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It is not every day you find yourself in hand to hand combat with a killer vegetable from the planet Mars. It is an ugly looking creature, about eight feet tall but only a couple of feet wide. I guess the gravity is rather different on the red planet. The creature doesn’t have arms or legs but it does have one hell of a sting. A huge tentacle explodes abruptly from the centre of its head and nicks the side of my face. I think there must be some kind of poison in that sting. The vegetable has already killed four people. It is a walking Venus fly trap. It even has teeth; or at least, a circle of slavering thorns in its celery like head. The poison doesn’t bother me, of course. I don’t have a cardiovascular system. I am a Fembot – a female android – and since I don’t have a blood stream there is nothing for the poison to work on.

Unfortunately, I am unable to do the alien much harm either. My internal weaponry is out of action at the moment – my boobs are offline – so all I can do is move in close and try to tear its head off. The Martian sting has one hell of a kick to it. Who’d have thought an alien vegetable would have such a mean left hook? That tentacle almost knocked my face plate off. But I am in too close now for it to try that again. My hand clamps tightly around the nearest thing to a neck this walking stick of celery seems to possess. The sting shoots out again over my head as I dig my claws into the fleshy stem.

From behind, I can hear shots being fired. The police marksmen are finally getting their act together. The Martian lets out a garbled shriek as the bullets whizz past it. The cry seems to reverberate across the entire length of the trunk. I can feel the creature shuddering and I take that as a positive sign. An alien that can feel pain. That’s a relief. I am not a vindictive person, but I don’t take kindly to extra-terrestrials smudging my make up. A girl has to keep up appearances and having a big chunk of your right cheek slashed away doesn’t do much for your looks.

I don’t think I will be able to rip its head off with just my bare hands, so I hitch up the hem of my skirt and pull a knife out of a small compartment in my left thigh. In one swift move, I plunge the dagger into the heart of the alien. It lets out another shriek as I begin to saw away at its fleshy trunk. It shudders and struggles but I am not about to relax my grip. Gradually, the fibres in its neck begin to pull apart. I am winning this battle.

There are other battles going on all around me. I am in the middle of a war zone. Suffice to say, there is more than one alien vegetable on the rampage on Covington Common this afternoon.

I had been having such a lovely day, too. The sky was a cloudless blue – a rarity in England in early April – and I had been all set to enjoy a picnic on the neatly trimmed grass with a handsome young astronomer. It was his idea to take a look at the meteorite that had landed on the common in the early hours of Wednesday morning. Of course, no-one had expected anything to emerge from the steaming ball of metal, least of all me. And, much to my disappointment, the poor astronomer was the first to feel the lash from a Martian as it emerged from a hole in the side of the meteorite. I feel something of an obligation to express my disapproval.

The creature falls away and I stamp on its head for good measure. I am not being petulant. I am just making sure it is really dead.

I look up and take in the scene around me. The vegetables are retreating to their metal cylinder, a huge boulder embedded in a mound of churned up earth in the middle of the common. That’s where the local kids usually play football. I don’t think anyone will be kicking a ball around there again for quite a while. I am not the only one to have successfully battered a Martian. A couple of other vegetables have also fallen victim to the specially armed police who arrived on the scene shortly after the whole kerfuffle began. But there are more dead people scattered across the common than there are dead plants.

A police sergeant is keeping members of the public well away from the action. A small crowd has been watching the entire fight from a respectful distance, apparently unaware that there might be any danger. Luckily, Sergeant Wilkins is on hand to protect them.

I smooth down my pleated miniskirt and regard the row of vegetables suspiciously. They are jabbering amongst themselves, at the entrance to their ship. I am not quite sure how they are making the noise. Despite the circular teeth, they don’t have anything that might equate to a mouth. There does seem to be some kind of rubbing going on down below, though. A thick root is banging against the base of the stem, which creates an odd staccato sound; maybe the Martian equivalent of Morse code. If I was a human being, I might find that rather unnerving.

‘You should come away too, miss,’ Sergeant Wilkins suggests, placing a firm hand on my shoulder. He is an amiable barrel of a man with a huge moustache and a west county accent.

He is right. I should really find a phone and report back to my bosses in London. I didn’t come here to engage an alien invasion fleet single-handedly. Even a Fembot like me cannot take on an entire ship full of aliens on my own, especially with my boobs out of commission. The authorities already know about the meteor strike but no-one in the capital can have heard about the aliens yet. We only spotted them ourselves ten minutes ago.

The dashing young astronomer had bubbled with enthusiasm when I had spoken to him about the meteors late last night. ‘It’s definitely coming from Mars,’ he gabbled, as I peered through his enormous telescope. He was a handsome, bashful young man with brown, shoulder-length hair and rounded spectacles. ‘We think a small asteroid must have hit the red planet and caused the ejection of a large chunk of matter.’ I love a man who knows his science. ‘I thought it would pass by the Earth at about 10,000 miles, but yesterday it seemed to change direction. Now it appears to be heading for Woking.’

I blinked and pulled back from the eyepiece. ‘Why would anyone want to land in Woking?’

The astronomer shrugged shyly. ‘Who knows? But as far as I can tell, the meteor is likely to smash into Covington Common at about six am tomorrow morning.’

His calculation were only a little off. I had felt the impact, lying next to him in bed at 5.47am. We had warned the police to clear the common before we went to bed. He had made up a cot for me in the spare room but I had crept into his bed soon afterwards and he had not objected. Why would he? Any young man would be happy to forego a few hours slumber to spend the night with a pretty girl. Away from the telescope, he was not remotely shy. Don’t let anyone tell you that astronomers lead sheltered lives.

And now the poor lamb has had his head all but sliced off by an alien tentacle. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the Martians have regrouped and are planning a new kind of attack. Sergeant Wilkins has radioed control, advising them of the situation and requesting back up. The army and the air force are on their way but it will be some minutes before any decent fire power can be unleashed. And with my weaponry out of action, even a Fembot of my strength, skill and intelligence can only do so much to contain the situation.

One of the Martians has retreated inside the cylinder with what I can only describe as a mischievous gurgle. I still don’t know how they generate those sounds. A minute or so passes and a metal rod extends from the top of the rock. A focused beam shoots out across the heath.

Wilkins lets out a strangled cry as the beam cuts through him and his body erupts into a ball of flame. The heat ray sweeps across the grass and a wall of fire takes hold. The crowd, finally alerted to the seriousness of the situation, are attempting to flee but the beam hits them hard and several pensioners go up like Roman candles.

I am already running towards the vegetables, intent on hurling myself through them and snapping off the source of the beam. But the Martians see what I am up to and the beam swings across, the sizzling laser cutting through the front of my face. My vision instantly caves in. My optic circuits are ablaze. Internal diagnostics are sending out alert signals and all at once I am –
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Offline for six hours. I am lying on a comfortable mattress in an airless third floor room. I can’t actually see the room, as there is something obstructing my vision, but my audio sensors are providing me with a pretty good impression of where I am. There is a bearded man looming over me, wearing a long white coat.

‘Don’t try to run your internal diagnostic,’ he tells me calmly. I recognise the voice. It is Professor Burton, the roboticist. ‘You’ve been offline for some hours.’

‘Six hours, twelve minutes and thirty-three seconds,’ I say.

I hear him nod. ‘You suffered quite extensive damage. I’m afraid your eyeballs were burnt out completely. I’ve had to install some replacements. It’s lucky that laser beam didn’t hit your atomic power unit.’ He sneezes suddenly. ‘Excuse me. Otherwise half the city would have been destroyed.

I bring a hand up to my chin. There is a metal contraption attached to the front of my head and my face plate appears to be missing. I have been undressed as well. I am completely naked, underneath a single cotton bed sheet. Perhaps my clothes were burnt off by that laser.

‘What happened at the common?’ I ask, anxious to catch up.

‘Everything’s gone quiet, apparently.’ Burton sneezes again. ‘Excuse me. Hay fever. Time of year.’ He rubs his eyes. ‘The creatures retreated into their spaceship. The army has established a five hundred yard exclusion zone around the crater.’ He sniffs and wipes his nose with a handkerchief. ‘The government are deciding what to do next.’

‘Why don’t they just drop a bomb on them?’

Burton shrugs. I hear the crinkle in his white coat. He is a handsome, rugged man with a gravelly Welsh voice and an over-sized frame. I can picture the quiet concern on his face as he speaks. ‘They may well do that, as a last resort. At the moment, though, they are attempting to communicate with the creatures.’

I laugh. ‘Don’t tell me Martians can speak English?’

‘No, but they clearly have an understanding....’ He sneezes again. ‘An understanding of mathematics.’

‘Piloting asteroids, they must do,’ I agree. ‘But they didn’t seem to want to communicate, out on the common.’

‘We have to make the effort,’ Burton insists, ‘if only to avoid any further loss of life. I gather they’re using music to try to establish a rapport. A short sequence of notes, representing a simple mathematical formulae.’

‘And if that doesn’t work, blow them to kingdom come.’

Burton sighs. ‘That’s about the size of it.’ Like most academics, the thought of bombs and indiscriminate death unnerves him. Odd, really, given his area of expertise. Outside of K Division, he is Britain’s foremost expert on android weaponry.

I pull myself up from the mattress. ‘I should really be getting back there, to help out.’ Death, of course, is my bread and butter. That is what a Fembot is for. 

Burton places an arm on my shoulder, as the cotton sheet drops away. ‘You’re in no fit state to do anything, I’m afraid.’ He sniffs again, but his voice is unwavering. ‘It will take several hours for the new hardware to be properly integrated. You’re still connected to the master computer.’ That’s the obstruction covering my eyes. ‘While you were out, I took the opportunity to make some final repairs to your weaponry.’ My armaments have been out of action for weeks after a recent trip to South America (long story; I was in a coach that fell off a cliff). Professor Burton is handling the refit. That was what brought me to this part of the world in the first place. ‘You’ll need to power down all extraneous systems and reboot. It’s going to take a while, I’m afraid. Most of the night. You’re lucky I had the equipment to
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