “You’re not cowboys. Don’t act like them. I expect professionalism.”
Haak proceeded to shout orders at them in Dutch. They responded as if stung, and began moving. Two stood at the bottom of the hatchway. Two more climbed up their bodies. They pulled out small objects from their packs and threw them up into the passageway above.
It took a second for Malena to realize they’d thrown flash-grenades. She covered her eyes as the passageway above glared with white light. She thought she heard something up there. A heavy grunting sound, such as a surprised animal or man might make.
The commandos used one another to climb like acrobats, quickly moving up into the open space above. Haak walked nervously under them. Their bodies twisted and they grunted as they levered themselves around, aiming guns with mounted flashlights into the gloom above.
“Clear,” shouted the one of the left.
The second scout, who was climbing right over Sophie’s body, didn’t speak right away. Instead, he fired his weapon. It was a short burst, but it made Malena jump. She put her back to the nearest wall, wiped the sweat and blood from her face, and found her gun again. She held it to her cheek.
“What’s going on, Dekker?”
“Clear sir—I thought I saw movement…but I think it’s clear now.”
Sophie’s body slid free a moment later. She fell bonelessly, landing with an awful thud on the deck. Carl knelt beside her, placing two fingers on her neck.
“She’s gone,” he said. He gave Malena another murderous look.
Malena dropped her eyes. She wanted to deny the accusations. Tanner hadn’t seemed the type to murder people over X. He wasn’t like Haak—or worse than Haak. But she reminded herself she didn’t know him all that well. They’d only met a few days before. She was sure every woman who married a murderer was shocked when she learned the truth. She felt uncertain and sickened.
She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to sense what was out there. The chamber’s walls blocked her. She could sense the X they’d stolen from this chamber. They all had a ball or two of it in their packs. She could sense the two accelerators, too. But she couldn’t tell what was beyond these walls.
“Get me up into the passageway,” she said. “Maybe I can find out what’s going on up there.”
The two scouts threw down lines. They were hauled up quickly one by one into the passageway. Again, Malena was impressed by their practiced movements. Now that they were in undeniable danger, they were sharper than ever. She envied their training and expertise. Next to these people, she was an amateur.
The passageway was empty. After Sophie’s death, the group was noticeably more serious. They didn’t smile or talk about their fortunes anymore. Some of them glared at Malena, and Haak caught on. He walked up to her when they were about to begin their next descent. He put out his hand.
“Your weapon, please.”
Malena looked at the hand unhappily. “I didn’t kill Sophie. I don’t think Tanner did either.”
“Maybe not, but you did shoot Carl. Hand it over.”
“Carl was kicking my ass!”
He smirked unsympathetically. His fingers rubbed together under her nose. In his other hand he held the accelerator tensely. She couldn’t help thinking about that weapon. She knew it would burn right through her smart clothing in a millisecond, while her gun was only good for headshots.
“I don’t want to be defenseless down here,” she said. “You haven’t seen these visitors yet.”
Haak laughed. A few others behind him also chuckled. They were all busy with equipment, but they were listening closely.
“I’ve seen plenty of aliens,” he said.
Finally, she put the gun in his hand. He stowed it and moved to the shaft.
“We’re going down another deck in the ship,” he told her. “You’ll lead the way again. If Tanner kills you—no loss. If he grabs you and escapes, well, I’d rather that than lose another agent.”
“Tanner didn’t do this,” Malena insisted.
“Your opinions are less interesting to me than you may think.”
Annoyed and worried, she took the line, attached it to her belt and worked the belay device. The whole way down she wondered if they would simply cut her loose and let her drop. She went slowly, grabbing handholds here and there on the way down just in case they did.
She looked up as she went over the edge. Carl was there, holding her line, paying it out. He had put himself in charge of managing her descent. This did nothing to make her feel better.
Half way down, she heard loud noises above her—gunfire. The shaft overhead boomed and flashed. The reports echoed, and shouts rang out.
Malena reached out and found a set of anvil-like footholds. She clung to these, feeling like a child on a ladder built for adults. The holds were too big and too far apart, but they were all she had.
The line went slack a moment later. Had Carl finally gotten his way? Had he cut her line? Was there an argument about what to do with her?
She didn’t know and she wasn’t given time to think about these things. As Tanner had said, hesitation could kill. She took the slack in her line and wound it around one of the anvils. They looked like cleats and they functioned well as tie-offs for rappelling wire.
Something flew past her. She gasped as it brushed her back. That was a body! Someone had fallen—headfirst by the look of things. A moment later, the line snapped tight again.
“Fall!” she shouted. It was an automatic reaction. Any climber knew enough to shout a warning when someone slipped. Normally, the climbing equipment would prevent someone from falling all the way to the bottom, but they might hit more unsuspecting climbers on the way down, creating a chain reaction.
The group above was too busy in their own struggles to worry about a fall now, however. There were three more popping shots, a few shouts, then silence.
Malena’s line was too tight now to proceed downward. She was effectively attached to the other climber, and the line had gone taut. She would have communicated with the team members, but right now, she was too rattled to trust them. She had no idea if this was a plot to kill her, or the team had been ambushed, or what.
She looked at the tight line for several seconds, thinking hard. She realized she was hesitating. She had to do something. She reached out and secured the line. Whoever was dangling down below her wasn’t talking, but she didn’t want to drop them. She tied off the line and disconnected herself.
Now she felt a new sensation, a new kind of fear. She was clinging to a surface which, while not sheer, was at a steep angle. It was dark, she was unarmed and she had no safety line.
Feeling her muscles stiffen with fright, she decided to get moving. She felt her way downward, using the toe of her boot to find the next foothold, then moving her hands one at a time. Slowly, she worked her way down into darkness.
When she reached the passageway, it was eerily quiet in the ship. The sounds of battle above her had ceased. No one called out her name. No one said anything she could make out.
Malena felt a terrible sense of loneliness overcome her. As far as she knew, she was the last human alive on this nightmarish ship. If there were others, they might well want to kill her anyway. She had to struggle with her mind for a moment, organizing her thoughts before she got moving again.
Using her flashlight with her hand cupped over it to dim the light, she walked down the passage. She froze when she saw an open hatchway in the eastern wall. Who had opened this door? It was big, and probably would have taken more than one man to get the latch to spin.
There was a dim yellow glow coming from the open hatch. She switched off her own flashlight both to save the batteries and to keep from giving away her position to anyone who might be looking for her. If she met with anyone, she wanted it to be her choice now.
She hoped to find Tanner, and hoped he was okay. She wanted to call out for him, but she had no idea who might hear her.
Malena decided she was on her own for now. She crept forward and looked into the chamber with the wide open hatchway. Even before she looked, she knew what she would see. Cold emanated from the hatch. It stung her cheek as if she’d opened a freezer. White rime circled the hatch and wisps of frosty vapor wafted all around it.
There were familiar shapes inside the chamber. Huge metal coffins were arranged in neat rows, with glass windows over the face of each. She’d seen these artifacts before on her previous foray into the ship.
What was different this time was the state of the capsules. Several of them stood open—and empty.
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“Why did you open it?” asked a voice in the darkness.
Startled, Malena backed away from the hatch. She threw herself on the floor and crawled between the metal obstacles.
Why had she been such a fool? The open hatch was a light source. By approaching it and standing there in the yellowy glow she’d made a perfect target of herself.
“Malena?”
She froze. “Tanner?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
Malena got up slowly, looking for him. She saw him now, a shadow in the passageway. He was perhaps a hundred feet away. His hands were down at his sides, but he looked crouched, ready. She could tell he wasn’t in a trusting mood any more than she was.
“Why’d you open it?” he asked again.
“I didn’t. It was open when I got here.”
“That’s bad.”
Both had relaxed somewhat and Tanner approached her. They were speaking quietly, as neither wanted unseen ears to overhear them.
“Where is the rest of Haak’s crew?” Tanner asked.
“Did you hear that firefight one level up?”
“I heard gunfire, but didn’t know exactly where it was coming from.”
“I heard it to. I thought maybe it was you, ambushing them.”
Tanner shook his head. They both stood in the glow of the open hatch. She knew it wasn’t a good place to be, but she couldn’t stop staring at the yawning, empty capsules. There had been visitors in there—but now they were gone. They had to be somewhere on the ship.
She eyed Tanner, wondering about Sophie. She didn’t know quite how to bring up the topic. “We should get out of here,” she said.
“Yeah. Which way though? The way out is up, but both Haak’s team and the visitors seem to be in that direction. If we go down deeper into the ship, we’ll be underground and won’t be able to get out.”
She nodded. “What if we hide on this level until the fighting stops? It’s pretty quiet up there now.”
“Sit tight and hope they’ll wipe each other out?” Tanner asked, smiling grimly. He shook his head. “One side will prove stronger—let’s hope it’s the Dutch team because the winning group will come down here after that.”
“Why here?”
“Because this is where the X is.”
He beckoned and she followed him into the gloom. A dozen paces later, she grabbed her temples and applied pressure. She’d been stricken with a sudden headache. She knew that headache well.
“It’s here,” she said. “But where?”
“I hid it in a small side-chamber. I rolled it in there and shut the hatch.”
He showed her a much smaller latch, playing a flashlight over it. The metal L-shaped latch gleamed dully.
She looked at the hatch for a moment, then turned to stare at him.
“What?” he said.
“Did you kill Sophie?”
Tanner looked startled. “No. She’s dead?”
She quickly explained the circumstances. He nodded. “Clearly, it was the visitors. They aren’t too thrilled about us running around inside their ship.”
“Why haven’t they attacked us before? I mean, except for the one that ambushed us at the exit. If they’ve been around all this time, they’re being pretty cautious.”
“I think we awakened just one at first. Maybe he was the watchman or the captain, I don’t know. Maybe some computer woke him up to make decisions. Then we surprised him and you blew his hand off. He was outside the ship after that, and maybe it took a while for him to get into the ship again. Now though, there seem to be a lot of them waking up. I’m not sure how that happened.”
They heard a cracking sound nearby. The clang of metal striking metal followed. Both of them ducked down and doused their lights.
A moment later, a blue streak of fire lanced down the passageway over their heads. Tanner scuttled away from it, and she followed. Neither of them was armed; their only option was to run.
Another bolt came at them from the opposite end of the passageway. They were already on their hands and knees, but now they were crawling. They came back to the big hatch with the open, glowing yellow interior.
“We’re trapped,” Tanner hissed to her. “They’re at both ends of the tunnel.”
“Why don’t they just charge in and kill us?”
“They’re testing to see if we return fire. When we don’t, they’ll become braver, don’t worry.”
Malena looked around herself with desperate eyes. She stared into the open hatchway. She looked at Tanner and he nodded.
“We don’t have anywhere else to go,” he said.
Both of them got up and scrambled into the open hatchway. The chamber inside was large and filled with rows of capsules, some of which yawned open. Behind them, three more bolts of fire lanced down the passageway in both directions. They sizzled and hissed where they struck the walls and the odd metal projections that thrust up from every surface.
They reached out desperate hands and began hauling on the hatch door, trying to close it. At first, it didn’t want to move. Then it began slowly closing with a groaning sound of heavy metal hinges. More bolts spat out, striking the circular door. Bits of molten metal like silver candlewax splashed them.
Malena shrieked briefly when one bead of metal landed on the skin over her collarbone. She could feel it burning its way down into her flesh.
“Were you hit?” Tanner asked.
“Just pull!”
They kept pulling and at last the door was swinging easily, less than a foot from closing. Then the bolts stopped coming and she heard a new sound, one that was even more frightening than being shot at by accelerators.
Footsteps. It couldn’t be anything else. The tread was impossibly heavy, sounding more like an elephant’s charge than a running man. The steps took too long between beats, as if the owner of those feet took vast leaps with each stride. The steps thumped down rhythmically in the passageway outside with deep, resounding notes.
Roaring and red-faced, Tanner and she heaved the door shut and spun the latch. Almost immediately, it began spinning the opposite direction. Tanner’s hands were knocked away from the latch. He grabbed it again. When it was going down, he couldn’t hold it. But when it began an upward arc, he hung from it with all his weight. The latch continued to spin open, but more slowly. Tanner was lifted from the floor and still he hung on, straining and making animal sounds of effort.
Malena realized he was being overpowered like a child. Whatever was on the other side of that hatch, it was huge and possessed strength beyond that of any man.
“There’s a pin,” she said. She reached behind the spinning latch, past Tanner’s straining body, and slid a locking pin into the mechanism. Like a wheel with a spike in the axel, the latch clanged and froze in place.
Both she and Tanner slumped against the hatch, their sides heaving with exertion. There was a sheen of sweat on both of them. Malena could feel the burn in her shoulder again, where the bead of metal had burrowed its way into her, cauterizing the flesh an inch or more deep.
They listened at the hatch tensely, but heard nothing for a time. Then finally, they thought they heard the thud of slow steps heading away from them.
“We should be safe for now,” Tanner whispered.
“Yeah, for now.”
“Where did you get hit?”
She pulled her collar aside and he eyed the spot.
“Looks like an incendiary wound. Your arm still works, right?”
She nodded and demonstrated, rotating her shoulder wincing with pain.
“No bleeding. Just a burn hole. You’ll be fine for now. They’ll dig that out when we get home to XCU. We have excellent surgeons. They can even hide the scar if you want.”
Malena nodded and gulped in air. She didn’t want to think about that now. She didn’t entirely believe they would make it out of this ship, but she planned to die trying.
“How long until they figure out they can burn their way through these walls?” she asked.
“What?”
She explained Carl’s rage and how he’d burned a hole in the ceiling to get Sophie’s killer.
“Hmm. I hadn’t thought about that. They could come through if they want to. But I don’t think they’ll try it.”
“Why not?”
Tanner gestured toward the capsules. “These are their people. We’ve got hostages. If they burn their way in, they might hit the capsules.”
Malena had a sudden, terrifying thought. She looked around the room with darting eyes.
“What is it now?” Tanner asked.
“You’re right about them burning their way in, but I’ve got a new possibility to worry about. What if there’s another entrance to this chamber, and they’re going there to open it right now?”
Tanner’s eyes widened. They got moving without any more conversation. They both searched the chamber looking behind each sarcophagus and bulky instrument. There were large metal things here, one for each capsule. These squatty devices looked like fireplugs the size of garbage cans. They had huge hoses, made of flexible metal tubing, which ran from the floor to the device and then to a capsule. To Malena, they were clearly some kind of control system for the capsules. Liquids and gasses could be heard inside, gurgling and pumping. They were cold and gave off frosty vapors.
It was about then Malena realized she was quite cold, and growing colder by the minute. The sweaty chase had left her warmed up, but now she was cooling rapidly. The perspiration on her forehead and arms had turned cold and begun to chill her. She shivered.
“I know,” said Tanner, rejoining her in the midst of the chamber. “This place is basically an icebox. We can’t stay here forever, we’ll freeze. But I didn’t see another way in.”
“Neither did I,” she said, moving to one of capsules that was still occupied. She brushed away the frost on the little window covering the face. She tried to peer inside, but she could only see a huge, shadowy head. She couldn’t make out much in the way of features, except to say they were exceedingly ugly. If she had to make a comparison, she thought the face resembled that of a cathedral gargoyle.
Then her eyes strayed to the slot to one side of the capsule’s window. She recognized the slot and the object inside. It was a golden metallic color and contained a single rectangular sheet of what looked like colored glass or quartz.
“I’ve seen these before,” she said, digging in her pack. She showed Tanner the artifact, and explained she’d taken it when the Dutch team had been smashing them on the floor.
Tanner frowned at the object. “What is it?”
“Haak said he thought it was some kind of computer wafer.”
He looked alarmed, and handed it back to her. He walked to the nearest capsule that stood open and examined it. Malena followed him.
“See here?” he said, pointing at the slot next to the missing creature’s head. “The internal light is dead. There’s no soft glow—no power.”
She examined the wafer in its slot. Tanner was right. This one was dead. She shrugged.
“Maybe it’s been disconnected. Maybe when the capsule opens, they turn themselves off.”
“Maybe,” Tanner admitted. “Or maybe when Haak’s people threw these around, they caused a system fault and released more visitors.”
Malena slowly nodded. It made a lot of sense. But they had smashed hundreds of these things. How many visitors were awake now? There was no way to tell.
Tanner walked to each of the capsules in turn. Soon he called her over.
“See this one? The visitor is still in there, but capsule appears to be switched off. What do you think?”
She examined the system. “I think the creature is dead. I think a lot of them are dead. If I had to guess, I’d say Haak’s people unwittingly disconnected their life support systems.”
“Hell of a way to introduce yourself to your new neighbors, isn’t it?”
Malena didn’t know what to say. But in her mind, her estimation of the odds they’d leave this ship alive had just lowered significantly.
-27-
Malena and Tanner walked from capsule to capsule, eyeing the frozen inhabitants. There weren’t any indicator lights on the icy coffins. If humans had built these things, there would have been rows of readouts, data, flashing numbers and maybe heartbeat monitors. With these alien systems, there was only a soft glow on the active ones, along with a gentle gurgling sound.
Tanner tapped on the glass of the one he was examining. There was no response.
“We’ve got a hard decision to make,” he said.
“Whether to stay or try to break out?”
He shook his head. “No. The question is what we’re going to do with these capsules. If we stay here for long, they could open on us. We could have a pissed-off thousand pound visitor come out swinging.”
“What can we do about that?”
“I think these glass-slide things—the wafers—I think if we pulled them out of these life support systems they would be disabled.”
She looked at him in horror.
“I’m just saying. This is about survival now. We know they aren’t going to talk, I don’t even know if they can talk. But they’re going to kill us if they can.”
“Tanner, we invaded their ship. We’ve done a lot of damage, but we couldn’t possibly kill them when they’re helpless like this. That would be totally wrong.”
He shrugged and nodded. “Yes. You’re right about that. It was just a thought. Just something I figured I should throw out there. The question is: how badly do you want to stay alive?”
“Not badly enough to kill helpless beings who might become a danger to us. If they come at us shooting and swinging, that’s one thing. But murdering them in their sleep—that’s too much. Have you thought about the bigger implications here? I mean, what have we done already? Have we started some kind of war? Do they consider us all to be savages now?”
Tanner scratched his head and threw up his hands. “I don’t know. I really don’t know. I’ve been to a number of sites, but rarely ones with living visitors. Usually, we find a few pilots who’ve just died in a crash. Maybe three to five individuals. We haven’t come up with a protocol to handle bigger finds. My orders in a situation like this are vague.”
“What are those orders?”
“You know—the usual deal. They go something like this: Team is to avoid contact with living visitors when encountered. Team is to engage only if other courses of action have been exhausted and hostile intent has been verified…etc.”
She thought it over and understood how such orders did leave a lot up to the discretion of the team leader. In this situation, engagement seemed unavoidable. But was killing a helpless alien warranted? True, the creatures had proven they were dangerous and hostile. Killing them now might save the lives of the last two members of the team. But the orders didn’t guide them on how to deal with issues of honorable conduct and interspecies consequences to their actions.
“We’re just here to steal their X and sneak away, aren’t we?” she asked.
“Pretty much. We’re agents, not military. Remember that.”
“You mean we’re thieves, not warriors.”
“That’s an unpleasant comparison. I think of us more akin to archeologists, or paleontologists. Think about the explorers who took artifacts from Egyptian tombs to put them into museums. Were they scientists or grave robbers?”
“I suppose it depends on your point of view. But in this case, the owners of these artifacts are still alive. That moves us into the category of burglars at best.”
Tanner grimaced. “I guess you’re right. We got into a business of retrieving X from downed craft—salvaging missions, let’s call them. We’ve gotten pretty good at it, and it’s been paying off with huge technological gains. But the governments are getting greedy now. They aren’t thinking about future consequences—they just want the X and they want it before another team picks it up. They see this find as a race, a chance to grab a big score and run home with it.”
Malena paced and thought hard. She shivered slightly; the cold was getting to her. She wanted to keep moving, if only to warm up.
“I’m thinking about the visitors,” she said, “how they’ve behaved up until this point. They’ve been inside the ship, and they must know it better than we do. They probably have some kind of sensor system. They might be watching us at this very moment via a camera—or their equivalent device. Let’s think about how they’ve acted so far. We know they’re intelligent, right? They couldn’t have put together a ship like this without advanced tech and an organized society. We can assume they’re at least as advanced as we are, but different of course.”
“Agreed.”
“Okay, let’s look at what they’ve done so far. When we first ran into their machines, they gathered us like specimens and performed some kind of procedure on human brain tissue. We were horrified, but like you said at the time, I imagine the rats I’ve performed surgery upon in college weren’t too happy either.”
“It didn’t make us love them and their dissection-machines, that’s for sure.”
“But let’s stay on the topic of motivations. I would say they were studying us. Any human biologist would have done the same when encountering a plentiful new species.”
“You’re saying that to a lab animal, you’re some kind of ghoul.”
Malena smiled faintly. “I suppose I am. But they would think of me as a predator, nothing worse. It takes an intelligent creature like a human to make things more complicated. Going back to the behavior of the visitors, the next time we encountered them was after we entered the ship. The machines behaved differently after that. They attacked to defend the ship, to kill outright, not to collect.”
Tanner shrugged. “Okay, if you say so. I’m not sure where all of this is going. But we need to get out of here fast.”
“Give me a minute to think out loud,” Malena said, continuing to pace. Her burned shoulder was bothering her, and she rubbed at it gently with her fingers. “After we managed to break into the ship, we found the sphere of X and disconnected it. That loss of power brought the barrier down. What if that barrier was their standard defensive system? From their point of view, we went from a native species to a serious threat at that moment. We entered their ship and disabled their defenses.”
Tanner perked up. “I see where you’re going. They’ve been reacting to us. They stepped up to the challenge and awakened at least one individual crew member. You would think having crashed into the planet would have been emergency enough for that.”
“We don’t know enough. Maybe from their point of view, procedures were being carefully followed—or screwed up. We just can’t know.”
“All right, so what do you think happened next?” he asked, frowning as he attempted to recall the exact order of events over the last few days. “We scared them by taking down their dome. Then one of their people tried to stop us. You blew off his hand and we escaped.”
“Hours later, we came back with reinforcements. Haak’s team forced their way in, but the aliens were scared and didn’t fight right away. They moved the X to keep it safe. At that time, they were probably trying to repair their systems.”
“Then what does Haak do?” Tanner asked loudly. She could tell he was getting into it. “He goes into their computer room and starts tearing things up.”
She nodded. “That was too much. They attacked and killed Sophie. More crewmembers were awakened to deal with the growing threat in the ship. As far as I can tell, they’ve ambushed Haak’s team and possibly wiped them out.”
“Okay, where does all that leave us right now?”
“They didn’t force their way inside this chamber because they don’t want to damage their helpless crewmen in these capsules. They’re watching us now, and they know we could kill their people—we’ve done it before.”
Tanner stared at her worriedly. “I can’t see how this comes out with a peaceful ending. If we’re the last people on the ship, they’ll wait until we come out, or starve, or freeze.”
“And if we disconnect more of these capsules, they’ll have a good reason to break in and finish us off to save the rest.”
He looked around at the capsules with greater respect. “I think you’re right, Malena. These capsules are the only things that are keeping us alive right now. They’re life support for us as well as for them. They’re our hostages, and no bank robber can expect to live long once he starts killing the hostages.”
“That’s how I see it.”
“The question is, how do we capitalize on our position?”
“Let’s do it the way a bank robber would. Let’s put a gun to their heads and demand a ticket out. We’ll each stand at a capsule and put our hands on a wafer to show we mean business. Then we open the door. With luck, they’ll let us out.”
Tanner looked doubtful. “We don’t know how big a value they put on individual lives. They might rush in and kill us, figuring the loss of only two more crewmen was worth it.”
“Maybe. But if we just sit here, we’re going to die anyway. We’ve got no food and very little water. We’ll be frozen solid within a day or two. Each hour we wait, we’ll grow weaker.”
In the end, they did as Malena had suggested. Tanner pulled the locking pin and spun open the door. Both of them rushed over to a capsule and grabbed hold of a wafer. She felt a trickle of live current, which left her fingertips tingling.
It was very quiet in the chamber after the hatch had groaned open. It stood there, wafting frost out into the warmer passageway. They stayed quiet, blowing steam as they breathed hard, their hearts pounding.
Nothing happened for a full minute. They heard the metal hinges on the big hatch tick as the metal expanded and contracted and temperatures equalized.
“They’re gone,” Tanner said finally. “We should run for it.”
“That might be part of their plan.”
“Well if it is, it’s working. What else can we do? Stand here for hours holding onto these wafers?”
“Let’s give it more time.”
Tanner let go of the wafer and advanced on the balls of his feet to the open hatchway.
“Tanner, come back!” she hissed at him.
He waved for her to stay in position. “Keep your hand on the trigger. I’m going to have a look around.”
He stepped out into the passageway, moving very quietly. He crept into the darkness and vanished.
“Tanner?” she whispered after a minute or so had passed.
Then she heard something—something odd. It wasn’t a howl, exactly, it was similar to that but deeper in pitch. It was more of a ghostly moan from an inhuman throat. A deep, bass noise, it made her skin itch with fear when she heard it. There are sounds a large predator could make that cause instinctive fear in humans, and she knew she was hearing one.
She had been standing partly behind a capsule and holding onto the wafer that powered it. She took a step forward, out from hiding. She eyed the hatchway. She had two choices. She could run out and search for Tanner, that was option A.
But what she really wanted to do right now was employ option B: she wanted to pull that hatch closed and slam home the locking pin. She ached to do it. She felt guilty for even having this thought, but it was there in her mind and it wouldn’t go away. After all her big talk about honor and behavioral analysis, she’d been quickly reduced to base instincts by fear.
She fought the urge and won. She wasn’t going to leave Tanner out there, even if he was a fool, even if he had quite possibly just wandered off and killed them both.
With her heart pounding so hard she couldn’t think, she stepped to the hatchway and looked outside.
A figure came at her in a flash. If she’d had a weapon, she would have aimed and quite possibly fired—but she was unarmed. Then she realized it was Tanner, running for his life.
A moment later he pushed past her. He pulled her into the hatchway and reached for the latch bar. The big round metal door began swinging shut again. Malena didn’t bother to ask questions, she just grabbed the latch and began helping.
It was too late. A single hand with gray leathery skin clamped on the edge of the hatch. The door began opening slowly, despite all their desperate strength.
Tanner braced both his knees on the rim of the hatch and his muscular back corded up. His neck reddened and he roared with effort. Malena did her best to help, straining despite the pain in her shoulder. She felt a single hot tear roll down her cheek.
Had she killed them both? She could not help but ask herself that question as the uneven struggle went on. She knew in her heart her ideas had been the very essence of wishful thinking. She’d reasoned within the confines of her own mind until she’d conjured up civilized thought processes and pasted them atop the behavior of savage, unknown aliens. She knew that in the past, others had done the same when first meeting new cultures. Many were the names of explorers who’d ended up in the stewpots of the subjects they’d studied and considered harmless, or at least manageable.
The hatch continued slowly opening. It was an uneven contest. They were two children facing the strength of an enraged father. An ogre was at the hatchway, and its power couldn’t be reasoned with or resisted.
A moment later, Malena saw a huge face appear in the expanding crescent-shaped crack. It was something she’d hoped to never see.
Twice the size of any human that had ever walked the Earth, the alien’s face was that of an angry devil. The eyes were green, the teeth yellow. The pupils and nostrils were vertical slits, all drawn tight.
The visitor was a nightmarish creature of unrelenting fury and determination. It had the bestial look of an animal, but the eyes possessed an indefinable intelligence. The face pulled away after meeting her eyes briefly. It was only a glimpse, but it was enough to make her falter. The hatch was wrenched open another fateful inch when her hands slipped.
The hatch continued to open. Malena wasn’t certain if she was crying or screaming or roaring with exertion. Perhaps it was a combination of all three.
Tanner stayed more focused. He hadn’t even looked at the face when it appeared. He stubbornly clung to the hatch as it yawned open. Every sinew and vein stood out on his skin in sharp relief.
Malena couldn’t get that face out of her mind. The most disturbing thing was the intellect she saw in those big green eyes. The thing in the passageway was smart, and pissed. She wondered if was the last thing she’d ever see.
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When the hatchway had been ripped about a quarter of the way open, the beast’s work began to go faster. They no longer had good leverage. They were being pulled physically out into the passageway itself. There was nowhere left to brace their feet or hands. Slowly but inexorable, they were both dragged out into the passageway.
Malena had already determined her next move. Perhaps it would be too late, but she planned to sprint to the nearest capsule, lay her hands on a wafer and yank it free. If the monster saw what she was doing and retreated, she would slam it back into place. If it charged instead, she’d smash it on the floor as a final act of defiance before she was overwhelmed.
Tanner, for his part, was clearly planning to go down with the ship. She had no doubt that when the beast broke in, he would grapple with it, however briefly. She’d seen his eyes. He would defend her hand-to-hand until he was slammed down onto the steel decking.
What happened next was a surprise to everyone, however. A blue flash brightened the passageway. It didn’t die down, but instead glared even brighter. For nearly a second, this blue-white glare grew, until it was as bright as an arc-welder when rod and steel meet and melt.
A moment later a great howl sounded. It was an ear-splitting noise, and if she hadn’t been fighting for her life, Malena would have slammed her fists to her skull over her ears and screamed herself. Instead, she clamped her eyes shut, hunched her head down against her shoulders and pulled on the hatchway.
Clang! The hatchway suddenly slammed in their faces. They both nearly fell on the floor.
Panting and shocked, Tanner scrambled for the locking pin. His hands were numb and bleeding from where the sharp edges of the latch had cut into them. Malena reached down and grabbed the pin. She rammed it home and they both slumped down onto the floor, gasping for breath.
“It went away?” she asked.
“I think something happened.”
A moment later, a rapping sound came at the hatchway.
They both froze and their eyes met. Tanner shook his head. They stayed quiet.
The rapping began again, this time with a more urgent, impatient series of sounds. Tink. Tink. TINK!
“Who’s there?” Tanner shouted.
“Open the damned door!” came the reply.
“Haak, is that you?”
“No, it’s that thing you call an Easter bunny, cowboy. Open the hatch or I’ll burn it through.”
“We have an accelerator of our own,” Tanner lied. “We got one from the creature. Leave us.”
Distantly, they could hear a muffled laugh through the metal hatch. “You’re a terrible liar, cowboy. If you had a weapon, you would have used it to shoot that one-handed demon. Now, open the hatch or I’ll burn through it. I may just burn through you as well—by accident, of course.”
Tanner and Malena looked at one another. Malena nodded. Tanner removed the locking pin. A few moments later they were face to face with Haak and his accelerator. Behind him was Carl, who looked even more grim than usual. Malena saw Dekker as well, standing behind them nervously in the passageway. He was trying to look in both directions at once. Clearly, he had the job of covering the other two while they got the hatch open.
Only three of the Dutch team were left. Malena found this alarming, but she found it hard to feel bad for them.
“Such gratitude I see in your faces,” Haak said. “Do you know how often I save the life of a rival?”
“Never?” Malena asked.
He gave her a wintery smile. The effect was disturbing, especially when combined with those two black stone eyes of his. She wondered once again how the world looked to Haak. She wondered if she could put on something so strange and wear it so long that vision through alien artifacts seemed normal to her. She didn’t think she could do it, not even if ordered to.
“Good guess,” Haak said. “But it has happened upon occasion. What you should be asking yourselves is why Haak has returned to open your tomb and give you the breath of life for another day.”
“Why, Haak?” asked Tanner.
“I want the X. What did you do with it, you two weaseling bastards? I traced it to this level. The demons haven’t moved it farther. You must have stashed it somewhere.”
Tanner stared at him defiantly.
Malena cleared her throat. “I only see three of you,” she said. “Where’s the rest of your crew?”
Haak made an airy gesture. “That’s a philosophical question. There are many afterlife scenarios to choose from. Personally, I’m of the opinion they’re pulp at the bottom of shafts, nothing more.”
“We’ll give up the X,” she said. “But we’re leaving with you.”
Haak chuckled. “Why do I need you?”
“Because the X is heavy. We’ll need lines with tackle at top and bottom of the shafts to carry the sphere out of here. It’s going to take teamwork.”
Haak mulled that over for a moment. Finally, he nodded. “All right, come out here with your hands raised.”
They did so, but made no move to show him where the X was. Haak quickly became frustrated and listed threats.
“You have to arm us first,” said Tanner. “We want weapons and a way out.”
At this demand, Carl spoke up. He glared at Malena. “The last time we gave you a gun, you shot me with it.”
“Because you attacked me,” Malena said. “It wasn’t Tanner that killed Sophie. You do realize that now, don’t you? That beast did it, or one of its cousins.”
Carl nodded, but he was still glowering. Malena tried to remind herself not to bring up Sophie. The topic was obviously still a sore point for Carl.
“Aliens are waking up all over the ship,” Tanner explained. He told them about the control wafers and the open capsules. He told them what had apparently happened when they’d ransacked the chamber two levels above.
Tanner’s explanation left Haak rubbing his chin. Finally, he shrugged, but didn’t express any regret. The clarification concerning recent events had a much greater effect on Carl, however. Malena watched as Carl shifted his glaring eyes away from her and onto Haak. She knew that he now realized Tanner and Malena hadn’t caused Sophie’s death. Haak was as much to blame as anyone, as they’d retrieved the X on his orders.
“We’ll need to be armed to stop them,” Malena said.
Haak eyed the scene and nodded thoughtfully. “You make a strong argument. Now, where is the big sphere?”
“First the weapons,” Malena said.
“How can I trust you?”
“I’ve never broken my word to you,” she said. “Neither has Tanner.”
“We’ve lost the other accelerator. There’s only this one.”
“Keep it then, and give us guns. The visitors don’t appear to be armored.”
“We know they feel the sting of bullets. But they don’t die easily, let me tell you.”
“We don’t have to do this,” Tanner said, turning to Malena. “Let them search on their own. Let them keep what they find.”
“No,” said Malena. “Let’s take the deal. Our only other choice is to be left here in the dark, without supplies or arms. Getting out would be improbable. If we meet up with just one of those things in an open passageway, it would overpower us and kill us.”
Tanner mumbled his agreement at last.
Haak finally gave them each a gun. Carl watched them closely once they were armed. His grip tightened on his rifle.
“Now, show me where you stashed it,” Haak said urgently.
Malena felt much better with a gun in her hand. It might not stop one of these huge beasts, but it was much better than facing them with her bare hands. Tanner got an automatic weapon, it was a stubby carbine with a big clip. Malena didn’t recognize the model, but it looked European to her.
Tanner led the way to the small hatch. The X was inside, crackling now and then when it arced to one of the walls. The three of them had to work together to get the sphere of X out of its compartment. Every time it made contact with a piece of metal, it released an alarming jolt of current.
“Hidden in such an obvious spot!” Haak said. “I doubt I would have found it for days. I’m in your debt, Tanner. Soon our two countries will be transferring a great deal of wealth over this singular artifact.”
Tanner ignored him, but that didn’t stop Haak from talking.
“Imagine what it will do when it is switched on,” Haak said happily. “The power companies will have to work for years just to build a switching system that can take so much power from a single source. If we tried to use the grid we have now, once we engaged the system, it would melt. But that is a problem for our Dutch engineers. I’m sure they will be up to the task when there are trillions of dollars to be made.”
Malena could tell Tanner was very unhappy about giving up the X, even in a bargain for their lives. He couldn’t contain his anger. He spoke little and stared at Haak murderously whenever the other man’s back was turned.
Haak noticed Tanner’s black mood, but remained jubilant. “We’re all on the same side in here, my man!” he said. “The human side. Let us fight like brothers if the visitors try to stop us.”
Tanner ignored him as best he could. They used insulated gloves and tools to nudge the spheroid down the passageway. Malena followed with her pistol in her hands. More than once she considered putting the gun to Haak’s skull and threatening to pull the trigger.
She was positioned behind the two men and it would have been an easy thing to do. But she couldn’t bring herself to break their deal. Perhaps it was because they were the only five humans left alive in the ship. When in the face of a deadly alien enemy, they’d naturally bonded on the same side. She didn’t want to betray the Dutch now and cause the entire group to be overwhelmed by the aliens. There had already been enough in-fighting on the human side as it was.
What she found most galling was that Haak seemed to know what she was thinking. Worse, he knew that she wouldn’t break her word. It was annoying to be transparent to someone as irritating as Haak. He didn’t even bother to question why she was walking in the back of the group with a handgun. He’d judged her with complete confidence, and it annoyed her to know he was right in his assessment.
Instead of breaking the deal now, she figured she would bide her time. Maybe Haak would have an unfortunate accident on the way out of the ship.
“The biggest trick has yet to come,” Haak said, stopping at the edge of the nearest dark shaft. He peered up into the hanging darkness, then down. “We must somehow lift this treasure a hundred feet up a nearly vertical surface. Any ideas on how we’re going to accomplish this task?”
“Winch and wire?” Malena asked.
Haak shook his head. “No, thin metals will not do. Imagine the sparks! If we make accidental contact, the energy released would turn a wire white-hot in seconds.”
He turned his face toward her, then to Tanner. No one said anything. The black stones on his eyelids regarded them. It was like being examined by the dead eyes of a doll.
“No ideas? A pity. But have no fear, because Haak has a plan!”
He lifted a hand with his fist balled up. He was grinning. Malena shifted in irritation, scratching at the burn on her shoulder. He was playing games with them even now.
“Just tell us what you want us to do, Haak,” Tanner said. “Let’s get out of here as quickly as possible.”
“Right. Of course! The key is below us.”
They looked down doubtfully.
“I don’t see anything,” Malena said.
“Are you sure? There, on the next level down. Shine your light upon it.”
They did so, and squinted. Malena did see a shadowy hulk down there. She frowned.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“That is your handiwork, my pretty young friend. The crab machine you disabled and sent down into the depths of the ship. It came to rest one level below us, hung up on the walls.”
“How’s that going to help us?”
“I’ve learned a few things by experimenting,” he said. “These machines are automated and capable of flight. I suggest we power it and guide it up to this level. Then we’ll load the big sphere on it and fly out of this vessel in style.”
They both looked at him as if he were mad.
Tanner laughed openly. “You’re nuts, Haak. How are we going to fly that thing?”
“I’ve already done it. While you were running around in the swamp, my team was experimenting carefully with the alien equipment. You never know when it will come in handy.”
“Okay, let’s say I believe you can make it fly. What will you do to keep it from killing us?”
“I didn’t say I was going to repair it and then turn my back on it. I simply plan to use the primary lift system. The rest of the machine I’ll leave alone.”
“But how will you power it?” Malena asked. “You don’t want us to roll this sphere of X down into that pit, do you? That would be crazy.”
“Indeed it would. But I have other sources.”
Haak opened a large pouch he had slung around his mid-section. Inside, they saw what looked like a marble collection. As they stared at it, a few of the marble-sized objects flickered with blue-white electrical sparks.
“They aren’t completely stable if you mass them up this way,” Haak explained, “but I didn’t have any choice.”
“How did you get so many samples of X?” Tanner demanded. He seemed angry that Haak could have been so successful.
“I’ve been busy, as I said. This is the X gathered by my entire team on this trip.”
“So you looted everyone—by the looks of it even the bodies of your fallen comrades—then left the dead for the aliens?”
Haak shrugged. “I could hardly bury them or haul them out of here. A man does what he must.”
Malena noted that Tanner’s eyes were glued to the X. She could tell he was having thoughts of murder and theft. She could hardly blame him. Haak was insufferable even when he wasn’t stealing their find and transporting an additional fortune in stolen X batteries.
“Now,” Haak said quietly, looking from one of them to the other. “Shall we get to it? Here are the correctly-sized items.”
He held out four metal marbles and put them into Malena’s palm. They were warm and made her hand feel as if it ran with static. She wondered how Haak could take carrying so many. It must make his skin crawl.
“When you get down there to the crab machine, place one marble under each of the largest claws. There is a sliding opening there, and you can eject the existing power source and place this fresh one into the slot. When you’re done with that, I’ll tell you how to get it to fly.”
“You want us to go down there?” asked Malena incredulously.
“You can take Dekker with you,” he said. “Carl and I will stay here to guard the X. Now get going, it’s only a matter of time until our hosts return with reinforcements.”
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Dekker went first, followed by Malena then Tanner. She climbed fearfully down the shaft, more nervous than ever now that she’d encountered one of the aliens personally. Watching them from above, Carl and Haak spoke amongst themselves in their native language. It seemed that everyone from the Netherlands spoke several languages fluently. She wondered what they were talking about up there. She suspected they were speculating how likely she was to die during this task, or their plan to ditch her at some critical point in the process.
Dekker reached the crashed crab machine first and reached up to her, rubbing his fingers together. She handed him the four X batteries. He didn’t even look at her while he climbed over the wrecked machine, looking for the slots Haak had described.
Malena looked at the machine critically. At first, she couldn’t even understand why it hadn’t fallen all the way to the bottom of the shaft. Then she saw it had clamped onto a ring on the wall and hung itself there. The single claw was the only thing keeping it from falling to the bottom of the ship, however far down that was.
“Dekker,” she said, “I don’t know about this. Maybe we should secure the entire thing with lines before we try to activate it.”
He glanced at her, but then made a dismissive gesture with one gloved hand.
The first slot he opened ejected a marble-sized battery. He caught it neatly and stuffed a new one into it.
The machine’s reaction was alarming. It twitched and revved, making whining sounds. For a moment, Malena thought he’d awakened it somehow. After a brief moment it stopped moving. But even after it quieted, she could hear and feel a thrumming sensation inside it somewhere.
Dekker moved over the creature to another limb and repeated the process. This time, nothing happened.
The third time was the charm, however. Dekker opened the third slot and nothing fell out. He reached a tentative finger inside—but still found nothing. He took out one of the marble-like spheres and put it into the empty slot. The reaction was dramatic.
The machine heaved up under them. As Malena had feared, it released its grip on the wall. But instead of falling, it revved and began rising up the shaft.
Dekker laughed and stood triumphantly on the back of the thing. He rode it up toward the others, smiling down as he passed Malena and Tanner.
“Ha!” he shouted. “You were both useless.”
Malena saw something then—a shadow of movement behind the man. The shadow gleamed suddenly as one of its geometric surfaces caught the light.
“Dekker, behind you!” she shouted.
The commando moved quickly. He was so fast, she found it shocking. He had his rifle unslung and he managed to turn halfway around before the claw gripped him, pinning his arms to his sides. Another limb rose up over his head. This appendage was thinner and the tip of it came to a pencil-like point.
Malena aimed and fired, but after firing three rounds, she only managed to clip it. Sparks showered Dekker, who was clamped into place. His eyes bulged as the tip lowered. The end was a tube of steel, and it punched into his skull effortlessly.
Tanner had clambered into a better position and now leapt onto the back of the rising machine. He struggled with the claw that held Dekker pinned. Horrible sounds were coming from the Dutchman’s injury and from his mouth. He gurgled and rasped, then had a seizure. Malena joined him on the back of the crab, but could do nothing.
“He’s gone,” she said, “we have to jump off or it will do the same to us.”
Tanner glanced upward. Soon they would be in reach of Carl and Haak.
“Let’s take that last battery out and see what happens,” he said, crawling over the machine’s back.
While the contents of Dekker’s skull were being drained, they found the slot, opened it and ripped out the battery. The machine shuddered and began drifting. Dekker was released. He toppled and fell into the dark shaft below them.
“This isn’t quite what I expected,” Haak said from nearby. He’d been watching the entire affair.
Before the machine could sink to the bottom again, Haak and Carl looped wire lines around its claws and when it went limp they crawled over it, inspecting the monster.
“I see what happened,” Haak said a last. “Dekker was a fool. I’ve said it a dozen times, and nothing’s changed. See here? He didn’t follow my instructions. He put a battery into an empty slot and activated the higher functions. Give a fool the wrong task and he’ll cost you a fortune.”
Malena left the blood-splattered machine’s back and stood with the others in the passageway. She was badly shaken by the experience. It was one thing to find bodies, but quite another to watch a man being killed horribly while she was helpless to aid him.
“Let’s see you do it then,” she said when she was again capable of calm speech.
Haak’s brow furrowed with displeasure. “Never mind. The machine isn’t going to work out.”
She didn’t answer, but she thought she understood the situation. Haak had miscalculated, not Dekker. Either that, or he didn’t like the idea of taking chances with his own skin.
“So much wasted time,” Haak complained.
“Sir?” Carl said suddenly. There was a note of alarm in his voice, and everyone looked at him immediately.
Carl unslung his weapon as he spoke. Without hesitation the rest of them did the same. There was an uncertain tone in Carl’s voice that everyone knew. His fear was barely masked.
“What is it, man?” asked Haak. Like the rest of them, he was looking in every direction at once. At the intersection of passages, a threat could come at them from almost any direction.
“I’m getting movement on my screen. Lots of movement.”
“Machines? Visitors?”’
Carl shook his head as if uncertain. He was staring down into a device Malena had never noticed before. By its shape and structure, she guessed it was an alien artifact. She hadn’t see them all yet, she supposed. The device was spherical, resembling a smooth steel coconut with a strap at the bottom. It had a slit in the side of it, and out of this slit shined a reddish light. Carl stared into the device as if fascinated.
“They’re too small and slow to be machines,” he said. “It’s either another salvage team or the visitors themselves. But I didn’t think there were so many of them left.”
Tanner crouched on one knee, aiming his gun down the passageway. “We’re assuming these contacts are hostile?”
“Everything is hostile in this ship,” Carl said.
“We should move back into the vault where you found us,” Malena said. “They won’t blast their way into that for fear of hitting their own kind.”
Haak came to Carl’s side and stared into the machine he was cradling. “This is very upsetting. I can’t get a fix on them. They seem to be all around, but I can’t see anything approaching.”
Malena closed her eyes and activated her headset. She sensed a sickening number of sources of X nearby. The bag of smaller batteries in Haak’s possession was bad, but the sphere was overwhelming. She tried to breathe and focus. She reached out farther and made out fainter contacts nearby. To her mind, they had an artificial smell that reminded her of a fresh coat of varnish on an old piece of furniture.
“Carl’s right, they’re right here.”
Haak swung his accelerator in an arc. He was as confused as the rest of them. “Shh,” he whispered suddenly. “Quiet everyone.”
They fell silent for a long moment. Then they heard something—the click and slap of a dozen stealthy feet. Suddenly, Malena figured it out.
“They’re in the walls. I mean, they’re in rooms, the chambers all around us. They’ll come out at once and hit us from every direction. We have to get into the vault, now!”
“No!” Haak said, hissing the word. “We stand here. We can’t roll the X to safety fast enough. If we leave it here, they’ll take it again. Everyone spot a nearby hatch and aim your weapon at it. They’ll come in a rush.”
Malena looked at him in shock. Her first thought was that he was mad. If she thought she could survive without every gun they had, she might have shot him in the head on the spot. Her next thought was to run for the vault and hide there. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave them to stand against the aliens. She was no coward.
Besides, if it came down to the end, she didn’t want to be the last human alive in this ship.
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Out of the corner of her eye, Malena saw a latch begin to twist. It scraped and squeaked as it revolved around. Something was opening it from the inside.
She checked her pistol and flicked the safety on and off twice to make sure.
“There’s one right here,” she whispered.
“I’ve got one, too,” Carl said to her left. “On the other side of the shaft.”
A moment later the ripping sound of automatic rifle fire made her jump. She didn’t have time to look at what Carl was shooting at. The hatch closest to her feet was flung open and a creature climbed out of it. An impossibly long arm shot out toward her. The huge hand at the end of the arm wrapped leathery fingers around her ankle.
She felt the monster squeeze and pull her forward. The strength was impossible to resist. Knowing she was about to die, she unloaded her gun into its face and misshapen body.
After six shots at close range, most of them into the pumpkin-size head, it stopped coming out of the hatch. All around her, the other men were shouting and firing as well.
Haak’s accelerator was by far the most effective. He could blow a hole through an alien with every shot. It didn’t take a full magazine to stop one with his weapon.
When the passage was clear in her direction, Malena took a moment to look the opposite way. As she did, incoming blue bolts splattered the ceiling, scoring it. Hot metal dripped down.
“Some of them have accelerators,” Haak shouted. “Stay low crew!”
Around them were a half-dozen bodies. None of them were human. Both sides traded fire for a moment longer before it fell silent again.
“I think they’re retreating,” Carl said, looking into his crystal ball. “I only see the six dead contacts at our feet, and they aren’t moving.”
The group breathed more easily and took a moment to reload. After a minute or so had passed, they investigated the scene cautiously, playing lights in every direction. They expected to see big staring eyes, but the passages were empty.
“Okay team, back to work,” Haak said. “We’re going to have to haul the X up to the next level by hand.”
“We can’t do that, commander,” Carl said. “Not without splitting up.”
“Don’t trust our friends? All right, then you and Malena can go up to the top. Tanner and I will come up with a harness. We can use some fabric from—”
Carl’s big hand moved quickly. He grabbed Haak by the collar. His lip lifted into a snarl. “You aren’t listening sir. We can’t split up our firepower with these aliens all around us. More of them are coming at us each time. They’ll get armed, organized—”
Haak’s accelerator was in Carl’s face. Carl released his commander.
“All the more reason to get moving quickly,” Haak said. He seemed remarkably unruffled. “They won’t attack again immediately after getting slaughtered the last time. We have to make use of every precious second we’ve bought for ourselves.”
“We should use the time we have to run for the exit,” Malena said. “We don’t have the time to drag the X out of here. They aren’t going to stop coming at us. I think the big sphere powers their ship. The aliens need it if they’re going to escape Earth.”
Haak glared at her. “Your speculations aren’t appreciated, junior agent.”
“She’s right,” Tanner said. “It makes too much sense. Has anyone else sensed any other larger power sources on this ship? If this is the biggest, it has to power their drive systems. They’re willing die for it. They might even want it more than you do, Haak.”
Haak’s teeth were showing now. He waved his accelerator. “People, this isn’t a debating society. Get moving.”
No one else moved. Sensing that if Carl was with them, this might be the perfect moment to stop cooperating with Haak, Malena and Tanner stood firm.
Haak pushed past Carl with a snarl. He headed for the big ball of X and gave it a push with his foot. It rolled a few feet, sparking hotly as it touched the deck. He turned back to look at them all, breathing hard.
“Fine, Carl. You can follow me and help or you can stay here and die. But don’t bother to come home if you abandon me now. Our organization doesn’t take mutiny lightly. You’d do better flying into space with your alien friends because there won’t be a safe place on this planet to hide.”
This last statement seemed to break through Carl’s resolve. With a grunt of frustration, he stepped forward to help.
Malena and Tanner watched the Dutchmen go to the sphere and begin working on it. When Haak’s back was turned they exchanged glances—it had been a close thing. For a moment, they’d thought Haak was going to see reason and flee this place.
Tanner caught Malena’s eye with a tilt of his head. He lifted his thumb and made a jabbing gesture toward the shaft behind them that led up and out of the ship. He looked at her questioningly.
Malena knew in an instant what he was suggesting: that they should slip away while the other two were preoccupied. She thought about it seriously for a moment. It made too much sense to her now. If the aliens wanted the X so desperately, they would keep coming at whoever had it. Maybe that’s what they’d wanted all along. It seemed that when Tanner and she had disconnected the X and tried to remove it from the ship they’d inadvertently awakened the aliens.
She looked at Tanner and gave him a nod in return. Already, in her mind, she was planning their escape. They would slip away to the intersection, step around a corner, and once they were out of sight they’d run down a passage to the left or right. With luck, they’d make it to the next shaft before Haak and Carl even noticed they were gone.
When the Dutch finally did realize they’d been abandoned, they probably wouldn’t follow the Americans. Trying to hunt down the deserters would be very risky, not to mention pointless. Worse, they would have to leave their precious X behind to do it. Malena didn’t think Haak would willingly let his prize out of his sight again.
Haak and Carl were trying to slip a tarp under the spheroid now to cradle it. If they could wrap it up, they could haul it up the shafts. It was a good idea, but their prize was heavy and unwieldy. It got away from them and rolled down the deck, sparking and flashing.
Haak cursed as the two men thumped after it.
Tanner put his hand on Malena’s elbow.
“This is the moment,” he said.
She nodded and the two of them stepped toward the shaft behind them, away from the others. A roaring sound stopped them in their tracks.
They both turned around, eyes wide, lifting their weapons again. A hulking shadow stood in the passage in front of the two Dutchmen. Malena saw its ruined face. The monster was the very one she’d shot. Somehow, it had survived.
Watching in shock, she saw it rise up to its full height, its head nearly touching the ceiling. One eye still operated and rolled in its socket. It picked up the sphere of X with one massive hand as if it were a baseball. Its other hand was missing. It was then that Malena recognized the creature. She was certain it was the first one they’d met. Perhaps it was the captain of this strange vessel.
The creature hurled the sphere at the two Dutchmen. They stood no higher than its waist, and the X flew like a cannonball. Carl moved to dodge quickly, but not as quickly as Haak. Haak ducked behind Carl and grabbed the bigger man by the shoulders, shoving him into the path of the hurtling ball to shield himself.
There was a flash of blue-white light as contact was made. Carl’s body jerked and slumped down. A tongue of flame licked up from his hair, which was instantly set alight. The X fell to the deck, sparking and clanging. The sound of its fall was incredibly loud in the enclosed space.
The creature advanced toward Haak to finish the job, but all three of the surviving humans shot it down before it could cause further damage. Its body sagged down and lay smoldering and twitching at their feet.
“Dammit,” said Haak, standing over the mess on the floor. He toed Carl and the alien carefully. Both appeared to be quite dead. “He must have received a massive shock. I felt it right through his body. My fingers are still tingling. It arced right through his chest and down to the decking. I hadn’t expected one of them to throw the damned thing. Getting hit by that sphere must have been like the touch of lightning.”
Malena stared at the scene in mute horror. She forced herself to step forward and check Carl’s pulse. There was nothing. His flesh was hot to the touch.
Haak put his hands on his hips and sighed. “This is going to be a lot harder with only three,” he said. “Tanner, take—”
That was as far as he got. Tanner had finally snapped. He punched Haak in the face, knocking him to the deck where he rolled beside Carl’s steaming corpse.
“What is wrong with you?” Tanner demanded. “Carl was a loyal agent. He gave his life for you, like all the others.”
Malena reached for the accelerator, but Haak grabbed it first. Haak aimed his accelerator at them. In turn, they lifted their own weapons, aiming at his head. Tanner and Malena took a step back toward the intersection where moments ago they’d planned to escape.
“Where are you two going?” Haak asked, climbing slowly to his feet. Blood welled up from his mouth. His breathing could be heard coming through broken lips. “Desertion is grounds for execution in the field, I hope you realize that.”
“We’re leaving,” Tanner said. “You can sit here and hope another team finds you before the aliens do—but I wouldn’t bet on it.”
“You have to help me get this out of here,” Haak said. “This is my biggest score yet. I can’t leave it!”
“You can have it,” Malena said, waving at the ball that rested on the floor. “If you can catch up to it.”
She kicked the sphere toward the nearest shaft. It began rolling and made a rumbling sound as it went. Haak stumbled after it, wiping his mouth with his hand.
“I should shoot you both!” he shouted.
“It’s picking up speed, Haak!” she shouted back, turning to run the other way. Tanner was right behind her. They reached the end of the passageway and stepped across the corner of the shaft quickly. The moment they were on the far side, they began running again.
They never did see what happened to the big ball of X, but they heard and felt something unexpected moments later. The entire ship lurched and buckled around them.
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Malena was thrown off her feet. To her, it seemed like the metal deck of the ship had moved by itself. The flat steel surface had pushed up for a moment, then dropped away several feet, leaving her hanging in midair.
When she did come down, it was on her chest with both hands sprawled out to break her fall. She didn’t quite manage it, and felt her chin contact the decking. It was like running into a wall or being struck by a metal club.
Groaning and rolling onto her back, she felt the floor continue to shift in sudden lurches. She put her hands over her head to protect herself. She’d lost sight of Tanner. She tried to cry out for him, but there was so much loud groaning, the sounds of tortured metal shifting, that she could not hear her own voice.
A hand came down and grabbed her elbow. She was lifted up onto her feet. Tanner was there, red-faced and bleeding. His eyes were wide and wild.
“Keep moving, we’ve got to get off this ship now!” he shouted.
The cords stood out on his neck. She could tell he was literally screaming into her face, but she could hardly hear him. One of her eyes wouldn’t open, it had been sealed shut and seared with pain. She felt she had numerous injuries, but didn’t have the time or the wits to tend to them.
“What happened?” she shouted back at Tanner.
He shook his head at her. “Don’t know. But I think it was an implosion. A big one.”
An implosion? She thought about the term. She’d taken physics back in college, but hadn’t dealt much with explosions or implosions. The concept was the opposite of an outward blast of energy. Instead, an implosion sucked matter into itself. Popping like a vacuum-filled light bulb. She couldn’t recall what else caused implosions from her physics class, but she did remember it was a bad thing, usually followed up by an outward release of energy.
The X, she thought. It had to be the big ball of X. Had it rolled all the away to the shaft—and gone over the edge? They hadn’t waited to see if Haak would catch it in time. Apparently, he hadn’t.
As she ran to the end of the passageway and they struggled with the big latch they found there, she wondered what had happened to the ship on the lower decks, and the visitors who might have been down there. She shuddered to think about how many might have died in their capsules—who might be dying right now all around them.
“It’s stuck,” Tanner said, slumping over the latch. “We might be too far down underground. Or the implosion might have warped the mechanism.”
He turned to her. Behind them, heat was beginning to gather. The ship was filling with dark smoke, and she knew that somewhere far below something was burning.
“It will use up all the oxygen in time,” she said. “The smoke will rise. If we climb higher, we’ll find more heat and smoke every level we go up.”
“If we stay here, we’ll die anyway,” Tanner said. “Listen, we don’t have time to try every passageway on the ship. The next one has to be the right one. It’s up to you.”
Malena shook her head. “Me?”
“You have to find the way out. Use your headset. A good psi agent—a real pro—they could sense an exit. Feel for the X in the powered hinges. Look for a hole in the hull that let’s your perceptions go through it.”
She almost said, but I’m not a pro. I’m not even a gifted amateur! But she held the thought inside her head as it wasn’t going to do anyone any good. Tanner was right. The next passageway they chose had to be the right one.
She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. She sensed everything around her. Everything was cold metal—but there were hot spots. She focused on these. The spots weren’t fire, but rather sources of X. There was a cluster around them right now, she supposed this was their equipment, and she tried to ignore it.
She reached out farther. There were spots here and there. The end of the passages had power, where the hatches were. They were very regular and reached up for several levels. She didn’t sense anything that made one seem different from another.
She opened her eyes again and shook her head. “It’s no good,” she said. “They all look the same. We’ll just have to try them all.”
The corridor was growing hazy now. Gray smoke made them choke and cough. Tanner grabbed her hand and pulled. She stumbled after him.
Every second or so, she closed her eyes and tried to feel for something useful—anything. There were small sources of X, tiny sparks in a sea of darkness. But they weren’t useful to her. She wished she could feel past the hull of the ship, to see the outside world for once.
They passed over a shaft. Heat rolled up from it like a chimney. They moved down another passage at random. Tanner was half dragging her now. Her body had stiffened up from a dozen injuries.
Suddenly, she realized she could sense something beyond the ship’s hull. It was only a spark—but it was there. How could she be sensing something outside?
She opened her eyes again and grabbed Tanner by the arm. “Stop,” she said.
“What?”
“Wrong way, I’m getting something from that direction.”
“That’s the way we just came.”
“We have to go up a level then.”
They both looked up the nearest shaft. The smoke was thick up there, and getting thicker every minute.
“We don’t have time for lines,” she said. “We’ve got to use the handholds the visitors set up. They’re a big stretch for my legs, but I’ve done it before.”
Tanner looked at her, coughed, then nodded and started climbing. They both went separately, without lines. There wasn’t time for setting up their climbing equipment. Along the way they did throw tie-off loops around a projection now and then. If they slipped, they would at least have a chance.
By the time they reached the next level up, they were coughing and nearly exhausted. They crawled out of the shaft and staggered to the end of the passageway, which seemed longer than the others.
Malena slipped and fell on an anvil-shaped protrusion, gasping. Tanner dragged her to her feet and they kept going.
“We’re going to have to have you do some wind-sprints when we get home,” Tanner said jokingly.
“I’m in excellent shape,” she replied.
They looked at each other and laughed for a moment, as she realized what she’d said sounded absurd. She was on her last legs. Despite the fact she regularly worked out, it was obvious this mission had exhausted her.
Tanner looked at her, and she looked at him. He had an odd expression on his face, which was coated in grime and streaked with trickles of sweat. She thought maybe he was about to tell her this was the end of the line, that they were both dead and he was sorry.
Instead, he put his arm around her. She blinked. Where was this going? He’d helped her a dozen times over the last few days, but she could stand on her own now.
She was even more surprised when he kissed her. She felt an urge to pull away, but that faded. The kiss went on for a few seconds before she politely broke it off. It had been unexpected, but pleasant.
“Get me out of here and I might let you do that again,” she said.
He nodded and they dragged themselves to the end of the passage. They found the hatch and saw it had been burned through in places. Malena suspected those holes had allowed her to reach out beyond the walls and sense the world outside.
They tried the latch—and it moved. A minute later they were staring out into the light of dawn. They’d lost all track of time. It was morning in Cuba. Looking down, she saw the ground was only twenty feet or so below them. They climbed down together and moved to a safe distance. They crouched in a thicket of brush. Behind them, the ship continued to make the strange sounds of a gigantic dying animal.
Malena stretched out on her back, staring at the sky. It was a lovely shade of blue. There were rainclouds up there, dark gray with lighter outlines. They looked beautiful to her.
The Zapata Swamp wasn’t a friendly place, but she loved its primitive beauty. It was warm and humid even in November and always vibrantly green. As she stared at the landscape for a long moment, a small flock of wild green parrots sailed over the treetops, making a great deal of noise.
She looked back up at the ship. The hull had warped and caved inward in places, as if crushed by a gigantic hand. The hatch still hung open. Black smoke poured out and rose up into the air.
“Call headquarters,” Tanner told her.
She nodded and tried to reach out. As it was daylight, she called Ostlund. A few minutes later, she smiled at Tanner.
“They’re coming to extract us,” she said. “I told them we had a big find of X.”
Tanner grinned. “Then you didn’t lie,” he said.
“What do you mean? We dropped that big ball, it must have been destroyed. The whole ship is a wreck.”
“Right, but I managed to snag this as we were leaving.”
He lifted up a sack, and showed her what was inside. It was full of metal marbles. As she stared, one of them arced to another with a blue-white sizzling spark. At some point, Tanner had stolen Haak’s bag of batteries.
* * *
The following hours were a haze for Malena. She’d thought they might fly her to Guantanamo Bay as this was a medical emergency, but they took her back to XCU instead. She was told by the medical people that Gitmo personnel didn’t have the clearances they needed to work on her. She didn’t have the energy left to argue.
She passed out aboard the rescue helicopter. As they only had a few hundred miles to go, and Cuba’s air-defense system seemed to be on vacation, she was back in the Florida Keys in the afternoon.
She was more badly injured than she’d realized at the time. She had two cracked ribs, several torn ligaments and numerous cuts and burns. Smoke inhalation was the most immediate concern of the medics on the flight home. They put her on oxygen and humidifiers aboard the helicopter. She was in and out of consciousness, overcome with fatigue and relief at having survived her first brush with beings from other worlds.
When she awakened a few hours later, there was a familiar figure looming over her hospital bed. The white face, white skin and black hat were sharp and distinctive.
“Ostlund?” Malena asked.
He lifted his fingers and spread them widely, indicating she should remain calm and lying flat.
Another figure stood at the head of her bed. It was a nurse, someone she’d never met before. The nurse read a number of gauges and operated odd pieces of equipment.
Malena found herself in a strange state of mind. She felt disconnected from her surroundings. She was hazy, and she didn’t think it was just the medication.
At least she was out of that ship. She could hardly believe that part. While inside the alien hulk, the normal world had seemed like a lost piece of her past.
Ostlund and the nurse were talking. Malena realized she’d awakened in the middle of a conversation.
“What’s she registering?” Ostlund asked quietly.
“A six.”
“That’s too high. Increase the wavelength.”
Malena frowned at the two of them. “What’s wrong?” she managed to ask. “Where’s Tanner?”
“Tanner’s fine, and you will be too,” said Ostlund, turning back to her with a smile that was meant to reassure. “You’ve done very well.”
“We brought back some X.”
“Yes. I’m very pleased you followed my orders, rather than Burke’s ranting.”
Malena blinked at him. She’d always sensed some tension between the day chief and the night chief, but Ostlund’s statement made it clear there was a serious rivalry going on. Despite her foggy state of mind—or perhaps because of it—she decided to ignore the matter entirely. She didn’t want to get involved and pick sides.
She craned her neck to see what the nurse was doing. There was an odd machine in the woman’s hands. The device looked like a stone, but it had lights on it. Bars of soft amber glowed on the smooth black surface. She counted the bars, which were arranged in two loose triangles set apart. That must be the reading of six which Ostlund had mentioned.
She knew immediately there was X in the device. She could feel it and it made her a little sick to be close to it. She lifted a hand to her temple, and felt the headset was missing. She felt naked without it.
“Can I have my headset back?” she asked.
“Soon,” Ostlund said, still smiling. “I have a surprise for you.”
Malena had always wondered if his frequent, vague smiles were false, but now she realized it was just a mannerism of his. He was earnest, if a little odd.
“Malena Marin,” he said, assuming a formal tone. “I hereby promote you to the rank of Agent. You are a Junior Agent no longer.”
“Well, that’s very nice, and I thank you very much, Chief. But I’m afraid this job isn’t for me. I’m washing out—quitting.”
Ostlund cleared his throat and looked pained. “May I remind you of certain realities, Ms. Marin? One such reality is the ink on your signed contract. It stipulates a full year of service has been agreed to.”
“I know that, but I’m not sure I’m fit for this kind of duty. I won’t be able to perform in the field again as I did over this past week.”
“We’re paying you quite a bit of money—”
“And I will refund everything I owe, I assure you.”
Ostlund looked alarmed now. His smile had vanished for the first time. “But why would you want out so badly? This mission was a hazardous one, I’ll admit. It turned out to be what Tanner would call a ‘charley-foxtrot’. But it isn’t always so unpleasant.”
“Look,” she said, “you want to know my reasons? I can tell you easily: I love to study biology in the field. In that sense this is a wonderful opportunity. But so many people died. I’m not sure I’m cut out for that.”
“The situation did, admittedly, spiral out of control. Let me assure you that this is not the norm. We usually investigate dull archeological sites. There won’t be gunplay and active visitors next time. Well, at least the odds are against it.”
“You’re telling me you won’t send me to sites where I’ll have to fight for my life?”
Ostlund looked pained. He signaled the nurse again.
“Five now,” she said.
“Five what?” Malena demanded.
“It’s nothing. You’ve been heavily exposed to raw X. That can be dangerous to your long term health. Fortunately, we have equipment to counteract such conditions.”
Malena looked at both of them in alarm. “You mean I’ve been exposed to radiation? Am I going to get cancer or something?”
Ostlund laughed oddly. She’d never heard the sound before, and she found it rasping on the ears.
“Certainly not,” he said. “X isn’t radioactive. Think about it as a substance in a third state—neither matter nor energy. It’s a combination of both. In any case, prolonged exposure to high levels of X can cause…well, abnormalities.”
Malena struggled to rise. Ostlund lifted his calming hand again. “Don’t worry. You haven’t been altered in any significant way. There’s never any warping with a stable reading of six. But we have to bring the level down. After a few days in our facility, you’ll feel much better.”
“Where am I, exactly? Why aren’t there any windows in my room?”
Ostlund produced his odd rasping laugh again. “We’re on level B3 at XCU, which is largely used for recovery, isolation and experimentation.”
She didn’t like the sound of all this, but she figured she had to trust them to heal her. If they’d wanted to get rid of her, they could have dropped her in the Caribbean on the flight home.
“I’m grateful for your efforts on my behalf,” she said. “But I still want out.”
Ostlund’s smile became strained. “There is another point to consider,” he said. “Your contract isn’t negotiable. You can spend your time serving us—or you can serve time elsewhere. If you choose the latter, there will be no pay, and you’ll probably be placed in solitary confinement.”
“Why?”
“Think about it. How can we allow disgruntled ex-agents to wander the streets telling people wild stories? That’s how we’ve maintained such a tight level of secrecy and kept the realities of our fieldwork quiet. Why do you think every UFO believer is a discredited hoaxer? It’s all part of the plan. Your place in that plan is up to you. But please choose wisely, Malena. I don’t want to order you into a rehabilitation program, especially not after such exemplary service.”
She didn’t feel she’d rendered exemplary service. She’d failed and lot of people had died. But realizing she couldn’t change anything now, she shrugged and laid back on her stiff, antiseptic-smelling sheets.
“Perhaps I should point out that your promotion comes with a significant increase in pay,” Ostlund said.
Malena felt greed tug at her. She was tired of living month to month. Working for XCU was hazardous, but it was also exciting and highly profitable. Perhaps she could do it just for a year, just long enough to set herself up…
“All right,” she said. “Have it your way. But will you promise to assign me to sites that have no living aliens? I don’t like the way Earth’s visitors treat us.”
“I’m so glad you’ve reconsidered,” Ostlund said. “Don’t worry. Every effort will be made to comply with your personal wishes.”
Malena watched him leave. Somehow, she didn’t believe him.
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Malena healed quickly. So quickly, in fact, she had to wonder about some of the strange instruments that were applied during her treatment. Within ten days, her cracked ribs no longer bothered her, and the scar where molten metal had burned into her shoulder was fading and white, rather than an angry red weal.
She told her parents that she’d gotten a new, high-paying job—which was true. And that she’d bought a new car, which was also true. But she made up the part about wrecking it on the second day she owned it and having sustained a few injuries. They’d insisted on flying down to see her, of course.
They began nosing around the moment they arrived. They were particularly suspicious of the nice hotel on Key Largo in which she’d been staying during her recovery, although they couldn’t fault the accommodations themselves. Her mother, Beth Marin, had been critical of Malena’s wounds, noticing they’d healed to scars already. She accused Malena of covering things up. She said the injuries must have been sustained much earlier. Her father had been more interested in the car, which had been immaculately repaired.
Malena stuck to her cover story, which left her parents huffy. She could tell they weren’t buying it, but she maintained the fiction because she couldn’t tell them the truth. It would violate her contract to even tell them there was a contract. To distract them, she made a point of spending cash on them. This was partly to get them over the idea she was broke. Her father had resisted, wrestling with her over every restaurant check. He let her pay each one in the end, but kept grumbling about it the entire time.
It took two days to chase them off to Virginia again. The moment they were on the plane she was finally able to relax. She could see now that being a field agent who couldn’t talk about her job at all was going to be difficult.
Two weeks after the mission had ended, she found herself sunbathing on the private beach outside the hotel built atop XCU’s base. The beach really was a lovely, quiet place. At least Ostlund hadn’t misled her about that detail.
Anthony called her cell again as she sunbathed. She let it ring twice before picking it up, not wanting to seem too anxious. He’d been talking about flying down to visit her. He knew she’d been injured, but not the extent of her injuries. Of course, he knew nothing about her mission, or what XCU did. That was well beyond his clearance level.
“I’ve got a few days off, finally,” he told her a minute or two later, after inquiring about her health several times.
“That’s great. But can you really afford to fly down just to see me?”
“Sure, don’t worry about that. I’m looking forward to seeing you again on a more relaxed basis. I think we’ll both be happier going out when we aren’t working at the same place. That always puts an extra strain on things—don’t you think?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I suppose it does. I mean, it did in our case.”
Malena wasn’t sure how she felt about this visit. She thought it would be fun, but questioned the wisdom of starting something up with Anthony again. She didn’t want to lead him on.
“You sure you’re feeling okay?” Anthony asked. “You never told me exactly what happened.”
“No, I didn’t. It’s related to my new job. That’s all I can say.”
“I understand. Injured right away…sounds like a training incident. I won’t ask anything else about it. But I know I can ask about you. Are you liking your new job?”
Malena thought about Ostlund and Burke. There was plenty of bullshit between those two. As an agent in the field, she effectively had two bosses and they weren’t on the same page. She wasn’t overly fond of either of them. And then there was Tanner…she wasn’t sure how she felt about him.
“Actually, it’s not too bad right now,” she said into her phone. “I’m sitting on the beach in the afternoon and getting paid for it. Hard to complain about that.”
Anthony laughed. “Lucky! If I got hurt they’d make me take a laptop to the hospital.”
Malena smiled. She looked around the beach. Really, she might have to reconsider her position on XCU. She’d wanted out badly by the end of her first mission. But now in retrospect, the whole thing looked more like a wild adventure. She hadn’t gone so far as to romanticize the events in Cuba yet, but she was remembering the positive more than the negative. Maybe that’s why they were being so nice to her. Perhaps they planned to buy her loyalty, to get her addicted to this lifestyle. She wasn’t sure.
The beach was on the western side of Key Largo, and the sun was beginning to go down in front of her over the Gulf of Mexico. The foam on the waves had turned from white to molten gold over the last hour as the sunlight changed.
Running her eyes over the waves and chatting with Anthony about his flight, she saw a figure rise up out of the water in front of her. It was an athletic man in a bathing suit. She could only see him in silhouette, due to the brilliant sun behind him and the shading effect of her sunglasses.
The man slicked back his hair, looked around and seemed to spot her. He began wading closer.
Anthony was saying something about rental cars when she tuned back into the conversation.
“…uh, don’t worry about that,” she said. “I can pick you up.”
“Really? I thought your car was on its last legs.”
“It was, but I bought a new one this week.”
Anthony made an appreciative sound. “So, this new job pays? That’s what you’re saying?”
“That’s classified.”
The man coming out of the sea had reached the zone of wet, dark sand where the ocean waves ended and the white beach began. He lifted his hand and waved to her in recognition. Malena waved back tentatively. She still wasn’t sure who he was, or where he’d come from.
“You sound distracted,” Anthony complained. “Maybe I should call later.”
“No, no,” she began. “There’s someone here, that’s all.”
“Who?”
“I’m not quite sure…”
In that instant, she recognized the man who was approaching her. It was Tanner. She didn’t know how she hadn’t realized it before. Maybe it was his state of undress. She’d only seen him in bulky fatigues and spacesuits and the like. She’d always known he was athletic; he wouldn’t have made much of a field agent otherwise. But in a bathing suit, he certainly did have a nice shape to him.
“Tanner?” she asked. She felt her lips part into a smile.
“Who did you think it was?”
Malena had been working on her sketchbook. She quickly flipped to an innocuous sketch. She didn’t want him to see the things she’d drawn. They were personal, and they haunted her dreams nightly. For all she knew, the images were forbidden by the small print on her contract.
Tanner walked up and stood next to her. Water ran down his bronzed skin.
“How come you never let me see your drawings?” he asked craning his neck to look over her shoulder.
“They aren’t that good,” she said. Then she showed him the sketch of the beach she’d been working on among less happy works.
He peered at it, shading his eyes. “That’s quite good!” he said.
“Thanks.”
Suddenly, Malena realized that she’d let her phone slip from her ear. She lifted it and pressed it to her head again. “Hello? Anthony? I’m sorry! Could I call you back?”
“Sure,” he said, and disconnected.
Malena frowned for just a second at the phone. Had he hung up in annoyance? She couldn’t tell by his tone. She felt a pang of guilt. Then she looked back up at Tanner and her frown faded.
“Hey,” she said. “Just where the hell did you come from?”
“That’s classified,” he said, sitting down in the sand beside her. His body dripped seawater, and he gave his head a little shake. This action created a hundred brown lumps of wet sand on the beach around him. Some of the droplets hit her and cooled her hot skin.
“I used to have a dog that did that,” Malena complained good-naturedly.
“Who were you talking to?”
“A friend.”
Tanner nodded and looked out to the sea. “Is this great or what? Ostlund promised you a private beach and he delivered, didn’t he?”
“How did you know he told me about the beach?”
“He sells it to every sucker he recruits.”
Malena laughed. “What happened to the ship?” she asked, squinting at him. “And what about Haak? No one will tell me.”
“I probably shouldn’t tell you either, but I will. The ship kept collapsing. It’s a mound of smoking rubble now. Once the reaction starts, it keeps going until it burns itself out.”
“You mean the implosion?”
“Yeah. That was a big chunk of X. It kept chewing on the ship for a long time. About Haak—well, he was deeper in the ship than we were when things went bad. I don’t think anyone could have survived that. Not even him.”
Malena nodded, but she wasn’t so sure. That man was harder to kill than a New York rat.
They watched the waves quietly for a few minutes. She had to admit to herself she was entertaining certain romantic thoughts about Bill Tanner. It would have been hard not to in this perfect environment. She recalled the kiss he’d given her back in the ship. They’d been close to death then. The entire mission seemed like a bad dream. Sitting here watching ocean waves crash on white sands, the smoky interior of an alien ship seemed far away indeed.
She began hoping Tanner would ask her out. That led to an immediate guilty response from the more thoughtful parts of her mind. After all, she’d just been discussing a vacation visit with Anthony, who was obviously trying to rekindle with her. She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about the situation. She decided to let Tanner make the next move.
When he finally spoke up, she was disappointed.
“So, you ready for another mission?” Tanner asked suddenly. He had a bright smile, and his teeth were square and white.
Malena’s face fell. She felt like she’d been misled.
“That’s what this is about? You came out here to see if you could drag me on another mission? Is Ostlund watching on some security camera? Did he send you out here just for that?”
Tanner was taken aback. “No, it’s not that. I mean—you do have a job, remember? This is a Wednesday…you knew that, right? You’re looking fit, and we could use your help. I wouldn’t have made it home from the last mission without you. I didn’t think that was too much to ask. The medics tell me your body is clear of X again. What I’m really inquiring about is your state of mind.”
“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Of course—I’m sorry. Sure, I can get back to work.”
They spent a few more minutes on the beach, but the mood was gone for Malena. All thoughts of romance had faded.
Tanner finally turned to her and smiled. “Love this place. Hey, you wouldn’t want to go get some dinner tonight, would you? I know a bar with the best grilled amber jack in the world.”
“Amber jack?”
“It’s a fish. Fantastic flavor.”
She stared at him, shaking her head. She didn’t know quite what to think. She’d just set up a get-together with an ex. Then Tanner had asked her out immediately after prodding her to get back to work. He had to have the world’s worst timing.
Tanner studied her face. She knew he was trying to read her expression and obviously failing at it. She’d always known he wasn’t the sensitive kind of guy, the kind of person who knew what you were thinking before you did. Instead, he was the type that just stood there looking confused when things didn’t work out.
“What’s wrong?” he asked finally.
“Nothing. Where’s the mission this time? Is it a hot site?”
“The mission? Oh yeah, that’s the good part. Probably just a dig. It’s Roswell again.”
Malena’s eyes widened in alarm. “Again?”
“Yeah, there’s this recurrent problem out there. You may have heard something about it. We haven’t been able to keep it a hundred percent quiet.”
“No kidding,” she said, picking up her sketchbook and towel. She began walking back toward the hotel which hid XCU’s headquarters.
“Um,” he said, following her. “What about dinner? Just as friends.”
She rolled her eyes and shook her head slightly. He didn’t seem to notice.
“All right,” she said.

The End
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