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For my son, Paul, whose name found its way into the stars.

For my wife, Ayda, whose love, patience and belief helped carry my writing further than I ever expected.

For my mum, Sally, aka Sals, the original girl from the Outback.

For my dad, who has been gone for more than ten years now, but who always backed me.

For my brother Ben and his beautiful family.

For my Uncle Ross and Aunty Michelle, who were among my first fans.

For all my mates who told me to just do it.

And for Dollie the Collie—loyal, stubborn and brave.

Every good adventure needs a dog!

We called this world our beginning.

We built our names into its dust,
raised our children beneath its sky,
and buried our dead as if we had always belonged.

But blood remembers what history forgets.
Stone keeps what empires lose.

Earth was never the first home of humanity.

It was where we survived.

And when the old signal woke, the dark remembered us too.
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The Sombrero Galaxy burned.

By then, nobody aboard the last human warships bothered with words like front line or campaign. Those belonged to the early years, when maps still mattered and admirals in dress uniform could stand over a holotable and pretend the thing could be managed.

By the time Captain Sandra Ramirez glanced up from the tactical board on The Vanguard, three hundred and fifty human ships had become seven blinking lights in a sea of red. The comms were full of people dying badly.

“Resolute, battery three is gone, we need...”

“Omega, break spin! Break spin!”

“Mayday...Ngunnawal, structural failure, we're...”

The tactical net frayed. Voices cut out mid-syllable, engulfed by hard static or absolute, sudden silence.

Lieutenant Voss jammed a hand against his earpiece.

“The Perseverance is gone.”

Ramirez gripped the rail until the metal bit her palms. Another hit rolled through the bridge. Sparks showered out of the overhead panels and bounced across the deck. Smoke flattened under the lights, greasy and dark, carrying the stink of burnt insulation and hot metal.

She straightened her grey uniform out of habit.

A stupid thing to do.

A human thing.

On the board one light went out. 

Another.

No time for a captain to sound noble when there was still work to do.

Beyond the cracked forward glass, Xenari hulls moved through the wreckage with the confidence of predators in water they owned. They had the silhouettes of inverted hammerhead sharks. Underneath, their blue Sphere-cores spat a steady, blinding radiation...endless juice for a species that didn't plan on dying. 

Human ships had mass and grit. They fought like things built by hands that remembered gravity.

Xenari ships moved like intent.

A wash of blinding light filled The Vanguard’s bridge windows. The shields screamed. The hull rang like a struck bell. Navigation lost a crewman with blood pouring from one ear.

“Shields at twenty-five percent,” Ensign Wong shouted.

“Divert power from non-essentials,” Ramirez said. 

“Keep us in the fight.”

But it had stopped being a fight some time ago. Every order came back as fresh damage. Every volley the humans fired bought seconds and not much else. The Xenari line kept closing, patient and certain, an armada that no longer needed surprise.

“Captain,” Voss said, quieter now. “We’re losing them.”

Ramirez did not look at the board. She shut her eyes for half a heartbeat and saw Leo instead.

Warm earth. Wind moving through dry grass. Violetta running ahead with something stolen from the irrigation beds clutched in one hand, laughing hard enough to trip over her own boots.

Mum, when are you coming home?

Sombrero humans lived long lives. A hundred and fifty years was ordinary enough if war, illness or stupidity didn’t get there first.

Even so, having Violetta at ninety-two had raised eyebrows.

Late, people had said.

Ramirez had called it a miracle and dared anyone to argue. Now her miracle was somewhere behind her, on a world the Xenari had probably already ‘cleansed’.

The Vanguard pitched violently as a fresh volley struck. Ramirez opened her eyes. The dream of warm earth vanished, replaced by the grease-choked dark of a failing bridge.

“Order all remaining ships to form a screen around The Last Hope.”

“Captain, if we keep holding this line...”

“We hold it.”

He sent the order without arguing again.

Out in the debris field, what remained of the human force formed around the colony vessel at the centre. Damaged ships. Bleeding ships. Ships that had long since stopped pretending they would see home again.

A fresh blast hit The Vanguard’s port side and took the lights for two seconds. When they came back, Ramirez saw it.

The Ayda.

The massive human flagship rolled through the killing field like a punched brute that refused to fall. Twice the bulk of the other human warships. Scarred. Glowing with return fire. Still moving. Still hitting back.

Admiral Paul Ryder was out there somewhere, spending lives like a man who knew exactly how many he had left.

Ramirez keyed a secure channel.

“Ayda, this is Vanguard. Multiple hostiles are peeling toward the Hope.”

Ryder answered at once, calm in a way that made the battle feel louder.

“We see them.”

“You can’t win this.”

“Not trying to.”

The line cut.

Ramirez saw the flagship change vector, nose swinging through wreckage into a line so aggressive it made Voss swear under his breath.

“He’s not serious,” Voss said. “That close and he’ll gut half of them, but...”

“He’s not going to ram.”

Ramirez never took her eyes off the screen.

“He’s going to punch a hole.”

On the bridge of The Marauder, Supreme Commander Don’Raka took in the same manoeuvre without surprise.

Around her, Xenari officers moved in quiet efficiency. Black armour. Pale faces. Humanoid but each taller than two metres. Blood-red insignia worked into breastplates and collars. 

Don’Raka sat at the centre of them in gold and red armour, two real swords crossed over her chest. They were not ceremonial. In the last rites of Xenari victory, blades like those took the heads of defeated leaders. Each one marked a life taken, a command earned, and a wound she had chosen not to forget.

A junior officer stood below her command dais.

“Supreme Commander. The human screen is reforming around the large vessel at the centre of their formation.”

Don’Raka studied the tactical image as it narrowed.

The ship bothered her.

It was too large to be a destroyer, too poorly armed to be a flagship, and yet the humans were bleeding ships to protect it. 

Dying around it. 

Folding their line around its slow, vulnerable bulk as if the war itself sat inside its hull.

“What is it carrying?” she asked.

“Unknown,” the officer said. 

“Life signs are difficult to isolate through the hull density. Minimal weapons signature.”

That made it worse.

Humans did not protect empty things.

Don’Raka’s fingers tapped, then stopped.

“It will not matter.”

“The flagship Ayda is attempting a breakthrough.”

Don’Raka tracked the tactical display. Seven human lights. Six. Five.

“Launch the Alcars.”

“Yes, Supreme Commander.”

“And Kal’Thar?”

“Ready.”

“Send him.”

The officer struck his fist to his chest and went. A memory moved through Don’Raka before she could stop it. Smoke hanging over a Xenari city so thick daylight looked bruised. Her mother screaming. A child too small to do anything except remember.

She knew the humans had loved their dead too. That only made the war worse. Grief did not make a species innocent. It made them dangerous.

Never again.

Below decks, Commander Kal’Thar led ninety Shock Troops to the Scorpion cradle without a word wasted on ceremony. Pearl-black armour folded light into darkness. Weapons checks clicked and snapped through the launch bay. Above them the prototype Mark 11 hung ready, bigger than the old insertion frame and built to gut a ship from the inside. One drop. Ninety troops. No warning worth the name.

One of the troopers said, “Honour.”

Kal’Thar stepped into the command slot and sealed himself in.

“Success first,” he said. “Honour after.”

The Scorpion dropped, cloak flared, and vanished.

Back in the battle, the Alcars came through the debris in packs, compact fighters built around speed and violent turns, blue cores burning under their bellies like bottled stars.

Commander Soran settled into the cockpit of the only two-seat Alcar in the squadron.

“Pattern Zulu,” he told his co-pilot. “No mercy.”

Among the Xenari, this was not rage. 

It was observance.

The Alcars broke formation in perfect curves and hit the human line.

Beams tore through the dark. Shields flashed and collapsed. Human hulls split and vented until the tactical plot looked like a constellation beaten apart.

The Apollo drifted half a degree wide. That was all the mistake it took.

Alcars folded around the destroyer at once.

Inside, Captain Benjamin was knocked off his feet as impacts raked down the port side.

“Abandon stations. Get out of...”

The next volley tore straight through the spine. The ship folded inward, atomised in a burst of white and rust-red light. Four surviving human hulls remained on the tactical board.

Three warships and the colony vessel.

The Vanguard.

The Ayda.

The Resolute.

And at the centre of them, The Last Hope.

Captain Isabella Jenna saw the Apollo die through the bridge glass of the colony ship.

Her ship moved through the wreckage like it had no business being there, too large, too slow and far too valuable, with no guns worth naming and nowhere near enough armour if the Xenari shifted their full attention onto it.

Deep in her hull, behind layers of reinforced plating, cryo pods lay in neat rows. Seedlings. Embryos. Genetic archives. Human scientists had built them to sleep through extinction, wake on a habitable world, and give the species one last chance to begin again. Humanity reduced to a future that could be carried by one ship if the ship lived long enough.

A holo snapped into shape above the command well and dragged her back to the present.

Admiral Ryder.

He looked as though fatigue had moved into his skull and invited friends.

“Captain Jenna.”

Something in the way he said it turned her cold.

“You have to activate the fold engine.”

Around her, the bridge noise sharpened. Static. Alarms. Somebody swearing softly near engineering.

Jenna kept her voice level by force. “The drive has never been tested under combat load.”

“You know the alternative.”

She did.

The Xenari did not take prisoners. They did not permit a clean surrender. They did not leave survivors behind to write history. Jenna looked past the holo to the tactical display. The Ayda still moving. The Resolute still fighting. The Vanguard holding.

“What about you?”

“No.”

The single syllable seemed to drain the feeling out of her fingers.

“We buy you the time,” Ryder said. “You jump.”

“Admiral...”

“This isn’t a request.”

His tone never changed, which somehow made it worse.

“The Last Hope carries everything now. You carry everything. If you stay, we all die here.”

The line cut.

Jenna held on to the empty air where he had been. She forced herself back into motion.

“All stations,” she said. 

“Prepare the fold drive.”

In the briefing room, the schematic hanging over the table was beautiful in the way unstable things often are. Conduits of blue energy. Rotating field geometry. Enough power bottled in the core to drag a ship out of one point in space and force it to answer somewhere else. Dr Lionel Weber looked half haunted by the thing even before he began.

“This is not warp,” he said, too fast at first, then slower. “It is a forced spatial bridge. If the field holds, we do not cross the intervening distance. We leave one point and arrive at another. Essentially, we are folding space.”

“And if it doesn’t hold?” Jenna asked.

Weber met her eyes and said nothing.

“We become particulate.”

“What about coordinates?” one of the science officers asked.

Weber shut his eyes once. “We don’t have any.”

The ship shuddered under another hit. He went on because that was the job.

“The field runs on Exothium. We can trigger it. We may even survive it. But without a destination lock, we will be throwing this ship into the dark blind.”

Jenna put her hand flat on the table.

“We throw.”

Back on The Vanguard, Ramirez tracked the damage reports and let one dangerous thought through.

The war had started over Oxyheven in the Di Pauli Belt and turned holy when the Ancient of the Celestials was found dead on a ruined outpost. After that, nobody talked about reversing it. Something slammed into The Vanguard hard enough to rip her back into the present.

“Captain,” Wong shouted. “We’re losing the port batteries.”

“Use the starboard ones harder.”

Ramirez checked the tactical board one last time. The three warships still moving.

The colony ship still running.

That would have to do.

“All batteries,” she said. “Sphere-cores. Don’t waste a shot.”

The guns fired. One Xenari escort ship went bright and folded in on itself. Another took a direct strike through its core and sprayed white fragments into open black.

Ramirez allowed herself one sharp smirk.

The return fire came in harder.

Consoles blew. A crewman vanished behind a burst of heat. The deck pitched so hard Wong hit the edge of her station and slid to the floor.

Still the forward display held one shape.

The Last Hope.

Still intact. Still moving. Ramirez looked around the bridge and found her people looking back. Some terrified. Some all the way past terrified into the numb country beyond it.

She gave them what she had left.

“May the Architects guide us.”

The light that took The Vanguard was white at first.

A whiteness so complete it erased every edge in the room.

Then heat.

Then dark.

“Sir, we have lost The Vanguard...” 

Ryder didn’t need the confirmation, nor did his crew. They all saw the flare. Warnings climbed across his displays, damage, weapons, hull stress, fires, casualties, and the crew kept answering anyway, one man loading the next charge while another fed fresh targets to the guns. The Last Hope needed ten minutes. In battle that was an age; for the ship covering her, a death sentence.

Ryder snapped, “Open ship-wide comms.”

The channel clicked live.

“Listen up. I won’t waste your time. The Last Hope needs minutes. We’re the poor bastards buying them.”

“We throw everything we’ve got. This is our last mission.”

“We have held back the Novas long enough. Launch them.”

In the launch bays, Nova interceptors woke in their racks: finger-like fighters built around speed, guns and the fragile courage of the pilots strapped inside them.

He let the deck absorb the next impact before he went on.

“We fight for the people on that colony ship. For every world already burned out of the charts. Humanity will not go on our watch. Hold the line.”

If death had to come, this one at least had a job to do.

In a turret seat two decks below, Gunner Zoran Crispeta heard the speech through the vibration in his chest. He was eighteen and hated that everybody older than him could probably tell. The grips were slick under his hands. His first three shots at the incoming Alcar missed wide enough to feel humiliating. The fourth caught the fighter at the wing root and sent it tumbling away trailing fire.

He saw where the wreck was going.

“Oh no.”

The ruined Alcar slammed into the Nova launch bay. The hit kicked through The Ayda like a boot through a rotten wall. Smoke poured into the bay. Lights went out. Somebody screamed for the bulkheads. Zoran ripped himself out of the turret and ran because standing still while other people fixed your mess was its own kind of death.

They were halfway through wrestling a twisted support clear when the warning sounded again.

“Alcar incoming. Turret back online. Now.”

His turret.

Zoran swore, threw the wrench, and sprinted back. The next fighter came in low, all blue core and murder, close enough that he could see the shimmer off its leading edges. The targeting box hunted badly. His first shot missed. The second shaved past.

The third hit.

The Alcar went white and vanished.

Zoran sagged against the seat with relief still trying to become laughter when the Chief Handling Officer leaned into the smoke and delivered the line that mattered.

“Launch deck is wrecked. The Novas aren’t going anywhere.”

Above them, unseen by human eyes, the Scorpion Mark 11 locked itself to The Ayda’s upper hull and let its cloak fold over both craft. Its armour drank sensor sweeps, heat signatures and visible light, turning a troop carrier into a wound the enemy would not feel until it opened. Inside the dropship, Kal’Thar stood with his troops in contemplation.

“We breach in five,” he said.

On The Ayda’s bridge, Ryder’s eyes remained locked at the launch-bay readouts when the Emperor arrived with his guards.

Capes.

Polished armour.

Gold trim.

A room full of smoke, blood and dying systems, and somehow he had still found the time to look ceremonial.

“I heard your speech,” the Emperor said. “Tell me you are not planning to die in this rust bucket with the rest of them.”

Ryder turned just enough to look at him.

“The Last Hope jumps. The Ayda and The Resolute hold the line.”

“Unacceptable.”

The Emperor’s voice rose with the special confidence of men who had rarely been contradicted by anything stronger than etiquette.

“I am your Emperor. Your priority. We jump together, and that is an order.”

Ryder looked back at the shattered tactical board because it was safer than looking directly at him.

This bastard.

The coward who had fled their home world early and called it strategy. The parasite who had used The Ayda like a moving garage for his personal cruiser, The Principality, while soldiers, civilians and a full air wing of Nova interceptors were left behind for lack of space. The man who had funded fold engines for four ships, including his luxury cruiser, then treated testing like an unnecessary expense until the war came to collect.

He kept his face flat through long practice. “As you command, my Emperor.”

The Emperor took the words at face value, which was his great gift and the reason so many people wanted to hit him with furniture.

“Ortiz,” Ryder said, never taking his eyes off the board, “prepare the fold engine. Inform Captain Reynolds on The Resolute to do the same.”

On The Last Hope, Jenna got the report from Marcus halfway through the charge cycle.

“Critical breach. Sector Nine.”

“Who’s there?”

Marcus hesitated.

That told her enough.

“Six.”

The bridge kept making noise around her, alarms, static, the wounded groan of the hull, while six crew waited below for her choice. Jenna shut her eyes, felt the cold of the console through her glove, then opened them.

“Seal it,” she said.

The pressure seals clicked home. Vacuum claimed Sector Nine. Jenna kept her hand flat against the console, feeling the cold steel right through her gloves. 

Weber stayed fixed on the engine controls. “Seventy-five percent charge. If the core destabilises...”

“I know.”

“There is still no guarantee where we come out.”

“Anywhere is better than here.”

Outside, the Alcars were turning back in. Inside, the fold core rose from hum to scream.

“We’re ready,” Weber said.

Jenna did not hesitate.

“Engage.”

Light flooded the bridge. Hard blue. Something that had no proper name in any human language.

Distance folded.

For one instant every star vanished, and the glass filled with depth where space should have been. It wasn’t eyes or a voice but an uneasy pressure across the hull, as if something had counted every soul aboard.

The Last Hope was gone.

On The Ayda, Ryder saw the empty space and gave the order.

“Now,” he said.

The fold engine surged.

A heartbeat later The Ayda vanished too.

Then The Resolute.

On his Alcar instruments, Commander Soran sat frozen, fixed on the patch of emptiness where three human ships had just been.

Range zero. Mass zero. Target gone.

He slammed his palm into the comm switch.

“Supreme Commander, the humans have escaped. They used some kind of spatial fold. I have no lock on any of them.”

Don’Raka’s holo resolved in white static and became her face.

She did not rage.

That frightened him more than rage would have.

“Return to the fleet,” she said.

“The central vessel...”

“Is irrelevant.”

“My Shock Troops are already aboard their flagship,” Don’Raka said. 

“They will surface when the humans stop expecting war.”

The Scorpion clinging to The Ayda’s upper hull rode the same wrench in space whether Kal’Thar liked it or not. Inside the dropship, his shock troops slammed against their restraints as warning glyphs bled across the walls. Kal’Thar understood, too late, that the humans had taken him with them. He had been sent for a beheading. Now he was bolted to a human flagship that had been transported to unmapped dark.

“Sir.”

His communications officer stood at attention, face half-lit by the pale glow of their instruments.

“They’ve got something we haven’t seen before, sir. Our nav doesn’t recognise the region. No known markers.”

“What are your orders?”

Kal’Thar did not rush. These humans fought, bled for one another, and clung to life with a desperation that looked uncomfortably familiar. A small, irritating question kept coming back, no matter how hard he tried to stamp it out.

Are we so different?

He let the question die by force. Feelings were noise. Orders were clean.

“We wait. We gather intelligence. And when the moment is right... we will reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

​
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Present Day, Australia, Earth
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“Fuck me, how hot is it?”

Sergeant Rosco Martin dragged a sweaty forearm across his brow and squinted into the white glare. The horizon was a jagged, broken line, melted flat by forty-two degrees of outback sun. 

Corporal Fergie Moore swatted at a cloud of bush flies thick around his eyes. “Mate, I’d rather dodge bullets than deal with these little cunts.”

“Bloody hell. Remind me why we signed up for this miserable shit?”

“Same reason we always do. No better offers.”

Out here, the brief was simple: survive, navigate, stay invisible. The brass called it training. Rosco and Fergie had a shorter label for it: fuck this. Beyond the scrub there was only heat shimmer, red dirt and a horizon that looked as if civilisation had taken one look and kept driving.

Their desert camos were soaked black beneath their plate carriers. But the gear stayed silent. They weren’t tourists playing soldier; they were SASR. Anything that could rattle had been taped, tied, wrapped, or jammed tight. Clips were dulled with tape. Canteens sat wedged hard into their pouches. 

Rosco moved point, his M4A5 pulled tight across his chest, suppressor fitted, EOTech sight filmed in red dust. Fergie followed ten metres back with the heavier HK417, its Nightforce scope mounted low. The heavy rifle was a bastard to carry in forty-degree heat, but it gave them reach if trouble showed itself at a distance.

Rosco wanted a distraction from the quiet. “So, retirement’s looking pretty bloody good right now, hey?”

“And do what? Sit in an air-con office, dying slow behind a spreadsheet?”

Rosco snorted. “I’d trade the lot for a cold beer and a Wallabies game.”

“Have you seen the Wallabies lately?” Fergie grunted. “Fuck, mate. Made me miss Kabul. Hands like feet most of em.”

“Cheeky bastard,” Rosco said.

“I swear, I could give those blokes a run for their money,” Fergie muttered.

They carried on like this for a while, Fergie taking his turn at point. 

Rosco suddenly stopped dead.

“Hang on Fergs.”

Fergie noticed his mate’s posture shift, his thumb flicking off the safety of his M4. “What?”

“Listen.”

In the bush there was always a background track... crows, wind through spinifex, a roo crashing through the scrub. Right now, even the flies had vanished. There was only the heavy thud of their own lungs. Years in Afghanistan and Iraq had taught Rosco one useful thing: trust his gut. Right now, it felt like he’d eaten a bad curry.

The country ahead dipped into a shallow run of cracked red earth and loose stone where the scrub thinned. Rosco used his boots to test the crust.

“Ya gone mad, champ,” Fergie said, taking one more step.

The ground vanished under his boot.

Gravel slid, the crust cracked, and Fergie let out a sharp yelp as he dropped completely out of sight.

“Fergie!”

Rosco hit the deck on his knees. Dust skidded around him as he flung his rifle to his back and crawled to the edge.

The earth had split wide open. A massive sinkhole, wide enough to swallow an army truck, plunged into an absolute, light-drinking black. Cool air breathed up from the depths... damp, smelling of wet rock and old, sour metal. It was entirely wrong against the desert heat.

Rosco went flat on his belly, spreading his weight away from the crumbling lip. He shone his tactical torch down. The beam died after a few metres, swallowed by the void.

A sinkhole. Out here, in country that should’ve been solid as iron.

“Fergie,” he called. “Talk to me, mate.”

Nothing.

Shit.

Rosco unclipped his pack with frantic, practised movements. He hauled out a length of nylon rope and cinched it around a chunky outcrop of ironstone. He yanked it twice. The rock held.

He swung his leg over the edge and lowered himself into the dark. The sunlight quickly narrowed to a pale coin. Below, the air grew thick and freezing. Water dripped somewhere in the deep... slow, patient, echoing. What the fuck is this place?

His boots hit a ledge. Holding the rope with one hand, he swept the torch across the chamber. Stalactites hung overhead like stone teeth.

“Fergie!”

The name bounced off the stone, sounding thin and distorted.

A faint groan answered from deeper down, followed by the sharp scrape of shifting gravel.

“Hold on, mate.”

Rosco fed more rope through his gloved hand and lowered himself off the ledge. The torch beam jumped across shelves of broken rock, caught a slope angling toward the cavern floor.

He hit the bottom hard, unclipped the rope, and moved fast, picking his way between fallen slabs and low shelves, torch beam jumping ahead of him.

The light caught a boot first. Then a leg. Fergie, crumpled in a shadowed recess below the fall line, one leg trapped under a slab of stone, his face pinched in pain but very much alive.

“Fergie. Talk to me.”

“Leg,” Fergie choked out, his breath ragged. “Pinned. Fucking heavy, mate.”

“Don’t move.”

He braced a shoulder to the slab and tried it. Didn’t budge. Fuck. He grabbed a chunk of rock and jammed it in as a lever. The stone finally moved a few centimetres with a nasty grind.

“On three,” Rosco said. 

“One, two, three.” He heaved. 

The slab groaned and rolled enough for Fergie to yank his leg free. Fergie flexed his ankle, tapped the shin like he didn’t trust it. 

“Thought I was done for.”

“Not on my watch,” Rosco said. 

“I’m not writing that incident report, and I’m not carrying your pack and your ego.”

“Good to know your priorities are sorted.”

Rosco hooked an arm under his mate’s shoulder and got him upright. “Come on. Back to the rope. Up we go, before this place decides it wants seconds.”

They started across the cavern floor, slow and awkward, Fergie leaning into him more than either of them wanted to admit. The rope hung above them in the torchlight, Rosco’s shoulders ached just thinking about hauling his mate up.

He saw the light.

Steady, pale, faintly blue, it sat deeper in the chamber like someone had left a door cracked. Rosco stopped. Fergie wiped grime from his cheek and leaned his shoulder into the rock. 

“Reckon an underground stream caused the collapse?”

Rosco didn’t answer. His torch caught the walls, calcite ripples, black seams of ironstone, water beading and running in slow threads. Underneath it all, a low hum moved through the stone.

“Wakey, wakey, hands off snakey,” Fergie said. “Ros, seriously. What are we looking at?”

Rosco didn't look back. He just jerked his chin toward the far wall. “Look, you Muppet.”

“That’s not... natural.”

“No,” Rosco said, barely above a breath.

The shadows ahead stretched and warped as the blue light pulsed, so subtly you’d miss it if you weren’t trained to notice patterns. 

Fergie’s fingers drummed once on his rifle stock, then stopped. “What are you thinking, mate? And I’ll fucking kill you if you say aliens, or worse, that we should check it out.”

Rosco gave him a look. “I’m thinking ‘unknown’.”

He keyed his radio, thumb firm on the press. “Command, Martin. We’ve located an unexplained light source down here in a natural chamber below ground. One minor casualty. Request permission to investigate.”

Fergie flicked the bird and mouthed, fuck you.

The radio reply came sharp. “Martin, this is a controlled exercise. You’re under radio silence until retrieval.”

“Copy. But if this is man-made, someone’s breached the range. If it’s not man-made... it’s still not part of the exercise. We’re taking a look either way. Prefer to do it with you aware.”

The hum crawled through the stone. Fergie shifted his good leg back toward the rope.

“Permission granted,” Command finally said. 

“Proceed with extreme caution. Report immediately. If you lose comms, fall back to the surface and hold.”

Rosco put the radio back on his vest and faced Fergie. “We look. We don’t touch anything. If it moves, we move faster.”

Fergie huffed a humourless laugh. “For the record, this is a bad idea.”

They went forward together, torches down, rifles up, boots careful on wet stone, into the blue-lit dark. The glow steadied as they moved closer. It clearly had its own source, its own pulse.

Rosco slowed, rifle angled down but ready. Fergie limped a step behind. The hum grew stronger until Rosco felt it in his molars, less sound than vibration, like the rock itself had been wired to a generator.

Around the bend, the chamber opened out. The thing hung a handspan above the rock. It wasn’t rigged and it didn’t sway. Nothing Rosco could file under human technology.

It threw off the pale blue light that breathed in and out. Its surface didn’t shine like metal or stone; it rippled.

Fergie was stunned. “Jesus Christ... what the fuck is that?”

“Nothing bought through Defence procurement,” Rosco said. “That much I know.”

The blue pulse ticked faster when Rosco edged closer. His vest-mounted body cam thumped against his chest as he breathed. He tapped it on, indicating to Fergie to do the same.

“Command, this is Martin,” Rosco said into the mic. “We’ve got an unknown object underground. Does not belong to Earth. Emitting light and a strong electrical hum.”

Static, then Command’s voice.

“Martin, repeat. Did you just say ‘doesn’t belong in this world’? Have you two been baking in the desert too long?”

Fergie scowled. “Tell that fuck stick we’re not taking the piss.”

Rosco quieted him with a look.

“Listen, Command. We’re transmitting video. See for yourself.”

The feed went live.

Fergie leaned in. “Tell them to open their fucking eyes.”

Rosco ignored his mate’s gripes. “Video is live. You’ll see it.”

“Receiving,” Command said, the scepticism gone. “Stand by.”

They kept both rifles on it and tried not to stare. Hard job. The bloody thing pulled at the eye. 

A second light punched into existence beside the artifact, white-hot, sharp enough to make them throw an arm up. Heat rolled off it in a wave. When it dimmed, something tall stood in the afterglow, edges blurring in and out like a bad signal.

Fergie’s voice came out small. “Holy shit.”

The projection’s orientation shifted. Rosco kept his weapon indexed on the centre of the light.

When it spoke, the sound came layered, static and tone and something almost like a voice trying to remember how a voice worked.

Hard, broken sounds that didn’t match any language Rosco had ever heard.

The cadence altered.

“Greetings, children of The Last Hope.”

Fergie’s mouth opened.

The image kept struggling to hold shape.

“I have scanned your minds. You may speak in your native tongue.”

Rosco didn’t waste time. “Who are you? How did you get here? What is that?” He tipped the muzzle toward the hovering device without taking his eyes off the figure.

“I am Kurung,” the figure said. “Guardian unit. I detected human biological signatures within emergency range.”

The light around it broke apart, snapped back. In a blink, the image thinned and Rosco saw orange plating beneath it, the hard edges of a machine hidden inside the light.

“Holographic emitter active,” Kurung said. “Projection only.”

“Projection?”

“My physical unit is nearby,” Kurung said. “Emergency transporter remains functional. I can relocate you to my position, but power reserve is unstable. Repeated use will result in catastrophic failure.”

Rosco glanced at Fergie. “Mate, I really don’t like catastrophic as a design feature.”

“Yeah,” Fergie said. “That word never brings good news.”

Kurung’s image stuttered again.

“You are in danger,” Kurung said.

“From what?”

“From this transponder. It is active. It is not ours.”

Rosco instinctively raised his rifle. “Who’s listening?”

“The species that hunted the vessel I was assigned to protect.”

“What vessel?” Rosco asked.

A flicker crossed the projection.

“Designation locked. Continuity architecture sealed until confirmed threat conditions are met.”

Fergie frowned. “Mate, that sounded important in robot.”

Kurung turned its head toward him.

“I am authorised to protect surviving human biological material. I am not authorised to disclose protected shipboard contingencies unless extinction thresholds are crossed.”

Rosco stared at it. “So you are leaving something out.”

“Correct,” Kurung said. “The restriction is not elective.”

Static ripped through the projection.

“We came in our vessel. We came to find... The Last Hope failed. Seedlings dispersed. Protocol 7 incomplete. Must protect...”

The image buckled under a wave of white noise.

“Warning. If the transponder signal has reached them, this site is compromised.”

Fergie took half a step back. “Reached who?”

Kurung’s head lifted.

“The ones who ended us the first time.”

The image broke into blocks of orange and white.

The artifact kept pulsing.

Fergie studied the empty space where Kurung had been.

Rosco kept his rifle trained on the hovering device.

“What the fuck was that?”

Fergie shook his head. “No clue, mate. But fuck me, I’m ready to tap out.”

“Yeah,” he said. “And I reckon we just rang the wrong bloody doorbell.”

“And if it wasn’t that orange bastard’s device, who in the actual fuck does it belong to?”

FOB – SAS

Brigadier Shaun Ashford stood with his arms crossed, watching the looped footage on the main display. He’d wanted fast jets once. The RAAF had told him he was too tall, so he flew for Qantas instead, carrying strangers safely through the sky while the need to protect them gnawed at him from below. Defence called. He took a massive pay cut and climbed from grunt to SAS trooper, then to their leader.

Flying seemed much simpler today.

The feed showed a sinkhole, a blue-lit chamber, and a piece of machinery hanging over rock with nothing holding it up.

Colonel Merrick stood beside him, face hard, too still. Around them, operators kept working, but this was quickly turning from an exercise to an operation.

Ashford didn’t dress it up. “Harris.”

Lieutenant Colonel Mike Harris turned from the console he’d been leaning over. “Sir.”

“Pick a squad. Wheels up now. Full kit.”

Harris had done two tours in Afghanistan and plenty of jobs that never made the news. He’d seen firefights, ambushes, the aftermath. None of that looked like the thing on the screen.

Still, orders were orders.

“On it.”

He moved to Sergeant Malone at the data console. “Sarge. What are we dealing with?”

Malone’s expression said he didn’t want to be the bloke answering that question.

“You’re not gonna believe this, sir.”

The footage looped again. The object’s pulse rose and fell. The hum came through even over compressed audio.

At first glance you could pretend it was advanced hardware, black ops, foreign, a hoax.

You gave it more than ten seconds and that comfort fell apart.

Harris keyed comms. “Get me Martin and Moore. I want constant updates.”

“Martin. Moore. This is Headquarters. Come in, over.”

Down in the cavern, Rosco glanced at Fergie. They’d already been alone with the bloody thing for too long. Hearing HQ’s voice was a godsend.

“This is Martin. Go ahead, over.”

“Martin, we’re dispatching a squad to your location. Hold position. Help is en route. Over.”

“Copy that, Headquarters. We’ll hold. You’re going to want eyes on this in person. Martin out.”

Fergie exhaled, the sound half laugh, half relief. “Thank fuck for that.”

The artifact’s glow caught in his eyes when he checked back at it. “This thing is spooking the shit out of me.”

“Don’t touch it.”

Fergie managed a grim little snort. “No shit, Sherlock.”

Help was coming. Rosco watched the artifact pulse.

Fergie let out a thin, nervous laugh. “Mate, I gotta take a leak.”

“Stay close.”

“Yeah, Mum.” Fergie limped a few steps toward the cavern wall, working at his belt.

He stopped.

His torch beam had caught colour where there shouldn’t have been any, ochre rubbed into stone, lines layered over lines. His hand froze mid-movement.

“Rosco. Get over here. Now.”

The urgency snapped Rosco out of the trance the artifact tried to drag him into. He crossed the chamber in quick strides, torch sweeping.

The wall was painted.

Not a single doodle, an entire spread, worked into the rough rock like it belonged there. Reds and ochres, handprints, animals he expected: roos, emus, spear shapes. But the centrepiece stole his breath.

It looked like a whale but clearly mechanical. Almost modern.

Massive. Detailed. The kind of detail you only got from watching real life, close, and refusing to forget it.

And beside it, drawn with the same sure hand, a figure that hit far too close to what had just appeared out of thin air.

“What the hell...” Rosco breathed.

Fergie angled his torch along the wall. “Over here.”

More panels emerged. Dinosaurs in motion, teeth, tails, bodies locked in violent arcs. And near them, figures that weren’t human: wrong proportions, limbs drawn like they belonged in the story anyway.

Above the figures, the paintings changed again. Clusters of dots. Lines between them. Glyphs worked into the ochre like someone had tried to pin the night sky to stone.

Rosco lifted the torch higher.

“That a map?”

Fergie didn’t answer straight away. His eyes moved over the dots, the glyphs, the old handprints layered beneath them.

“If it is,” he said quietly, “it’s not a map of here.”

The glyphs repeated in small clusters, too deliberate to be decoration and too strange to mean anything Rosco could name.

Rosco ran the beam over the pigment sunk deep into stone. “This is old,” he said.

“Proper old. How the hell did anyone know this stuff?” Fergie kept his eyes on the wall.

“My mob’s stories,” he said quietly. “Old ones. Stuff about beings from the sky... warnings. Things you listen to, even when you don’t want to.” He tapped the stone with two fingers, pulled back like the rock might bite. “This feels like that.”

Rosco’s torch went back to the mechanical whale. Then the figure. Then the star map.

“This isn’t a yarn,” Rosco said. “It’s a record. And it’s pointing at us.”

He lifted his camera. “We document everything.”

Rosco started shooting, slow and methodical, capturing the whale, the figures, the layers of older paint underneath. Fergie holding the torch steady while keeping his weight entirely off his bruised left ankle.

With each flash, Fergie’s grandmother’s voice drifted through him, soft but firm: Listen when country talks.

“Rosco...” Fergie’s voice dropped. “We’re not supposed to be here.”

Rosco didn’t answer straight away. He kept moving between the paintings and the pulsing device. If anyone ever asked him to write this up, he’d have to invent new swear words.

“Mate?” Rosco finally said.

Fergie crouched without touching the ochre. Handprints layered over one another in the torchlight: old palms, small palms, one left hand missing two fingers. Not decoration. People leaving proof they had stood here and meant to be remembered.

“My nan used to say Country doesn’t waste effort,” he said. “If it gets put in stone, it’s because whoever left it wanted the warning to outlive them.”

Rosco swept the torch back to the painted whale-ship. “You calling this a warning?”

“I’m calling it older than us,” Fergie said. “And I don’t like that it lines up with the thing humming behind us.”

He finally looked at Rosco. No jokes left.

“When HQ gets down here, tell them nobody touches that wall. I don’t want some dickhead geologist with a scraper trying to make a name for himself.”

“Done.”

A couple of hours dragged by. 

Rosco sat with his back to the jagged wall, rifle across his lap. He let his eyes rest without letting his body go slack. Across from him, Fergie stood watch, weight favouring his bruised leg.

A skitter cut through the dripping dark. Fast. Too many feet. The noise bounced off the wet stone from three directions at once. Fergie’s torch beam snapped toward the noise.

“Rosco,” voice low. “Up. I heard something.”

Rosco was awake before the second word landed. He rose into a crouch, rifle shouldered. 

Fergie whispered, “Tell me that’s a wallaby.”

“Shut up,” Rosco said, and meant it kindly.

The darkness moved.

Shapes spilled out of a side passage, low at first, then up the walls, limbs hooking into cracks like they were born for this place. Pale eyes caught the torch beam and flashed dull, milky. Talons clicked on rock. The smell hit a moment later, wet, metallic, wrong.

“What the fuck is that?” Fergie barked, panic trying to climb into his throat.

Rosco didn’t answer. He fired.

Muzzle flash strobed against the stone. The light caught snapshots of the things... jointed limbs, wet, translucent skin, and jaws split wide enough to show rows of needle teeth. One went down, folding mid-lunge. Another kept coming anyway. 

Fergie opened up beside him, controlled bursts, a fast reload. “Back! Back!”

They gave ground a step at a time, keeping the artifact to their flank, refusing to let anything get between them and the tunnel out. Talons scraped near Rosco’s face. He fired point-blank; something slammed into the rock and slid down, leaving a smear that wasn’t blood the way blood should be.

But more poured in. Always more.

“Fuck, too many, watch left,” Rosco shouted.

A concussive blast punched the air.

The shockwave hit first, rattling grit from the ceiling. Dust rolled through the torch beams. A second later came the hard commands, close, trained, angry.

White light knifed through the dark.

“Martin! Moore! Hold your ground!”

Lieutenant Colonel Mike Harris came in with a squad at his back, moving like a unit that had done this a thousand times. They didn’t spray rounds. They cut lanes, short bursts, disciplined angles, dropping creatures as they tried to climb walls or rush the line.

One of the beasts lunged and caught a shotgun blast full in the skull. It snapped back, limbs twitching, collapsed.

Another took a burst centre mass, staggered, and kept crawling until a second shooter finished it.

Harris’s team kept shooting until the chamber belonged to them again.

The gunfire soon died and water started dripping again.

Smoke hung low. The place stank of gunpowder, burnt flesh, and ozone. Rosco was breathing like he’d sprinted a kilometre.

“What the hell was that?” Fergie knelt beside one of the fallen things and nudged it with his rifle barrel.

The body twitched.

He jerked back, weapon up.

“That is definitely not a local. Looks like a deranged Tassie devil on meth.”

Rosco agreed. “Fuck. I’ve seen some strange shit, but Jesus.” 

Harris made sure the site was secure before asking. “You two alright?”

“Yeah. Cheers for the save.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Show me what you found.”

Harris stepped over a carcass leaking dark sludge and stopped half a metre from the floating metal. He didn't look at the light. He looked at the blood on his boots.

“Get on the horn to BASE,” Harris said. “Tell them we need a cleaning crew. A big one.”
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​​​​CHAPTER TWO
Dr Jones (not that one)
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The low hum of fluorescent lights mixed with the scratch of pen on paper.

Dr Elizabeth Jones leaned into the eyepiece. The microscope lamp threw a hard circle of white across the slide. Beneath the lens, the stone fragment looked dull and grey. Unremarkable. But she wasn't looking for pottery or bone tools. 

This fragment carried intent. Under the lens, the marks lined up more like circuitry than carving. 

Elizabeth nudged the focus wheel.

Lines and spirals snapped into clarity. The markings threaded around each other with an order that made her think of circuitry and star charts, not primitive carving. She traced them with a stylus, and copied them into her notebook: angles, repeats, tiny breaks where the tool had lifted.

A map, perhaps, but not to anywhere you could walk. The spacing suggested a different order of distance entirely, as if whoever made it thought in orbits rather than miles.

Elizabeth sat back hard enough to knock the chair legs. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She glanced at the evidence label, though she didn’t need to.

Antarctica – Subglacial Recovery – Rickard Expedition.

Twenty years ago, a team had pulled the fragment from beneath the ice, logged it, argued over it, moved on. Funding reallocated. Priorities changed. The fragment was filed under anomalous and left to gather dust.

Elizabeth’s gaze drifted to the faded photograph pinned above her desk. Dr Benjamin Rickard stood front and centre, bundled in parkas, grinning like a man who thought he’d just outwitted the universe, this same stone cradled in his gloved hands.

Two decades.

The fragment warmed under her hand.

Elizabeth checked the stone, her instruments, waiting for one of them to admit to the trick.

A hum followed. Low. Thin. It travelled through the bench more than the air.

She pulled her hand back. Waited. Then, deliberately, she touched the stylus to one specific symbol, an intersecting curve she’d redrawn three times because it refused to settle.

The fragment gave a sharp pulse under the stylus.

Twice.

Elizabeth shoved her chair back. The metal legs shrieked against the linoleum. She stared at the notebook page, the implications outrunning her pen.

The symbols weren’t random. They weren’t even carved in the conventional sense.

They were placed.

She sketched fast now, connecting points that had seemed unrelated minutes earlier. An arc. A cluster. A spacing that meant nothing until she treated it like a sky chart.

A star map.

And not one she recognised.

But that wasn’t all.

Between the mapped points, smaller glyphs repeated in careful sequences, too deliberate for scratches and too ordered for decoration.

Language, or something close enough to make the distinction useless. Elizabeth copied them one by one, watching patterns emerge: a vessel shape, a branching mark like descent, a repeated symbol that looked less like a place than an origin.

Her pulse kicked harder.

This wasn’t just a map.

It was trying to say something.

“Dad,” she said quietly.

He would’ve gone quiet at this point. Elizabeth didn’t. She dragged the notebook closer and kept copying before the fragment changed again.

The heavy lab door clicked open. Dr Cortez stepped inside, his lab coat crisp and shoes polished. He didn't knock; he moved like a man who signed the building's lease. Elizabeth didn’t look up straight away. She slid her notebook halfway over the fragment on reflex, not to hide it, but to claim it.

His attention went from the microscope to her desk.

“Dr Jones,” he said. “It’s late. What exactly has you working with such... intensity?”

Elizabeth forced her hand to relax. “This,” she said, lifting the fragment into the fluorescent light.

Cortez took it without asking. Turned it in his hands like an accession number. His thumb traced the carvings with detached patience.

“Markings,” he said. “Detailed, yes.” He glanced at her notes. “But not unprecedented.”

“Look properly,” Elizabeth said, sharper than intended. She tapped the microscope base. “The pattern aligns. It isn’t random.”

“Aligns with what?”

“With constellations.” She heard the risk in saying it and said it anyway. “And the material predates any known civilisation. By a significant margin.”

He set the fragment down carefully, care that didn’t match his tone. “You’re suggesting an extraterrestrial origin.”

“I’m suggesting our assumptions are incomplete,” Elizabeth replied. “This isn’t a curiosity. It’s...”

“A career-ending headline,” Cortez cut in calmly.

Elizabeth met his stare. “It’s evidence.”

Her
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