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Transmission begins.

Scrambling codes initiated.

From: Third Leader EXLOR 221182119

To: First Leader CLMLE 221182119

Second Leader BXLOR 221182119

We have located the secret Eridu base. We are tracking Eridu operatives and gathering information on numbers. We will be ready to strike the base soon. 

From: First Leader CLMLE 221182119

To: Third Leader EXLOR 221182119

Your priority is to capture an operative or progeny and move them to base. We can mind-strip them for all information. Don’t waste time on a foolish attack of their base when we don’t know their strength.

Because of your initial failures we have wasted much valuable time. Our orders have changed. We must increase our harvest on this planet. We must secure as much food as we can to ensure a high price for a restricted commodity. If you fail to secure an operative or progeny you will take its place in the feasting hall.

Scrambling codes initiated.

Transmission Ends.
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Noah had been in paradise for three years. He hated it.

He stared out at the blue sea beyond the island reef and thought about aliens. He was pretty sure he wasn’t one. He hadn’t touched minds for help when a shark had got into the lagoon. He hadn’t mind-shifted his tools out of the way of the water fight. He lifted a handful of powdery white sand and watched the grains float down through his fingers. Everyone was helping to build the spaceship and here he was staring out to sea, not a spanner in sight.

Saul flopped down beside him on the sand. ‘Have you been here all this time?’

Noah shrugged. He didn’t feel like talking. 

‘Eh. There’s nothing out there. Just miles of ocean.’

The waves rolled in and out of the impossibly blue sea. The sun shone on the whiter than white sand, the glare making his eyes water. Noah squinted to see if anything was floating in the lagoon. He would even take a shark sighting. 

Saul flicked sand at him. ‘Lorikeet got your tongue?’

‘Shut up Saul!’

‘Ah, now he speaks. Who are you talking with, bro?’

Can’t a guy just sit on the beach? Does he need a bunch of aliens in his head watching his every move?

‘Who wants to see your every move... you on the toilet... ewww.’

Noah shrugged. He wasn’t going to answer Saul, it wasn’t worth it. They had nothing in common.

He could feel Saul looking at him. 

‘Who are you calling alien anyway?’ Saul’s voice snapped. ‘You’re the alien here. You don’t fit in.’ 

Noah turned in surprise to stare at Saul. In the three years he had been on the island, this was the first time anybody had ever acknowledged it: he was the one out of place. 

At first it had seemed like a big adventure, a fairy tale. His little family whisked off to a tropical island where they could go to school for the first time. And they didn’t have to do all the farm work like back home. He had a great workshop with tools and engines and they let him work on whatever projects he liked. He didn’t think much about his father in a hospital in New Zealand. Suddenly he seemed to have more family than he had known about back home when it was just his twin and his elder brother and sister living alone in the back end of nowhere. 

He closed his eyes against the glare of the white sand and thought back to the cool deep green water of the farm stream. The shadows of the eels in the deep pools under the overhanging bush and the way the mist hung down draping the hills surrounding the farm like a wet sheet. He so wanted to go back. Life was uncomplicated. Just him and the generator. A small safe world. None of the secrets. None of the weirdness of being trapped on an alien base in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. 

Noah stood up, ignoring Saul and walked into the lagoon. He started to swim, closing his eyes against the blue and trying to think of the deep green and the shadowed coolness of home.

Caleb would laugh at him. Trade in a fantasy Pacific island with everything on tap for a small farm with high rainfall and no phone access. 

Rachel would sort of understand but she was away doing who knew what with Daniel, one of their half-brothers. He missed her. He was stuck here building a spaceship and wondering what his place in the world would be. There were a few kids like him. Bright but not with that extra hopped up genetic loading. 

Caleb’s words from the night before floated back to him like seaweed on the tide: ‘Listen buddy, dumb here means genius everywhere else. So you aren’t in the Book. Big deal. Do you really think you’d want to be? Look at all the disadvantages. You’d have to marry early. You have to keep a lot of secrets. You’re tracked everywhere you go. Your only friends are related to you.’

Tobias’ head had popped up from the hammock he was lying in. ‘Gee Caleb, those are negatives?’ His twin had snorted. ‘That’s life as we knew it back home. We never had friends outside family. We’ve never been anywhere on our own. Marrying early, really? Are you looking forward to having Shira around all the time?’ He chuckled. ‘With the new spaceship being built that’s not going to be a problem much longer. We’ll have all the universe to travel in. Lots to see and do.’

‘Shut up about Shira.’ Caleb chucked a pillow at Tobias’ hammock, starting it swinging under the porch rafters. Tobias responded by hurling all the deck cushions at Caleb kinesthetically. Noah slunk lower in his own hammock, annoyed with his twin for showing off his super-mind skills. Life on the island had been great until Tobias had figured out how to be like ‘them.’ That was all they cared about. All you were worth to them. Super genes. Yeah right. Caleb, Rachel, and now Tobias. He felt like a left over and Saul’s words had hammered that home.

Noah surfaced and floated on the water. One good thing about the sea, he thought. No one could tell when you cried.

He flipped over and swam under water. A few fish swam past him. He tried to catch one with his fingers but they were too quick for him. In the distance he could see a grey shape ghosting through the water. Saul must have dived in. He turned away and swam towards the other side of the circular lagoon. 

He couldn’t mind move anything. He couldn’t ‘speak’ to others, he was only good for understanding machines which never gave him any problems... not like his ‘family.’

‘Not all of us will be leaving Earth anyway,’ Caleb had said.

‘I bet I know who will be staying,’ Noah had said. ‘Anybody that doesn’t fit in the genetic super group. And what happens to us, eh, when you are all off swanning about the universe. You will be traveling in faster than light drive. Simple physics tells me I’m never going to see you again. You will be as dead as Mum.’

Noah stared hard at the grey shape in the distance. He looked around. Saul was swimming in the lagoon on the other side. The grey shape changed direction. A fin knifed up through the surface then disappeared. There was a shark in the lagoon. He frowned. That was the second shark this week. The lagoon was supposed to be shark-proof which was why the exclusive resort on the island did so well. It was difficult for them to get into the nearly protected lagoon unless someone was helping them. Come to think of it, Saul had been there both times. 

Now he was getting paranoid. Dead men tell no tales. That was one way of getting rid of the genetic extras – unfortunate accidents.

The shark slid towards him like an oil slick in the water. It swum a wide circle just checking him out. Noah started to move towards the shore taking his time not trying to be any threat.

He glanced back over his shoulder He couldn’t see the shark!

‘It’s the shark you don’t see that takes you down,’ Saul’s words echoed in his ears. Saul! Where was he?

Noah stopped swimming and stuck his head out of the water searching for Saul.

A dark shadow flickered in the corner of his eye. The shark was coming straight for him.

Noah dodged, spinning to try and put the shark off. He pushed water hard and shouted under water. Sometimes the sonic shove of sound could put the shark off. The shark veered off flicking its tail from side to side. Noah surfaced gasping for air.

He ducked his head back under the water searching frantically in a circle for the shark or Saul. No shark. No Saul. He swam hard for the beach and staggered up onto the sand.

‘Saul!’ He yelled.

He kept yelling Saul’s name as figures popped into sight all along the shoreline.

His brother Caleb was the first to get to him.

‘There was a shark, Saul was with me and then he disappeared.’

The group of figures turned and stared at the lagoon. Two of Saul’s brothers raced for the canoes that were lying on the beach. Caleb and Luke launched each canoe into the middle of the lagoon where the paddlers peered over the side looking for Saul or the shark.

Noah stood on the shore clutching his towel to his stomach. He replayed the shark’s turn towards him. Where was Saul?

‘Hey guys, what’s up?’ said a voice behind him.

Noah sagged with relief. Saul stood there, his towel around his neck looking innocent.

Caleb alerted everyone that the scare was over. Saul was on the beach.

‘Very funny, Saul,’ he growled. ‘You freaked Noah half to death. He thought you’d been taken by a shark.’

‘I just shifted it back out of the lagoon. Noah has to remember I can port myself away. I’m not a dead weight like him.’ 

Caleb frowned. Saul backed up. ‘I mean I’ve got skills to get me out of trouble.’

‘And a mouth to get you into it,’ said Caleb. Noah saw Caleb’s eyes slide quickly towards him and then back to Saul. 

Luke looked at Saul and shook his head.

Three canoes landed on the beach. Saul’s brothers clambered out

‘Where did you get to? Noah was scared for you,’ they both accused Saul.

Noah began to feel silly. Saul hadn’t been in trouble but then he hadn’t ‘called’ anyone either. He’d just shouted Saul’s name and everyone had suddenly appeared.

‘I was shifting a shark out of the lagoon. I can’t help it if Noah gets scared coz he can’t see me.’ Saul gave a half smirk in Noah’s direction. His body language was screaming ‘poor little kid’.

Noah glared at him. He wondered how much control Saul had had over the shark. Had he caused it to charge? ‘Sorry I cared.’

Caleb sucked in his breath. Luke frowned. Saul’s brothers looked at the fire power around Noah and ‘ported away, leaving the brewing fight.

‘Thanks for getting rid of the shark, Saul,’ said Luke. ‘It’s nearly time for class. Why don’t you deal with the canoes and we’ll walk Noah back to the dorm.’

Caleb picked up a towel and slung it around his younger brother’s shoulders. Luke stepped up beside him to walk along the path. Tobias couldn’t help feeling like it was the march of the condemned man. Guards on either side of him. He wished he could ‘port away but Saul was right, he was dead weight in this community. 

Luke placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. ‘You aren’t dead weight. Everyone has their own part to play. Their own place in this world. You just have to find yours.’

Yada. Yada, Noah thought. Such a typical adult thing to say. He slid his eyes towards Caleb, waiting for him to say something. Caleb didn’t look at him.

Luke peeled away heading to his teaching room, and Caleb and Noah continued along the crushed shell path through the palm trees to the one story wooden building the family called home. At that point Noah realised he never called it home, it was the dorm. Home was a shadowed valley with knee high grass and a faint smell of cows. Home was the old farm generator. And he really wanted to go back there.

Noah was head down inside the jet intake when he heard his name called. The rapping on the steel cowling made his ears ring. He swore and backed out. He was even more annoyed to find his twin Tobias was using his best spanner to show off his levitation skills. 

‘What?’ snarled Noah, thinking about using the spanner on his twin’s head. 

‘I heard you and Saul had a problem this morning.’ Toby leaned against the wall, his eyes on the spanner as he levitated it higher. 

Noah scowled. ‘There was a shark in the lagoon I thought it had got Saul. Shouldn’t have bothered.’ Toby looked at Noah who lunged to catch his spanner as Toby’s concentration broke. The spanner stayed up in the air. Show off, Noah thought feeling stupid for lunging when he didn’t have to. 

‘That’s not the ‘better twin’ talking is it? I knew it.’ 

The old twin rivalry comment annoyed Noah even more than Toby levitating his spanner out of reach. ‘Better. Better. Best,’ he snarled. He knew Tobias had only come in to annoy him with his improved levitation skills. ‘Go away. I’m doing real work here.’

‘There’s a meeting after dinner.’ Tobias let the spanner fall with a clang and began to saunter out of the workshop. Noah snatched up the spanner, swearing at Tobias while he inspected it carefully to see if it had been damaged. 

Tobias laughed at him. ‘Naughty. Naughty.’ He wagged a finger at Noah and disappeared. One moment he was there the next moment he was gone. Noah caught his breath. Toby had learned to teleport. For a moment he felt deep envy. His twin was supposed to be like him. But now he was something different. Tobias was leaving him behind. 

Noah carefully placed the spanner in his work bag and took his time tidying everything up. His plan for coming back after dinner scuttled. He slouched over to the dining room, annoyed his work was being interrupted for something that would have nothing to do with him. It was all alien stuff and he wasn’t one of them. 

The noise was almost deafening as he opened the door. He looked at the milling crowd and saw his sister Rachel in the middle of a group of people by the window. She had been away from the island for most of the year. Rachel saw him and detached herself from her group to fling an arm around Noah. 

‘Eww yuck. Rach, get off.’ Noah tried to shrug out of the hug.

‘You’ve been growing, Noah...’

Noah finally shrugged her arm off, his face felt hot. He hated being noticed. He could hear the snarky comments about him from the group she had left.

‘Well, you look like you have.’ She flung her arm around his shoulders again. ‘I feel like I’ve been away for years.’

‘No such luck,’ muttered Noah, wishing he could leave as well.

Rachel frowned at him. She leaned forward. ‘Talk later,’ she promised. Her eyes bored into him for a moment, a hint of warning in them. 

Noah felt ashamed of his bad mood with her. He hadn’t seen Rachel in months. He was about to ask what she had been doing, when she sped off to hug one of her friends, leaving him standing there. He felt more alone than ever as he walked to his group table and sat in a corner waiting for everyone to get themselves organised. He needn’t have come over so early. He glanced around the room looking for Toby so he could glare at him. 

Dinner seemed to go on for ever. Noah shovelled up the food and thought about roast beef. Living on a tropical island the menu was always pork and fish, breadfruit, mangoes, taro and greens, and coconut everything.

He sighed. His work group was on dishes. That meant clearing away super quick so that the dining room could be used for the meeting. He raced into the kitchen and filled the big sinks with hot water. Scrubbing the pots was the worst job... but it meant that he didn’t need to talk to anyone.

He started on the pile. His work group left him alone to scrub while they stacked dishes and cleaned cutlery. The bell went on the veranda and everybody stopped what they were doing to head into the dining room for the meeting. Noah saw that his work group had quickly cleaned the tables, doing a half-assed job again. Judith would have something to say. 

Adam and Judith, the leaders of the school, sat down at the top table. With them was a man that Noah had never seen before. He was not as tall as Adam and had dark wavy hair. There was something about the way he sat that made Noah shiver. He reminded Noah of a large cat. One that had marked out the bird it was going to kill and was just waiting for the right moment. 

Adam stood up. ‘It’s been a while,’ he said, ‘but David is back from Europe. He says he’s having a bit of a holiday here.’

There was some laughter from the older students.

David, the mysterious one. In the three years Noah had been at Ecole Liatris, he hadn’t visited once. Why now? thought Noah. David had two kids left at the academy. They were in the older group. 

Adam continued. ‘David will be teaching some advanced engineering groups while he’s here.’ He glanced at David. ‘We have some students who are interested in this field, including one who seems to live in the workshop.’ There was a ripple of laughter from some kids as they all turned to looked at Noah. He ducked his head, not pleased to be singled out. 

‘There will be changes to some of the programme to make the most of David’s holiday...’ Adam started to detail some of the changes. Noah pretended to be interested. They all seemed to involve Fullie kids getting extra time with David. The Halfies who were doing the same engineering papers didn’t seem to be selected for any special groups.

Adam wound up the meeting and sent everyone to finish their work jobs before free time. 

Noah slouched back into the kitchen and continued with the pots. In the distance he heard the murmur of voices. Adam, Judith, David, and Luke were still talking at the table. Judith’s voice cut sharply through the air. ‘Hannah would never agree!’ 

‘She’s not here so it’s not an issue.’ The voice sounded bored. It must be David, thought Noah. But why are they talking about Mum?

The voices stopped and Noah knew that they had gone back to mind speech. He finished the last big tray and emptied the sink. The rest of his work group bustled around drying dishes and wiping tables and benches. Noah left them to it and headed back to the dorm.

Noah lounged on a bean bag in the family room and watched his sister wrestle Tobias out of her favourite chair. It was nice having the family all back together. For a moment Noah could imagine that he was back at the farm. He wished he had a chunk of Rachel’s homemade bread and  plum jam in his hand. Mangoes just weren’t the same. 

“What’s been happening Rachel? How was the university?’

Rachel grinned. ‘Well I took Suz’s advice and stayed in jeans.’ 

Noah sighed. ‘Who cares what you wore. What were the lectures like?’ 

‘They are like big movie theatres but without the comfy chairs.’

Caleb threw a cushion at her. ‘Come on... spit it out.’ 

‘The lectures were interesting. It was more going over stuff we already know than anything new. Sometimes it was frustrating to sit on my hands and not say anything. I had some tutorials where contributing to a discussion got you a better mark. I ended up just repeating what someone else said in a different way.’ 

Now it was Tobias’ turn to fling a cushion at her. Rachel stopped it in mid-air and it hung there looking like a weird light fitting. ‘What’s the point of attending university if you aren’t going to learn anything new? You may as well stay here.’ 

Caleb laughed. ‘It’s so we can be in the system. If we just show up out of nowhere knowing a whole lot of advanced stuff, people are going to notice.’ 

‘Don’t you think they are noticing now? How many people under twenty get their doctorates?’ Noah shifted around on the bean bag. 

Rachel finally let the cushion drop. ‘That’s why they’re spreading us around the universities. My university thinks I’ve transferred in from another university. It’s hard though, staying all the time in the student hall. I had to pretend I had sick relative that I needed to keep visiting just to get a break from all the people.’

‘You do have a sick relative,’ said Noah. ‘Did you see Dad? Australia is much closer than here.’

‘He’s still in the rehab hospital. I visited a couple of times, when I could get a cheap flight, but he didn’t really know who I was. He kept calling me Hannah.’

Noah noticed that she looked at Caleb when she said that. He could tell there was another lightning-fast mind conversation happening at the same time. He scowled. ‘Are you going to tell us what you’re talking about?’ 

Caleb and Rachel looked guilty. ‘I was just saying to Caleb that he often makes that mistake. Apparently I look very like Mum.’ Rachel turned her head to look out the window at a particularly noisy bird. ‘The hospital said he would get very upset after I had gone in. They didn’t come out and say it, but I think they were hoping I wouldn’t visit as much.’

‘Sucks,’ Tobias flicked a cushion at the wall. 

Rachel nodded. ‘Anyway, I sat my exams and tried not to get everything right. Apparently that raises too many questions as well.’ 

Caleb laughed. ‘Yeah. I had the talk after I did that last year.’ 

‘What talk?’ Noah asked. 

‘The one where Adam takes you aside and lays down the law about blending into society and not standing out... with the added threat of having your trips off the island stopped permanently.’

‘Good threat,’ said Tobias, ‘I’m ready to see more of the world. I wonder where I’ll be going?’

Noah picked at the woven mat under the bean bag. All right for some. He noticed it was the Fullies who left the island to go to university. The ones with the full genetic loading. Anyone would think they couldn’t blend in as much as the Halfies. The Halfies that didn’t have the hopped up extra genes. The normal ones. The Halfies seemed to be tracked into different jobs which paid a lot. Where was their chance at higher learning? The mysterious David had something to do with arranging their lives. ‘At least you get to go somewhere.’

Tobias shrugged. ‘So will you.’

Caleb laughed at some unheard joke. Noah started to pull on the loose fibres in the rug. He clamped his lips shut. He could feel his blood pumping fast through his veins. ‘Halfies don’t get to go off island to university,’ he said.

‘Yes they do,’ argued Rachel. ‘We’re all halfblooded! Caleb and I have both been to university.’ 

‘It’s only the ones with the super-gene switched on that get to go,’ said Noah, trying to make her understand what he had worked out. ‘The others don’t!’ 

Rachel thought hard. ‘I’m sure they do,’ she said. 

‘Name one.’

Rachel was silent. She was frowning in thought.

‘You can’t, can you?’ said Noah. He got up and slouched off to the bathroom. 

‘What’s up with him?’ he heard his sister say.

There was silence... so he knew they were talking about him. He snapped the sliding door shut. 

Noah lay in a hammock staring up at the stars. Somewhere up there was the Generation  Ship that started this mess. They had been traveling through this area of space checking in on seeded colonies and assessing how they were thriving or not. It was supposed to be a routine scout ship mission: in and out, monitoring technological advances. The planet was an experimental colony belonging to the Eridu confederation. This branch of the galaxy had two advanced races which had treaties protecting planets that had seeded colonies on them. The Greys, a name given by the few humans who had seen their natural state, had established a presence on Earth in violation of the galactic treaty. When the Eridu scout ship was fired upon by a Grey fighter jet, everybody on board knew it was absolutely critical that they survive and get word back to their Gen Ship. 

The scout ship had crashed but the crew had survived. Their ship was lost in the sea off the coast of New Zealand. The crew had managed to get to shore and blend in with the local population. They knew that the Greys suspected that there had been survivors and the hunt for them was on. The crew needed to survive and build another scout ship to have a chance at getting back to the Gen Ship to raise the alarm. As the Generation Ship was on a thirty-year trip around their corner of the galaxy they were down to the last decade to try to get off Earth and back to the ship. The crew had to breed up enough bright scientists in secret to help them get back with their message. They had decided that the genetic ‘losers’ of their super group could aid the effort by working in high-earning occupations so they could use the money and lifestyle to camouflage what they were doing.

Keeping everybody under control here on the island was all part of the master plan to leave Earth. Noah kept thinking about the master plan. Turning it over and over in his mind. They would need many pounds of thrust to break free of the atmosphere. A rocket launch would be picked up by satellites from all the tech nations in the world. How do you disguise that? The Greys had infiltrated some of these societies. The leaps in computing and avionics showed that someone was influencing technological advances. And if it wasn’t the Eridu, it must be the Greys.

If the Greys were watching for survivors, wouldn’t they be looking in the place where the ship went down. And if you were trying to get back to the Eridu mother ship wouldn’t you be trying to access technology that would help you? If the Greys wanted to find people like that, they would be closely watching technology and place. Putting out bait would be the best way to find the Greys and eliminate them. Noah shivered. The bait would have to be expendable. No point in using a Fullie then. Was that what David was doing? Using Halfies as bait to expose the Greys? A secret war... of elimination. The Greys must know surely.

Greys were chameleons. Able to take the form of something close to them. But they couldn’t shift through time and space the way the Eridu could. That was the advantage that the Fullies had over most of the Halfies. They could get out of danger fast if they had to. By keeping the Halfies at a distance, doing things that didn’t relate to advanced technology, they could disguise how much of a presence they were in the world.

David had been doing a mission with Hannah, their mother, when the Greys had found her. She had been tracked and the Greys knew of the existence of her children. All the Frasers were in grave danger. There had been a huge argument about letting the Fraser children leave the island at all, once they had been found and brought there. But as they had tested full genetic loading, it was decided that the risk was worth it to add the Frasers to the crew – all of them except Noah. While he was a genius with machines, he wasn’t a super-mind like the rest of his family. He was a waste of space here. Even his family thought so, talking about him in their minds knowing that he couldn’t ‘hear’ them. His eyes started prickling. He was not going to feel sorry for himself. As soon as he could, he would go back to the farm where he was needed and wanted. He imagined walking up to the shed to work on a project, with no one around to muck it up. Noah drifted off.
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The workshop was Noah’s favourite space. Here was the familiar smell of grease and oil. The tools on the wall were his favourite decoration. A spanner was a spanner no matter whose hands used it. The workshop was at the back end of the hangar at the end of the runway. It looked too big for the two planes it housed. That’s because it was. In the back, behind a false wall, was the workshop where they were building another scout ship. The problem was they were doing it without plans. So while the crew could explain what each part of the spaceship did, they didn’t know how to build it. The engineering crew were all working on different projects which they hoped could be put together to make a space-worthy ship. Noah crawled inside the jet engine cowling to resume tinkering with his project. He had tested and retested his plan on the computer. Making it work in real life was the goal. His engine project was the place where he lived, body and soul. He hammered carefully on the steel, bending it into the angle he wanted. He stopped often to compare his work with his plans. 

‘How is it coming along?’ The unfamiliar voice made him drop the expensive bolts. They rolled down the angled incline of steel, clattering until they wedged up against the small pipe into the engine. 

Noah clenched his teeth. Two hours’ work to retrieve the bolts. ‘Fine, until you
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