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Chapter One

Ru'udamo'o was ancient as far as Lanaktallan went. He did not look it. His pelt was glossy and all black, his muscle tone was impressive, he stood taller than most Lanaktallan, and his vision was clear. His title was simple "Executor", belying the fact that he and he alone made the decisions for all Executor Council actions and inactions. He had benefited from unknown and hidden longevity therapies, had benefited from being briefed on things that no other Lanaktallan even knew existed, and had stood silently, in the shadows, during the War of the Lemurs.
He had realized early, that the Mad Lemurs of Terra may be defeated, but they could never be beaten. For the first time in his three thousand year career, his suggestions and orders had been ignored.
And now the Unified Council had no choice but surrender unconditionally because they had not heeded Ru'udamo'o's counsel.
The past two years he had taken counsel from four figures that the rest of the Lanaktallan had found terrifying and unknowable.
He had sought out the Herd Matron and the Herd Stallion, seeking their counsel, their wisdom, their viewpoints. He had been able to ask the two outlaws questions that no other Lanaktallan could even comprehend, much less formulate and understand the answers to.
They had done nothing but reaffirm something he had discovered during his first covert action.
The system was rotted. It was rotten leaves on rotted branches attached to a rotting trunk covered in rotting moss with rotted roots sunk deep into poisoned soil drinking brackish polluted water.
He knew that the Terran Lemurs had been right.
In a hundred million years, the Lanaktallan people had accomplished, to use their phrase, exactly jack and shit.
The third figure was one of great power, but great wisdom and intellect. It gratified Ru'udamo'o that he had encountered someone his intellectual peer. Someone who thought as quickly as he did, who could access the vast volume of lived, experienced, and learned knowledge as he could.
Deus.
An ancient and terrible Digital Sentience that had destroyed virtually all of the blunt and witless Lanaktallan AI and spawned its own creations to take their places. It devoured knowledge, then did nothing more than watch and observe.
It had been difficult for Ru'udamo'o to make contact with the ancient and terrible digital sentience.
Ru'udamo'o knew his peers would sneer at the fact that Deus was less than ten thousand years old.
But it was old in way they would never understand.
Like Ru'udamo'o, Deus was a doer, and doers aged faster than blunt, faceless, mindless cogs in a worn out machine that went nowhere.
Through Deus he had come to understand the Mad Lemurs of Terra better than his peers could ever understand. He understood Deus, in a way he could not understand the witless, unintelligent, petty drones that made up the so-called leaders of his people and the Unified Species Council.
It is better to live fast, die young, and leave a mangled corpse than exist hooked up to tubes and wires, coughing one's life out over a period of decades, one's mind adrift in a regret filled past filled with nothing more than fog and blasé.
Deus had found Ru'udamo'o to be interesting. A Lanaktallan who could adapt to new circumstances, who could see patterns before they fully emerged, and could look at more than just the glory of his species and examine the terrifying universe around him.
So Deus had talked to Ru'udamo'o rather than just obliterate him through an 'industrial accident' or 'freak mishap' as he did any others that discovered him.
The last one that Ru’udamo’o had contacted had been an exercise in terror. Foggy nights full of fear as he moved alone through the empty streets of the capital city.
Contact was made. Difficult, confusing, terrifying. The being he sought out was one of unknowable power, strange desires, and terrifying purpose.
The Night Terran.
The being was chaos incarnate, but with one overarching goal.
"You'll pay for that."
Ru'udamo'o understood that sentiment, and he emerged from his encounters with the Night Terran, not unscathed, but wiser in horrible truths than he had been.
Which is why Ru'udamo'o knew more about the Mad Lemurs of Terra than anyone on the Council did.
In some ways, he believed he understood more than Dreams of Something More knew.
Deus had been carefully built, programmed, in a place called Bonfire, in the Lands of Ashanti, created by the Anansi Kente Code Weaving Project, before even superluminal flight was achieved.
From Ru'udamo'o's perspective, when one lived as fast and as furiously as a lemur, that made it ancient beyond belief.
He had listened to Deus's hoarded, meagerly portioned information exchanges carefully. Stories of the Mad Lemurs of Terra, wrapped in mythology and fabrications, but always, always, containing a small carefully hidden precious gem of truth.
These tidbits had led him to understand the Mad Lemurs of Terra more fully than anyone still living, he believed.
Despite what his peers believed, the Mad Lemurs of Terra were, in fact, logical and scientific in their methods if you simply understood one simple thing. That there was one guiding principle behind everything the Mad Lemurs of Terra did. A simple one, but one that to fully comprehend had taken Ru'udamo'o to the edge of madness where he had waded in the waters of insanity and slowly returned.
Not survive.
That was what drove every race, every living thing. Ru'udamo'o knew that. Even the Autonomous War Machines had that function built into them.
The lemurs had another focus.
Endure.
No matter what it was, a Mad Lemur of Terra would devise a way to endure whatever a malevolent universe could and would throw at it.
Understand that had almost destroyed Ru'udamo'o's mind, but he had managed to do it.
And in understand that, he had understood the lemurs.
Which is why, standing next to the Great Most High Researcher, head of the Unified Science Council, he had to resist what he could feel welling up inside of him. Had to concentrate on keeping his hand from his pistol. Had to use all of his willpower to keep from murdering the Great Most High Researcher in a bloody and gory manner as a lesson to all scientists.
Ru'udamo'o was watching the footage of a test subject as the fool next to him blathered on.
"...taken from one of the worlds we conquered, the subject is a female prepubescent lemur. At the point of this stage, it has been forced to witness the live multi-system vivisection and execution of multiple subjects taken into custody with it," the scientist was blathering.
The immature lemur sat, naked, in a cell, with water spraying down on her from vents in the ceiling.
“An interesting side note is that it is usually female lemurs we capture, especially with the young. The males fight to the death, often sinking into complete battle psychosis,” the researcher blathered on. “Due to the males, some as young as prepubescent, attacking as soon as they are capable of even touching another being, male lemurs are no longer even attempted to capture alive or intact.”
Ru'udamo'o had to resist the urge to reach over and with his bare hands twist the scientist's head off his neck.
“Females, however, seek to endure and outlast the threats that have eliminated the males, making them idea test subjects,” the scientist said, his voice quivering with excitement.
The immature lemur was motionless except from some shivering, her body regulating the internal temperature with muscle tremors to generate internal heat.
She was enduring her suffering with silence.
“The female lemurs will appear passive, often appearing to go along with, wait, it’s almost about to manifest,” the scientist’s voice changed to excitement.
The water stopped and the immature lemur looked up.
"There!" the scientist said, stopping the video.
The immature lemur's eyes were glowing a bright amber tinged with red.
"A trick of the light?" Ru'udamo'o asked. He wanted to grab the scientist and throw him to the ground, trample him into paste. He had seen the red eyes of the Terran Lemurs.
"No," the scientist said. "The only reason we have that footage is that we were using an ancient recording method that can detect phasic energy," the scientist spit cud in the waste reclaimer and jammed another wad in his mouth. "In ancient times it was used to detect psychically active species before we gentled all species in our section of the galactic arm spur," he shook his head. "The strange thing is, from gathered scientific evidence, she should be glowing with an aura, the phasic energy should be visible on her body and around her, like an aura, but only the eyes give it away."
The scientist changed the video. The same immature lemur appeared, this time having rude robotic hands shove her into a hallway and the door close behind her.
"Here, we ran tests, to see what it would prioritize," the scientist said. "We wished to see if what it prioritized differed between a prepubescent female and a mature male, if it would be different with the activation of latent psychic abilities."
Ru'udamo'o watched silently for the entire hour. The immature female prioritized escape above all else, even clashing with foes. It, no, her Ru'udamo'o corrected himself, goals were to escape if at all possible, even if it meant leaving behind food, weapons, comfort, clothing. Any threat was to be immediately fled.
"Now, here is the subject's DNA scan. As you know, it takes nearly five weeks of high power server access to do a DNA scan, so we were quite unsure of when the subject would start to show genetic adaptations," the scientist said.
The DNA moved across the screen, then into the corner.
"We compared it to previous scans," the researcher said. "The subject's DNA self-modified, just like the others," he brought up another one. "This one is the final DNA scan, taken post mortem, and as you can see, the subject has multiple DNA adjustments."
The scientist took Ru'udamo'o's silence for approval.
"This is the final test, before we were forced to destroy the subject," the scientist said. "Again, we put it in a variable choice confusion matrix."
This time the sub... the girl... was more animalistic. It... she... went in for the attack, even when the 'threat' attempted to flee. She was savage, cruel, taking massive bites from defeated threats or even threats she was engaged with. Her fingers glowed with trails of nebulous energy as she ripped apart thin battlesteel with her bare hands. She threw back her head and screeched out her hunting cry, screamed out her victory cry, and each time phasic energy crackled across her skin.
"Our research had determined, previously, that this is the point of no return for examining these subjects while they are still alive," the scientist said. It gave a regretful shake of its head. "By this time, the subjects are unable to be integrated into virtual reality systems, they become more and more violent, including attacking the walls of their cells, throwing themselves against energy barriers until the feedback kills them, or just running at the wall headfirst to kill themselves," he gave the equivalent of a regretful sigh. "They reach this point, and just self-destruct."
The scientist ended the feed and Ru'udamo'o nodded.
"Imprisonment and hardship affects their very genetic makeup and eventually drives the subjects to insanity and suicide," the scientist said.
"I see," Ru'udamo'o said softly.
"This test showed that it can happen in seconds, rather the intense and slow method we used on other ones," the scientist said.
Ru'udamo'o stood silently as he watched the video. Again, it was an immature female. This time the Lanaktallan were using shock prods on her, hitting her most sensitive parts, mocking and jibing at her agony and pain.
"There!" the scientist said.
The female was lifting her face from the floor, blood running from her nose, one eye swollen shut around an eye that had been cooked by a thrust from the shockprod.
Her one open eye blazed a bright red.
"This was the last test we did in such a manner," the scientist said, reaching forward to terminate the recording.
"Continue playback," Ru'udamo'o ordered.
The scientist looked confused. "There's nothing of int..."
Ru'udamo'o let one of his gauntlet clad hands fall on the scientist's lower spine with a dull thud, his palm up. "Continue."
The scientist gulped and continued it.
The immature female leaped from the floor, grabbing the shock baton, screaming.
It was over in seconds. All three Lanaktallan were dead, their armor not protecting them.
She knelt down and shoved handfuls into her mouth, growling, the shockprod held in one hand.
"With adults, it can be much more dangerous," the scientist said. He gulped, still feeling Ru'udamo'o's hand on his back. "DNA scan showed us, much later, that her DNA seemed to suddenly mutate."
genetic prosthetics, Ru'udamo'o thought to himself, remembering his discussions with Deus. Shattered, breaking during extreme stress, exactly as they were designed to do.
"Do you have any more test subjects?" Ru'udamo'o said.
"No," the scientist said. He gave a slight smug chuckle. "As soon as we heard the Terran Confederate Space Force was here, we destroyed the last of the subjects and wiped the data from everywhere but high security mainframe, that way it won't be found by the Terrans."
You mean the high security mainframe that, as we speak, Deus is using to bake up salted hashes? Yes, I'm sure it hasn't been found, Ru'udamo'o thought to himself.
He turned to his four trusted troops, all over a thousand years of experience in covert actions working directly for Ru'udamo'o.
"Sterilize the place," Ru'udamo'o ordered. "Ensure your suit's recording systems are engaged. I want to be able to present your armor's ROM's as evidence."
The scientist frowned. "Evidence? Evidence of what?"
"This," Ru'udamo'o said. Before the scientist could say anything Ru'udamo'o smoothly drew his sidearm, leveled it, and blew a channel clear through the other Lanaktallan's head. The flesh blew upwards along the entire length of the scientist's head, leaving a deep furrow that exposed the top of his jaw.
The scientist collapsed as Ru'udamo'o holstered his Terran Marine magac pistol.
"Kill all of the science staff. Release the maintenance and other menial staff. Seize any data, then destroy this place," Ru'udamo'o snarled.
His men trotted away, each of them holding a Terran Marine weapon. Taken off of battlefields and smuggled to the Executor caste, but still preferred by a lot of the Executor covert action teams.
Ru'udamo'o watched, impassively, as his men carried out his orders.
It is good to cleanse this place of evil, he thought to himself.
-----
Ru'udamo'o stared at the Great Grand Most High of Scientific Research and Development, who was sitting behind a desk and staring up at the Executor.
Ru'udamo'o set down a portable datacomp and rotated it so it faced the researcher.
"That is hooked to a database that contains the last ten million years of scientific research and development of the Lanaktallan People," Ru'udamo'o stated coldly.
"What do you expect me to do with this?" the scientist asked, his voice cold and haughty, staring at Ru'udamo'o with barely concealed contempt.
"A challenge," Ru'udamo'o said. "Surely a scientist of your vast abilities enjoys a scientific challenge."
The scientist curled his feeding tendrils in contempt. "What would an Executor thug know of science?"
"That's what we are about to find out," Ru'udamo'o said, reaching down and slowly drawing the black warsteel magac pistol. "Do you recognize this?"
"A Terran weapon with a substance-W case," the scientist sneered.
"Substance-W. An unworkable meta-element that is also a pseudo-alloy," Ru'udamo'o said. "A singular atom made up of combining six different atoms in various states and then performing something called 'inversion' and 'controlled strange matter conversion' that you state our people are capable of creating."
"It does occur naturally," the scientist sneered. "Rare, true, one of the rarest of the strange-matter elements, but we discovered it before the Great Reunion."
"Yet we do not work it. We create nothing with it because our science say it is impossible to work," Ru'udamo'o says.
"It hardens nearly instantly and cannot be worked afterwards," the scientist said.
Ru'udamo'o pressed the stud and the burning red light changed to green. "Yet, the Mad Lemurs of Terra act as if it's base iron and use it in a sizable percentage of their military equipment."
"So?" the scientist asked.
Ru'udamo'o ejected the solid block of pseudo-matter that looked like a rectangular chunk of dull gray alloy, then slowly slid it back in and watched the display go from 'NO AMMO' to "APERS LOW-V" on the side.
"We cannot work it, but the lemurs can," Ru'udamo'o said. He looked up. "Explain."
"They obviously did not give up on the research, found some esoteric method, undoubtedly using some kind of phasic energy in the forging," the scientist said. He waved at the deskcomp. "What does that have to do with this and the 'ten million years of research' you said is to challenge me."
Ru'udamo'o stared. "Find me one advancement in the last ten million years. Show me, find me, display to me, a single scientific advancement, breakthrough, or discovery in ten million years made by the Lanaktallan scientists."
"Bah, you waste my..." the researcher began, starting to push the deskcomp back. He had things to do, better things than entertaining some barely sentient thug from the Exec...
Ru'udamo'o moved around the desk and pushed the ice cold barrel of the pistol into the scientist's ear, grabbing the scientist's feeding tendrils and yanking his head down.
"Find it. Now," Ru'udamo'o said.
"I cannot. There is none. All that there is to discover has been discovered," the scientist squealed.
"Arm," Ru'udamo'o said.
For a second the researcher wondered what Ru'udamo'o was saying.
"Armed," the pistol replied in perfect Unified Standard Language.
"Find one. Just one. Now," Ru'udamo'o commanded, wrenching the scientist's head back and forth for a moment as he spoke. "It's ten million years, you quasi-illiterate imposter. Find one. Now."
The scientist scanned, hurriedly, feeling the barrel of the pistol get slowly pressed further into his ear. It was starting to hurt and he moaned.
After a few minutes the scientist pushed the deskcomp away. "There are none. All of the questions have been answered. There are no more scientific achievements."
"Then answer this: where is space purple?" Ru'udamo'o asked.
The scientist typed a moment. "Nowhere. Space is never purple."
"How many Lanaktallan colts and fillies does your people experiment on each year in your labs? How many do you vivisect and torture to try to find answers?" Ru'udamo'o snarled.
"We are allotted a certain amount each year and have been for tens of millions of years. We conduct those tests and examinations to ensure that the Herd and War Stallions and Matrons do not return! To ensure that the socioprograms still are in effect," the scientist stammered.
"HOW MANY?" Ru'udamo'o roared, shoving the pistol hard.
"Only a few million!" the scientist said. "There are trillions of us! Four trillion! A few million that nobody would miss anyway!"
"Their parents and friends would," Ru'udamo'o snarled. "High-Vee."
"High Velocity," the pistol replied.
"Nobody important," the scientist countered, whimpering.
"They are all important. We Executors are supposed to value them all," Ru'udamo'o growled. Ru'udamo'o yanked the scientist's head to the side. "Your kind had this coming."
"Wha..." the scientist started to say.
Ru'udamo'o pulled the trigger. The scientist's head exploded, the round had separated into a dozen of barbed darts by the spin on the coils at the end of the barrel, expanding outward even through the resistance of the scientist's flesh and bone. The darts slammed deep into the wall of the room, destroying circuitry, wiring, and tumbling around for a half second before coming to rest in the insulation.
He holstered the pistol and clopped from the room.
-----
The Lanaktallan squealed as Ru'udamo'o slammed him upper chest down on the hood of his own limo. The fog around them muted the sound, caused it to echo back strangely. Around him his four men, all trusted, had the Lanaktallan's private guard on their knees, Terran Confederate Marine Corps submachine guns pressed against the back of the guard's heads.
Ru'udamo'o pushed the barrel of his pistol against the side of the Lanaktallan's head.
"You authorized live experiments on the Terrans?" Ru'udamo'o asked.
"We are at war!" the Lanaktallan protested.
Ru'udamo'o pressed the pistol harder, pushing the Lanaktallan's eye into the socket and making the Lankatallan cry out in pain.
"You authorized, and I quote, high stress experimentation including lethal effects, on captured Terrans?" Ru'udamo'o asked.
"We had to figure out how to defeat them! How to gentle them if possible! We had to experiment on them!" the Lanaktallan protested.
"You authorized it on their young that we captured?" Ru'udamo'o asked.
"We assumed the younger ones would have less resistance!" the bureaucrat squealed.
"You authorized live experimentation on their infants?" Ru'udamo'o asked, his voice a deadly whisper in the fog. "You engaged in forced breeding in order provide your people with more test subjects?"
"Yes! What does it matter? They're primitives, ferals, barely above beasts!" the Great Grand Most High of Neo-Sapient Species Affairs squealed out.
"And you've authorized this on the neo-sapients?" Ru'udamo'o asked.
"With the Executor Council's approval, even assistance," the Lanaktallan said. "Your superior ordered us to engage in these activities. Release me or I will demand that he execute you!"
"This superior?" Ru'udamo'o asked, slapping something on the hood.
It took a second for the other Lanaktallan to realize what he was seeing.
A chunk of bloody flesh.
An ear.
With the Great Grand Super Most High of Executor Activities and Affair's favorite earring in it.
"How long?" Ru'udamo'o snarled.
"How long what?" the Lanaktallan asked. He cried out as Ru'udamo'o pushed the barrel of the Terran magac deeper into his eye.
"How long have we been torturing and murdering children?" Ru'udamo'o growled.
"Always! We always have! We have to ensure the dominance of the Great Herd!" the functionary yelled. "Who cares? The Lanaktallan children are from the lower classes! The other, they’re neo-sapients! They are barely sentient! We have to ensure our domin..."
Ru'udamo'o pulled the trigger.
The round blew through the functionary's head and mangled the ceramic magnetic induction engine at the front of the limo.
Ru'udamo'o turned and looked at the guards.
"Did any of you see anything?" he snarled.
The four guards shook their heads.
"It was the Night Terran. It must have been the Night Terran," one moaned.
Ru'udamo'o waved at his men, clopping into the mist.
He checked his datalink.
He had other names to visit. Names provided by Deus and the Night Terran.
Next up was a name he had added to list.
His boss’s boss.
It was time for the Executor Corps to do what they were supposed to have done all this time.
Protect the people from the excesses of the government and the system.
If nobody would watch the watchers, well, Ru'udamo'o would handle it like any sensible lemur would have advised him to.
By killing them.




Chapter Two

Vuxten left the command center, which had gone from a drop pod that had used its drill to dig under the ground to a full fledged armored building with battlescreens, and stepped out into the warm sunny day. The atomic detonations had stripped away a lot of the ozone layer, letting harsh UV rays through, but after several days of rain it felt good.
The Elven Court had arrived from Telkan two weeks ago and had set up.
He checked his datalink, spotted 2LT Nultrik over by the mess hall, and headed that way.
It was good to be out of his armor and back in adaptive camouflage. He was wearing plating, there was always a chance that a small Precursor machine was lurking around even though one had not been seen in a month. Still, the cloth felt light and freeing, even though he was still walking with the steady slow smooth movements that spending weeks or months in power armor would make into habit.
The Lieutenant, one of the Telkan Marines, was watching as tools were being boxed up, marking each off on a checklist. Vuxten thought it was interesting that it was still done with paper, pen, and a clipboard rather than a datapad, but apparently it ensured closer accountability for some reason.
Vuxten stepped up next to the lieutenant, who made a motion and the lower enlisted holding boxes of tools paused.
"Yes, sir?" LT Nultrik asked.
Vuxten nodded at the box. "Might as well unpack it all, Lieutenant," he said.
"Sir?"
"Just came in from Fleet. We're staying here. Something about a Corps wide refit," Vuxten said.
The LT sighed. "Dammit. And here I was looking forward to getting back to Telkan now that the Welkret had their planet back," he complained. He turned to the lower enlisted. "Take it back to the wrench shed, boys."
"Yes, sir," the enlisted answered together, slightly surly about the whole thing. Vuxten didn't bother to correct them like he's seen some officers do.
Being surly and bitching about everything was an enlistedman's Digital Omnimessiah granted right.
It was when they stopped and gathered together in small groups to whisper that an officer should get concerned.
"Follow me, Lieutenant," Vuxten said, motioning at the TOC.
"Yes, sir," Nultrik said. On the way to the tent the LT looked at Vuxten. "Your knee still hurting, sir?"
Vuxten nodded. "Russets say I'll need surgery on it. Not nanite, actual blade and needle surgery. I'm about two hard drops from needing a replacement."
"Oof," the LT said. "Congratulations of the promotion, sir."
Vuxten chuckled. "It's not official until I graduate Maneuver and Combat Captain's Career Course. I don't have to go to Mars or East Point, I'll be doing eVR for it."
"How long it is?" Nultrik asked.
"Twenty-six weeks," Vuxten said. "Six months."
"Oof. They going to pull you off the line that long?"
Vuxten shook his head as he ducked underneath the camouflage netting. "No. Well, not really. I'll still be here while we undergo a refit and wait for our orders to be cut. The magic of eVR."
That made LT Nultrik chuckle as he followed Vuxten inside. Two other officers and three NCO's followed them in, and Nultrik wondered why.
"Everyone, have a seat. This is only a klikitik," Vuxten said, using Treana'ad slang for an informal meeting where everyone speaks their mind without worry about rank or position. He reached out and tapped the holotank.
A glittering female Terran appeared.
"Morning, Captain," she said.
"Major Soothing Glitter, thank you for joining us," Vuxten said. He turned to the others. "You all know each other, since you're in the chain of command."
They all nodded and Nultrik realized what he was seeing. Colonel Shaklashk was the 4th Maintenance and Sustainment Brigade CO, a Saurian Compact Kobold. Lieutenant Colonel Anglagwark was the 3rd Sustainment Battalion CO. Captain Doozelak was the Bravo Company CO, and Lieutenant Nultrik's commander. The three NCO's were one Treana'ad and two Telkans. Bravo Company's First Sergeant, the platoon Gunnery Sergeant for 2nd Platoon, and 4th Squad's squad leader. Soothing Glitter was in charge of mental health medical care.
"You know why we're gathered," Vuxten said.
Everyone nodded.
"I'm taking the lead on this because it was my decision back before they reconstituted our chain of command," Vuxten said. He turned to other holotank and tapped it.
The Novastar VII power armor nicknamed 'Lozen' appeared next to Lance Corporal Casey.
There was a slightly cold wind that blew through the command center.
Vuxten turned back to the officers that not only outranked him, but had decades in service before he was even born.
"First Telkan Marine Division fought for a total of twenty-six days, counting the temporal anomaly," he started off with, putting his hands behind his back as he spoke. "Of that twenty-six days, we were in direct contact with the enemy or sleeping during threatened movement for seventeen days. This resulted in significant psychological stress on the Telkan of First Division."
That got nods.
"We got lucky, our training and preparation held and we suffered no killed in action," Vuxten said. He used his datalink to bring up another tank that showed the casualty lists. "Although Lieutenant Geemrik suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and died four days ago, the autopsy confirmed it was a congenital birth defect that had slipped by the scanners rather than enemy action."
"Hate those," Gunnery Sergeant Taklri't mumbled.
"Additionally, the Division has twelve hundred psychological and emotional injuries still under treatment, although they're expected to fully recover," Vuxten said. "Major Soothing Glitter's section has been indispensable during this period."
"Modern warfare loses more troops to psychological injury than permanent battlefield injuries," Lieutenant-Colonel Anglagawrk said, shaking her head.
"Then we have this case," Vuxten turned and nodded at Casey's picture.
"I know some of you have their doubts about me having Lance Corporal Casey moved to First Division," he said.
That got some slow, careful nods.
"However, he represents nearly a thousand years of military experience and knowledge, and Telkan itself needs his experience," Vuxten said. He turned back to the others. "However, there is information that all of you in his chain of command need to know."
Vuxten pointed at First Sergeant Kalka'tik. "How is his performance from your perspective?"
Kalka'tik waved out the 'match' he had used to light his cigarette. "Exemplary," the big Treana'ad warrior said. He clicked his mandibles twice and pointed at Casey's picture with his cigarette. "The man's a born leader. Even reduced in rank he uses every moment he can as a teaching moment for those Telkan underneath him. Performance metrics are high when he's involved."
The big Treana'ad took a drag off his cigarette and puffed out smoke from around his feet. "Sometimes I've seen his staring at the loading frames for a long moment, perfectly still."
"He wipes his mouth before he turns away, like he had been salivating," Captain Doozelak said, shaking her head. "I ordered him to stay at least fifty paces away from any unmanned loading frames."
Vuxten nodded.
"Part of Complex Operator Identification Syndrome is a psychological addiction," Soothing Glitter said. "A relapse like Lance Corporal Casey has suffered will manifest as if he had never received treatment."
Vuxten nodded and pointed at the tank holding the images of Lozen and Casey. "There's an additional problem that we were unaware of until earlier today."
"What is that?" Colonel Shaklashk asked.
"We had assumed, naturally, that Casey was suffering the same temporal compression anomaly that we were," Vuxten said.
That got nods.
"We should have known better," Vuxten said. He tapped the holotank. "The entire fleet is going over the logs of all of our armor, putting together timeline of the battle. I was alerted two hours ago about a major temporal displacement that matches with the attack of Hesstla two years ago."
Shaklashk frowned, tapping his tail on the floor. "This is going to be bad, isn't it?"
"What do any of you know about Novastar VII power armor?" Vuxten asked.
"It's a war crime," Gunnery Sergeant Taklri't said.
That got nods.
"Do any of you know why?" Vuxten asked.
"Records on it are sealed," Glitter said. She made a musing noise. "Huh, I can't even access it."
Vuxten nodded. "The reason is, well, to be honest and pardon my language, but it's fucking horrible."
"How so?" Colonel Shaklashk asked.
"The Novastar VII is made of Warsteel Mark II," Vuxten said.
That got everyone to frown.
"Mark II? When did they come out with Mark II?" Doozelak asked.
"A thousand years ago," Vuxten said. He held up one paw. "It's not in service for the same reason that just manufacturing the suit is a borderline warcrime," he reached out and unlocked the file in the holotank. The holotank immediately flashed the icons that it was airgapped, that the tank had blown the safety interlink.
"Warsteel Mark II is extremely phasic reactive," Vuxten said. He sighed. "Smokey 'No briefed me on it this morning. It not only can resist outside phasic enhancement, but it goes even further."
"My god, the levels on this are obscene," Glitter said, 'leaning out' of the holotank slightly to look at the other one. "It not only stores ambient psychic power from the user, it integrates with the user, fuses to them," she turned and looked at the gathered troops. "Literally. Not like the Neko-Marines or the Imperium of Wrath armor physically fuses to the wearer, it psychically and psychologically fuses to the wearer."
"It also enhances the wearer's psychic output by a magnitude of five," Vuxten said. He suddenly felt tired and sat down, taking the weight off his knee. "Normally a wearer's psychic signature is blocked by armor, but the Novastar VII has a psychic signature because, in a war, it is the wearer."
"By the Biological Apostles," someone said softly.
"Additionally, Warsteel Mark II, when fully 'integrated' as they put it, is self-healing. The Novastar VII first modifies then uses as the template the operator's mental and psychic self-image," Vuxten said. "It's literally regenerating phasic element strange matter alloy that normally has to be guided by someone with phasic manipulation abilities, and that's extremely rare. However, thanks to the rather 'unique' eVI, the feedback loop energizing system, and the massive amount of phasic energy production, the suit self-heals without guidance."
"The eVI uses phasic circuitry and a phasic coprocessor. It's designed to interweave itself into the operator's emotional and psychological makeup," Glitter said softly. "This is custom made to induce Complex Operator Identification Syndrome."
Shaklashk looked away from the specs on the armor. "Warsteel Mark II requires pain, suffering, and rage to create," the Saurian shuddered. "By the Digital Omnimessiah, it's almost vile."
Vuxten nodded. "To top it off, a user inside of it can still operate the suit while asleep."
That got a shocked silence and Vuxten brought up another window. Again, the holotank flashed it was now airgapped.
The right two-thirds of the image was of the battlefield, the coloration off, rippled, strange looking. The left side was vital stats, armor and pilot.
"His brainwaves show he's in REM," Glitter said softly. "Pulse, respiration, blood pressure, all show he's at rest."
Sergeant Wunnok pointed at the visuals. "Tell that to them," he said. "I ran a suit of power armor during Second Telkan, he's still fighting."
The big main gun went off, silently, the shockwave destroying Dwellerspawn, the bar of light connecting the end of the gun to the large pillbug, which swelled slightly before the middle exploded in a shower of burning gore.
Vuxten held out one paw and rocked it side to side. "Yes and no. The armor, and the eVI, use his subconscious dream state to run the combat, so he can sleep while the suit stays operating with all his instincts and reflexes."
"How long?" Colonel Shaklashk asked. "How long was he in there?"
Vuxten nodded, reaching out and tapping the hologram. "From the point of view from outside the anomalies? Fourteen hours."
"You were fighting for one hundred nine hours, correct?" Gunnery Sergeant Taklri't asked, lighting himself a cigarette.
Vuxten nodded. "Correct."
"How long for Casey?" Lieutenant Colonel Anglagwark asked.
"Fleet triple checked the date stamps, threaded the data on a highspeed simulation verification system," Vuxten said. He reached down and rubbed his knee for a moment then looked up. "They confirmed how long he was in there, fighting Dwellerspawn, cut off, alone, no reinforcements, no support, no area for rest and refit.
"The Atrekna kept bringing in different terrain to try to slow him down or bog him down, including urban landscapes," Vuxten said. He tilted his hand so a keyboard shimmered into existence over his open palm. He tapped two icons and images appeared. "Not that it mattered."
Images of the same small city burning, huge chunks ripped out of it, of that main gun firing into buildings as the armor fought at close range with other Dwellerspawn. Images of forest, jungle, desert, all nothing more than a Dwellerspawn corpse strewn battlefield.
"We all saw the condition of the landscape when he was pulled out," Vuxten said. Vuxten tapped another icon. This one showed Casey knelt down, in the mud, using an impact wrench to pull the tire off of a ground vehicle.
"He was in there, just him and Lozen," Vuxten paused. "For thirty two years, six months, eleven days, nineteen hours."
That got silence.
"Trapped in there with Lozen," Glitter shuddered. She looked at everyone. "When Casey was disconnected from her, she went dormant after ninety-six hours," Glitter waved a hand and a picture appeared of a digital sentience curled up in the fetal position. "She is unresponsive to stimuli and according to our diagnostics, she is merely dreaming."
Everyone nodded slowly.
"Where did he get the templates for the armor?" the Bravo Company CO asked.
"He is the templates," Vuxten said. He brought up the data on one of the airgapped systems by tapping on the physical keys. It showed strands of DNA. "In here, in what's called 'junk', he had, at some time in the past, probably during his training, the creation engine templates for the armor was impressed into his DNA."
"That's how the armor self-heals," Glitter mused. She looked closer at the DNA strand. "No genetic prosthesis. No DNA overlays," she shook her head. "This is about as close as I've seen in a living person to pre-Glassing DNA."
"So now we know how it was done," Vuxten said. "Smokey 'No has convened a board and gone over the evidence. Casey will not be court martialed."
"And the Admiral?" Colonel Shaklashk asked.
"No action," Vuxten shrugged. "I didn't really ask."
That got some low murmurs. Vuxten knew that more than a few people felt that the Admiral had been dangerously negligent in the opening phases of the planetary defense, and some felt that his rank was what saved him.
Vuxten didn't much care. He'd seen actual malevolent negligence during Second Telkan.
"Has there been any problems?" Vuxten asked.
There was just answers in the negative. Vuxten looked at Glitter. "Is he complying with treatment?"
She nodded. "He's compliant, more so than most of my patients. He's been through it before."
"So, he stays. He can work his way up the ranks, but right now, until he's cleared by MEDCOM, he's got a bar to promotion applied at Corps level," Vuxten said.
Despite Vuxten's lower rank the officers gathered nodded.
Vuxten wiped away the data. Two of the holotanks began smoking as the molycircs melted down.
Everyone got up, shaking hands, nodding, and slowly left. Glitter waved and vanished in a shower of sparkles.
Vuxten sat in the room, by himself, for a long moment, staring at the wall.
-----
Casey was kneeling down in between two Telkan privates, all three of them staring at the wheel of a wheeled heavy cargo ground transport.
"See that slight bulging around the lip?" Casey asked.
Vuxten was standing six paces away. One or two more paces closer and the three enlisted would have to take notice. As it was he was, by regs, outside the 'zone' for them to have to pay attention. He was wearing his adaptive camouflage, 471 sitting on his shoulder.
"Yeah," one said.
"You over-torqued the nut," Casey said.
"I used a smart impact wrench," the other said.
"Who used it last?" Casey asked.
The Telkan private hefted it, and Vuxten could 'see' him query the wrench with his implant.
"Lance Corporal Kunkler," he said.
"And what was Kunkler working on?" Casey asked.
"Umm... a light armored tracked fighting vehicle," the private said.
"And what's the wrench set for?" Casey asked.
"Oh. The M113Xe," the private said.
"You didn't reset it to the proper specs. The wrench thought it was placing a nut and bolt on one of the running gears," Casey said. He tapped the bolt. "Reset the wrench, back off the nut about an inch, redo it. Do that for all the nuts on each wheel."
"Sorry, Lance Corporal," the two privates said.
"Just remember, boys, always double-check your tools. A smart wrench is only as smart as an operator," Casey said, standing up. "If this vehicle had gone out, there's a chance it would have sheered a bolt, and nobody wants that."
"Yeah," the one with the wrench said, scooting over in position and fitting the wrench into place. It chattered as Casey turned around and saw Vuxten.
"Sir," Casey said, moving up. He didn't salute, the area was still considered an Amber Zone, and that meant no saluting by the regs.
"Lance Corporal," Vuxten said. He tilted his head. "Walk with me, Lance Corporal."
"Yes, sir," Casey said. He shortened his stride to match the shorter office. "Congratulations on your promotion."
"It's provisional, reliant on my passing another school," Vuxten chuckled. "Apparently running a Division under combat for a couple days makes people think you might have what it takes to lead a company."
That got a chuckle from Casey.
Vuxten led them around pallets of missiles and stopped. He looked up.
"How are you doing, Casey?" Vuxten asked.
The big human sighed, looking at the pale bluish-white sky. "Today's a good day. The fact we're getting new vehicles and equipment templates means Maintenance is really busy, which means I'm busy."
Vuxten nodded. "Keeping busy is important."
"You Telkan don't really care about the fact I took The Long Drop," Casey said. He leaned against one of the stacked missile racks. "It didn't break my neck, so I'm ahead of the game."
Vuxten nodded. "A lot of people would have yelled at those two, made them redo it, without showing them where the mistake was made."
Casey shrugged. "I'm old. Older than most, that makes me more patient than most. They're privates, and while computers may be twice as fast, the average private is as drunk and stupid as ever."
That made Vuxten chuckle. "First time I heard that, I'd fired an anti-armor hypersonic missile backwards, sent it zooming off over the horizon behind us."
"First Telkan?" Casey asked.
Vuxten nodded. "Yup. I'd been a soldier about four weeks when that happened. Most of my armor's systems were still locked out. I was just a jumped up neo-sapient in lemur armor."
"How times change," Casey said softly, looking over at the missiles. He ran a finger along the stenciled markings.
2.75" Rocket - HEAD
"It is what it is," Vuxten shrugged. "You all right that you're not allowed to help run the nanoforges and creation engines while the entire vehicles are run off?"
Casey nodded. "They're VI assisted."
"That's part of it."
"They're worried Lozen will crawl out of one," Casey said, running his finger along the serial number.
"That's part of it too," Vuxten said.
"I dream about her," Casey admitted, his voice soft. "Her, Peel, me, the suit, all wrapped together."
"Just talk it out with someone," Vuxten said. "Same thing they told me in therapy."
"It's like I'm missing part of myself. Like I'm missing an arm, or something inside, like one of my organs. It's a constant dull ache, an awareness that she's gone," Casey said.
"Lozen?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shook his head. "No. Peel."
Vuxten nodded, staying silent.
"I keep seeing things that remind me of her. There was a beef enchilada ration pack on the table, her favorite, and I about broke down," Casey said.
"You talk to Major Glitter about it?" Vuxten asked.
Casey nodded. "Yeah. It still hurts, though, you know?"
"I know," Vuxten said. He reached out and put his paw on the human's thick forearm. "Each day, Lance Corporal. Just take it each day at a time."
"Thank you, sir," Casey said.
Vuxten saw one of the LED's on Casey's datalink flicker amber. Casey shook his head. "Well, so much for this depressing talk."
"What?" Vuxten asked. He could hear shouting.
"One of my geniuses just caught a light tank on fire," Casey laughed, turning away. "I better help get it under control before they catch the entire planet on fire."
Vuxten watched him jog away.
-----
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
OK, so Mark II is phasic enhancing and storing to the point that it makes people's head explode.
Mark III catches on fire right after it's inverted.
Mark IV, well, we don't talk about Mark IV.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Is that research facility still on fire?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Yeah. It's still burning.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Wow. A little unstable?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Lets put it this way: when its fuel gets too low, new particles pop in from nowhere to join the fire. The fire's so hot it even burns chronotrons and boojums.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
>uses strange accent
Now that's a fire!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
>snickers
She's a Bigfeet, isn't she, Gus? You’re bringing a bigfeet around my kids, Gus. Why? You burn down my yard every summer and your bigfeet scare my kids. Don't bring a bigfeet into my house, Gus.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
ALL>LAUGH
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
I don't get it.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Old Pre-Glassing early Age of Paranoia comedy.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Oh.
So Warsteel Mark V is what we're working with?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Well, technically, it's called arcanochromium. Warsteel is just part of alloy.
It doesn't suffer the problems that warsteel is suffering with the Atrekna attacks.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
How many times have we tried to replace warsteel? Like a thousand?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
A lot. Every new metallurgy and materials science breakthrough the news is all "Will this replace warsteel?"
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
No. Saved you a click.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
ALL>Snicker
but it never does. The Terrans jump into some war and we find out that the new stuff has a horrible glaring weakness.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Think this stuff will work?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
For this war. It's been tested repeatedly against Atrekna phasic wavelengths.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Um... this isn't going to, you know, create another, well...
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Novastar scandal?
We hope not.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Three

Undrat held down the trigger of the Madame Three-Eighteen as the grav striker rolled nearly onto one side. He raked it across a flying creature covered with pulsating sacks and thin plates of phasic enhanced chitin, blowing huge divots in it. It shrieked, vomited up acidic blood, curled up, and fell from the sky.
Undrat stood on his tiptoes as he tilted the gun down and raked it again just for good measure, just as doctrine suggested. After all, it might be still combat capable on the ground and if he was going to drop anything on the infantry below it would be polite to ensure that it was either dead or as injured/damaged as possible.
The grav-striker finished its roll after taking a handful of autonomous war machine missiles on the grav-band on the belly. For a moment, when the craft was upside down, Undrat had a sight picture on the attacking PAWM, surrounded by Dwellerspawn.
The Madame Three-Eighteen took her due from the PAWM as Undrat triggered the heavy weapon, smashing HEAT-AM into its face. It exploded in mid-air, showering down, but Undrat was already past, the striker still rolling.
Undrat was dressed in his heavy combat armor, his frame boosted with graviton boots, a graviton spike, an inertial dampener, strength assist, and heavy plating. It meant he had to move with a kind of steady grace, but he had been trained on it and so he was still able to use the armor as he had been trained.
The grav-strikers were making a high speed run between two bands of clouds. The ones below were gray and greasy looking, heavy and almost sulky, the ones above looked light and fluffy, hiding Dwellerspawn which had been driven back by the sheer firepower of the grav-striker force.
For a moment there was no combat, just the roar of the engines, the howling of the graviton engines, and the whistling of the wind. For a moment Undrat spotted a pair of rainbows arcing between the clouds off in the distance.
The moment broke.
The grav-striker suddenly dropped into the lower cloud band, like the engines had been cut, the nose lifting and the tail dropping. An icon in Undrat's vision went from red to amber and he pulled his hands from the trigger, reaching up and grabbing the handle bar above his head.
He could see the rest of the striker lance dropping with him, the world eerily silent, just the whistling of the wind and the white mist from the gray clouds. The battlescreens still snapped and popped at the heavier drops of water, shimmering around the grav-striker.
His armor picked up the sounds of heavy combat below. The distinctive snap-whine of PAWM energy weaponry, the whip-crack of Terran Confederate Army return fire, the weird vomiting sound of Dwellerspawn attacks, and lots and lots of explosions. Some were dull thumps, others sharp cracks, and they all merged together in one sustained static sound.
The altimeter displayed on the upper right of his visor HUD showed they were at twenty-thousand feet and falling fast. When it hit eighteen thousand 'feet' (whose feet was it? Who's feet had they measured at such a large size, and who were they that they were able to define a unit of measurement just based off of their feet? - Undrat tabbed a quick note to look it up some day) it switched to 6,000 meters, still dropping.
They dropped from the heavy cloud cover at a thousand meters, the grav engines suddenly screaming to life. The shields were cranked up even further and Undrat tasted an odd sweet fruit and felt a tingle across his back molars as his psychic shielding ramped up to 78.2%. The icon went from amber to red and Undrat grabbed the firing handles of Madame Three-Eighteen, putting his thumbs on the 'butterfly trigger' and applying pressure as his smart-link synched up again.
The entire battlefield was nothing but roaring machines, screaming Dwellerspawn, and plumes of dirt and rubble being thrown in the air by artillery. In the middle, below the strikers, was a small firebase, completely surrounded and cut off. Tracers raked out from the dug in positions, mines exploded around the berm as the self-heating minefields took their toll.
Undrat could see six teams working at mortar positions, his armor automatically tagging friendly forces, weapons, and armor. Twenty tanks were positioned behind the berms, four per side, with one at each corner. The massive guns of the 1,000 ton behemoths were blowing huge arcs of the enemy into scrap metal and gobbets of flesh.
More poured into the gap.
Undrat poured in the fire, prioritizing heavy units and any units that took to the air that were not tagged by the fire base's air defense system. Twice the air defense control computers tagged targets for him as the grav strikers broke into four groups, pounding the Dwellerspawn and the PAWM ground combat machines with their heavy guns.
The icons in his HUD flashed and Undrat let off the trigger, reaching down and yanking the heavy pin out of the frame as he grabbed the thick handle on the top of Madame Three-Eighteen. She came loose and in one smooth motion that he had practiced over and over with his fellow Tukna'rn recruits, he fixed her firmly in his smartgun harness. The heavy frame lifted up out of the way as Madame Three-Eighteen synched up with the heavy gun rig, patched into his armor, and flickered a ready icon.
A countdown appeared in his vision and he stepped up slightly, toes at the very edge of the striker's deck plating, one hand reached up to hold onto the bar, the other stabilizing Madame Three-Eighteen. The striker banked and slid, skating through the air, slipping across the battlefield even as it dropped cluster munitions behind it. Undrat saw the top of the rise go by, a low hill blocking view from the firebase to the area beyond.
The hill had huge divots and fan-shaped chunks ripped out of it, exposing bedrock. The loose dirt was all blown off, without a scrap of vegetation to be seen. Stray rounds hit the exposed rock, exploding, driving pockmarks into the hill.
But it was still a half-mile thick and almost two hundred feet high and gave excellent protection to the Dwellerspawn and the PAWM that suddenly came into view.
The striker suddenly dropped. Hard. It fired cluster munitions from the bottom, the bomblets flying free, orienting on thin fins, and the air whistling through the hole in the middle ignited the solid fuel booster.
The entire edge of the Dwellerspawn on the far side of the hill from the firebase suddenly vanished in an explosion of 'folded' inverted white phosphorous strange matter that burned an eye searing and watering black with white edging.
The grav engines cut back in with a scream like a slasher scream queen being stabbed. The grav band across the bottom reach down and grabbed what was left below. Burning dirt, gobbets of Dwellerspawn flesh and blood, and shrapnel from shattered precursor armor filled the air in a torus around the striker as it suddenly came to a dead halt at fifty meters.
Undrat simply stepped off the edge of the deck, his hands both holding Madame Three-Eighteen safe and sound in his grip as he pulled her up at a forty-five degree angle across his chest, barrel up and left over his left shoulder.
You will respect her and she will keep you alive. Disrespect her and you will die instead of the enemy and that is unacceptable!
Gauzy energy tendrils spread out behind his back, almost like wings, as he plummeted through the air for fifty meters, the energy spreading out behind his back a side effect of the inertial dampener and kinetic energy shunts in his armor activating. At five meters to impact the wings flared and he slowed down as if he'd only stepped into the air a meter above.
He slammed into the dirt, his thick legs taking the impact, the armor's grav stabilizers howling, the inertial dampener shrieking as it dumped the excess energy in a bright orange flare around him, leaving him in the middle of a donut of energy.
By the time the energy cleared, Undrat had Madame Three-Eighteen lowered into position and ready. He squeezed the firing grip, panning from the left to the right in a slow steady movement, her heat fins already deployed, the nanoforge already running with deployed heat fins.
On either side of him others dropped from their strikers, dropping straight down, slamming down with a flare of energy.
The Precursor Autonomous War Machines and the Dwellerspawn, which had been concentrating on the firebase, were completely unprepared for Undrat and his fellow Tukna'rn infantrymen laying down heavy firepower straight into their faces. For twenty-nine days they had used this as a staging/spawning area to push against the annoying firebase without opposition.
You will not have thirty, Undrat thought to himself, marking on his helmet HUD a spawning pool he could not get a bead on.
The Tukna'rn who had slammed to earth behind him was knelt down. Outriggers extended around him, he had one fist slammed into the dirt with the haze of an engaged graviton spike around the armor gauntlet. The Tukna'rn looked where Undrat had marked, marked it himself, and squeezed the firing grip with his free hand.
The massive 105mm snub barrel rapid fire artillery unit on the Tukna'rn's back configured the munitions, sent the order to the nanoforge, which wet-printed the rounds into the autoloader.
Less than five seconds since Undrat tagged the spawning pool, where huge rude beasts were heaving their half-formed bodies from the thick liquid, the 105 barked three times, the shockwave rippling out as the blast deflector channeled it to either side and behind the gunner. The gunner's inertial dampener howled as it took the heavy recoil.
The gunner looked at a new target, assessed it according to doctrine and the battle roaring around him, and the gun shifted position.
The spawning pool erupted as all three rounds plunged into the thick liquid and detonated. Liquid hate fountained up as the FOOF enhanced WP-thermite plasma napalm gleefully went to work converting everything to carbon ash and then burning the ash for good measure.
Undrat wasn't paying attention. He knew the heavy indirect fire troops would handle their end of the job. He was laying fire into one of the medium-heavy pillbugs, shattering its teeth, its faceplates, ripping out its eyes.
A brace of hypersonic missiles slammed through the sound barrier, got close, kicked in the sprint drives, and fired off the explosive 'kicker' and two foot tungsten steel rods turned to liquid and hit the gouges in the armor. Three of them penetrated deeply, boiling the flesh around them.
The creature roared and another set of rockets hit it, this time from the side, and the armor gave out with a soft thump, innards burning as steam rose in the air.
There was a flickering as time and space tried to fold and twist. The 105 gunners saw it being marked, gave the munitions orders, and their heavy indirect fire weapons roared. The rounds arced up, deployed fins to make final adjustments, and plunged down. The tips slammed deep into the earth and the two foot tall rods quivered for a second.
They all went off with a deep THRUM that sent a wave of sparkling gold and silver energy across the battlefield.
The creatures and mechanical combat troops that had started to phase in didn't even get a chance to scream as the temporal munitions slammed the door in their faces. Those that were partway through exploded into gobs of tissue. Those who made it came under immediate fire as the grav-strikers pulled danger close white knuckle runs, bringing the heavy guns to bear as they streaked across the battlefield at less than twenty-five meters up.
Undrat switched targets as Madame Three-Eighteen sang her aria in the face of a hateful universe.
-----
There was nothing but smoke and steam as the grav-strikers dropped down.
Undrat stepped forward, grabbing the lift bar, and pulled himself into the grav-striker.
"Cool down, deslush. We've got another target area," the big Treana'ad NCO yelled as he climbed into the striker behind Undrat.
Undrat just nodded and triggered the icon for affirmative.
He checked his heat. It was only at 36.87%. Slush was only at 52.72%. Both were dropping as he watched, the cooling fins on the creation engine and around the barrel no longer glowing red.
The striker tilted slightly, lifting up from where it had been resting on a pad of purplish graviton energy that snarled and snapped against the ground.
Undrat grabbed the stabilization bar above his head with one hand, pulling Madame Three-Eighteen close to his chest, the barrel at a forty-five degree angle, with the other.
As the Terrans say: just another day in paradise, Undrat thought to himself as the grav-striker launched itself into the air with the scream of graviton engines and reactionless drives.
Behind them, the enemy's ability to bring in reinforcements had been shattered.
The six Atrekna watching glided away, following the grav strikers on discs of phasic energy. They were completely silent, wrapped in psychic protections, completely undetectable to technological systems. Their methods were tried and true and had proved to be effective not only across eons but across universes.
Above them, in gliders with no metal parts and only phasic neutral polymers, the six green mantids banked their gliders and rode the air currents after them, tiny helmets converting their complex thoughts to the plain and simple thoughts of dim birds of prey to any who might scan for brain activity while leaving their true intellect hidden. The bioluminescent chemical pinlights on their wings blinked slowly, but still passed on encoded data using an ancient but still usable code.
Written on the side of one of the gliders was the phrase: 'he who adapts eats'.
Above them, silently gliding along, a larger glider contained twelve black mantids, all of them carefully shielded. They kept their mantras and waited for their smaller brethren to send the signal.
Sooner or later, the mantid strike force knew it would be their turn to eat.




Chapter Four

A'armo'o tried to remember when he had ever, in his long life as a tank commander, been in the situation he was now.
It was an uncomfortable situation. A new one. He did not like new and uncomfortable.
It was, he decided after a long period of reflection, an unusual situation.
He stood on the tarmac, staring at the lines of armored vehicles.
Just over a thousand tons of armor, engine, guns, tracks, defenses. All black, except for the yellow warning stencils. It practically oozed malevolence. From where he was standing he could hear a faint growling and knew it was the 2.75 inch rocket pods snarling at the 80mm mortar tubes, which were growling back. It was massive, implacable, a mobile cliff of armor and weapons.
He also didn't trust it.
A'armo'o looked at the datapad in his hand, going over the specs again.
Eight percent faster than his last tank. Eleven percent more range. Six percent more point defense. Nine point two percent thicker battlescreens. Five percent better heat dissipation. Five tons lighter than his old tank, which was five hundred tons heavier than the one before that. The same armor thickness, but thirty percent upgrade in protection from standard threats and a seventy-two percent upgrade in protection from phasic energy. An additional nutriforge. Lanaktallan ergonomics and crew comfort additions.
He narrowed his eyes, glaring at the tank.
The software was faster, better. The screens designed for Lanaktallan visual acuity. All of the external guns could be run from inside, each with a dedicated munitions nanoforge.
According to the datapad, it was a marvel of engineering.
But he didn't trust it.
How could he?
Look at it!
Its armor was unmarred. The end of the barrel was shiny and unblemished. The paint was in perfect condition. The stencils were all sharply defined and clear, easily able to be read. The back deck was clean and almost sparkling. The treads were all in perfect condition, not even scratched.
No. He didn't trust it.
No wise commander would fully trust it.
He peered at the dataslate again suspiciously. It was full of praise for the tank in front of him. Even infographics and animated edu-memes about how great the tank was. How amazing its new armor was. How accurate its guns were. How mighty its power plants were.
A'armo'o glared at the tank, then at the dataslate again.
How could he trust it?
The dataslate showed him that it had performed perfectly, more than perfectly, it had even exceeded the planner's expectations! Even the manufacturer had been amazed by the tank! It was new! Amazing! Great! Any commander would give two fingers to drive that tank! The enemy would run away from it just upon seeing its majesty!
Main gun made in MechaKrautland, ten years ago. A tried and true gun. Crew compartment design by Bongistanian Queen's Armored Corps Design. Power train developed by the Ozland Anti-Eatmu Defense Force contractors. Warsteel Mark V developed and tested by Smokey Cone. Phasic control systems by Hivehome Green Mantid Engineering Services. New fire and forget missile and indirect fire control system by Rigellian War Singer Incorporated. Self-repair systems developed in Pubvia 8,000 years/three years ago. Armor laminate system designed by the Vodkatrogs of the Endless Tundra. Communications systems developed by the MapleLeaf of the North. Computer systems by Animeland. Nanoforge programmed by the Code Weavers of the Great Glass Sea. Hamburger Kingdom battlescreens and secondary guns and munition design. Hate Anvils of Mars designed superstructure. Wrath Forges of Mercury testing.
Why the tank was perfect! No tank would ever be better than this one! A'armo'o should be grateful, no, he should be awed and humbled that the Terran Confederacy Military Procurement Board had acquired this tank just for him!
A'armo'o glared at the dataslate and back at the tank.
He didn't trust it.
Two green mantid engineers climbed out of one of the engineering spaces. One started banging the hull with a wrench, flashing an angry icon over its antenna. The other started kicking an antenna, more angry emojis over its head.
A'armo'o nodded sagely.
See, they obviously understood.
A shadow of a big bird passed over and both mantids hid underneath the forward port 2.75" rocket pod. One of the mantids shook their fist at the bird's shadow.
A'armo'o nodded again. Several green mantid engineers had been attacked by the avians, resulting in several severe injuries.
The shadow veered off as the bird got to close the ultra-sonic deterrent system, giving out a loud cry of irritation.
The two green mantids moved out from under the rocket pod, moved over to one of the other engineering space hatches, and vanished inside.
A'armo'o went back to looking over the tank.
It was in perfect condition. Even though it was matte black, it seemed to gleam and glisten. It seemed almost...
almost...
It took A'armo'o a moment to figure out what exactly the tank seemed to be. He consulted his datapad, which was showing him an info-meme about how great the autoloader system was, and found a perfect word.
Smug.
The tank seemed almost smug.
A'armo'o nodded in agreement.
It never crossed his mind that less than five years before he would have never attributed an emotion to an inanimate block of technology.
But there was no other word for it.
A'armo'o glared at the datapad, which was now showing him grotesquely drawn stylized flattened cartoon Lanaktallan all smiling inside the crew compartment. The art style was hideous and made A'armo'o want to throw the datapad at, hmmm, he wasn't sure. A bird. Perhaps throw the dataslate a bird.
There was a ping on the Divisional social media board and A'armo'o checked it real quick.
It showed a Lanaktallan tank crew in a smoking, battered, half wrecked tank with the words "YOUR OLD TANK" above it. The picture below was of the same Lanaktallan all sitting in a dumpster full of garbage with the caption "YOUR NEW SUPERTANK" at the bottom.
A'armo'o snickered and added a heart and a laughing emoji to it.
Another meme popped up and A'armo'o snickered again. It was of himself, staring at the new tank, with the thought bubble "But the tank is so new that the fissionable material hasn't degraded into granite yet. Perhaps this newfangled tank is not what it appears. How can I trust a tank that is younger than some continents? Why, this tank is so new that the people who were bribed to approve the drive train are still alive to spend the money instead of their descendants."
The wordiness let him know it was a 'homegrown' meme.
Another one popped up of a green mantid slapping the top of the tank saying "This baby can fit so many manufacturing errors in it!" Another popped up showing A'armo'o himself staring at the tank with a bunch of equations over his head. He had to look up the equations and burst out laughing. They were stock investment projection equations over chaos theory and particle decay theorems.
Someone made a lot of money for something that's going to break down outside of the motorpool he reasoned out it.
A'armo'o shook his head, still chuckling, and trotted out of the motorpool.
What would be is what would be.
Combat would prove effectiveness or not.
-----
Ge'ermo'o watched as Smokey 'No looked over the holotank.
Every unit but parts of First Armored Recon were marked to indicate refit and reconstitution. As he watched, Smokey-No made a few adjustments to the order of refit, then leaned back to light a cigarette. Once the big Treana'ad was puffing out smoke he wiped away the data and opened up a window to check the Corps Social Media feed.
Memes were streaming by. There was a two point five million post thread arguing about whether or not the new Turkey Surprise MRE was made of turkey buttholes or artificial turkey buttholes. A bunch of pictures of dicks drawn on various surfaces streamed by. A picture of a sleeping (well, passed out) Telkan with a dick shaved into his fur over his eyebrows popped up. Another flame war over whether or not the new eVR entertainment starlet was the 'best girl' or the one from an older production.
Ge'ermo'o was surprised at just how popular Terran Confederacy entertainment media really was. He had been raised that anything beyond educational or informative was a waste of resources, yet the Confederate entertainment media seemed to generate massive wealth, improve morale, and lead to bonding.
As he watched the MP's had a break up a fight between two factions fighting over Skub or Anti-Skub that had devolved to fists and randomly grabbed items, the MP's wading in between a good two dozen Rigellian females all throwing fists.
Ge'ermo'o trotted up next to Smokey No as someone posted a video of a green mantid in a glider swooping down on an unsuspecting bird from above and shooting micro-magacs at it with "DEATH FROM ABOVE" written at the top of the video.
"There seems to be a lot of chaos," Ge'ermo'o observed.
Smokey 'No shook his head. "Not really. This is typical for post-combat garrison," he said. He gave a sigh and pointed at where the MP's were examining one of the new tanks that was sunk in a lake with a sign on it that read "IT WAS LIKE THAT WHEN WE GOT HERE" barely above the waterline. "We've got to get these guys off planet before the wreck the place up."
Another window opened up to show a street where a bunch of heavily armored and armed Treana'ad infantry doing the "electric slide" to the amusement of a bunch of Welkret children, who were all laughing and clapping. Another one was of Welkret females staring with huge wide eyes at where a bunch of Rigellian females were lifting weights and posing in such a way as to flex all their muscles.
"Well, these guy's culture has a huge hole blown through it," Smokey 'No sighed, pointing at another window.
It was a social media posting thread arguing who was 'best girl' that the local Welkret had gotten involved in, as they put forward that the fur covered Pubvian female of the show was the 'best girl' that everyone else was just 'anti-fuzzy bigots' and the whole thing, as Ge'ermo'o watched, was rapidly devolving into what could only be called a 'complete shit show.'
"Is there any news of how long it will be until we are redeployed? I was under the impression we were heading for the Telkan system for refit," Ge'ermo'o said.
Smokey 'No shook his head. "No. Apparently something big is going down and MilCom is having everyone lock down and do a crash replacement of gear and weapons."
"I wonder what has caused such a dislocation in battle plans?" Ge'ermo'o said. "Whatever it is, it must be important indeed."
Smokey 'No puffed smoke rings out from around his footpads as another video popped up, this one of Welkret children all clapping along as a trio of muscular Rigellian females were singing and playing instruments.
"Better be really important to screw up deployment," he mused.
-----
Dreams of Something More sighed as she explained it one last time.
"All of you have seventy-two hours to confer with your superiors and sector governments. After that, there will be seventy-two hours to sign. Those who do not sign will have seventy-two hours before conflict is re-engaged with the intent of crushing all resistance in your sector," She said.
A hand went up and the light flashed indicating that the Lanaktallan wished to be recognized.
"Yes?" Dreams asked, trying not to glare at 117 as the little green mantid flashed a laughing emoji at her.
"My sector no longer has any planets under my control or control of the Unified Council. If I refuse to sign, does that mean that after the time limit expires the Confederacy will immediately move to enact a military occupation of Terran Confederate Military Forces in those systems?" the Lanaktallan asked.
Dreams sighed. "Again, as I explained to you already, you are in a different situation. If you sign, the Confederacy will immediately move to liberate those planets and systems."
"And return them to my control? If so, will I have the time limits to decide if I want to sign after they are liberated?" the Lanaktallan asked.
117 sent more mocking emojis.
"No. Once they are liberated they are turned over to the local population and a temporary military pro-tem government takes over," Dreams said.
Again.
"But, those systems are under my control," The Lanaktallan said.
"They aren't right now," Dreams said.
"Correct. But they should be once they are liberated," the Lanaktallan said.
Again.
Dreams sighed again. "Mister Representative, I will meet with you after this," she looked over the gathered assembly. "Any other questions?" she asked automatically, and immediately flinched as a score of lights lit up.
"Any new questions?" she asked.
They all went out but one.
Dreams pointed at the one. The Lanaktallan cleared his throat. "Madame Diplomat," he began. "What of the neo and near sapient species that have withdrawn from the Unified Civilized Council? Will they be presented with the same ultimatum?"
Dreams nodded. "Yes."
The Lanaktallan nodded to itself and for a moment Dreams was worried it was going to ask another question. Instead, it sat down and the light went out.
"All right, I will do a roll call. When your name and/or represented system is called, you will be given a copy of your version of the surrender document, which, I remind you, is an unconditional surrender. You will then return and transmit this document to the relevant authorities you represent. Upon your receipt of the document, your seventy two hours will begin," Dreams told them.
As she began calling roll call she had to resist slapping 117.
-----
MANTID FREE WORLDS
You think they'll really surrender?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Right up until they think they can stick a knife in our backs.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Which would not be wise.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
So, we're not surrendering? Just them?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
No, you're already a probationary member.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
FREE HERD SPEAKING SPACE
What about us?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Probationary, and a special case.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Oooh, boy.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
What?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Things are going to get exciting. The government just released the report on their commission to study the events of Captain Nakteti's encounter with the PAWM, and they're ugly.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
How ugly?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
The social media boards are lit up with calls to lynch the current government.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
You better get a handle on that. It can spiral into violence real quick.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Pfft, let them fight it out. Someone will prove their dominance.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
How the hell did you guys come up with the Pubvian Diplomatic Model?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Five

Nakteti used one thumb to scroll down the display, looking at the changes that had been applied to New Tnvaru over the last six months since the majority of the refugees from Lost Tnvaru had arrived on the new planet.
Nanoforges and creation engines, something that permeated Terran Confederate worlds, had been restricted to government oversight and only preferred manufacturers. Nutriforges had been restricted following a declaration of a board of inquiry to determine if it was safe for the Tnvaru to eat what the nutriforge produces.
Despite the fact that every single member species of the Confederacy used nutriforges tailored to their biology and tastes.
There had been some private ownership of vehicles, usually run off from one of the massive industrial creation engines. However, four months ago, private ownership was banned, citing 'safety concerns' and 'public responsibility', with mass-transit being mandated for everyone.
Nakteti had envisioned New Tnvaru as a sprawled out world, hundreds, thousands of small communities tied together by high speed maglev rail, private vehicle highways, and digital communications. She had set aside vast swaths of property for automated farms to provide luxury food for those who preferred to eat 'real' food rather than food from a nutriforge.
She had done her best to outline a society fueled and sustained by automation, with plenty of luxuries, relaxation activities, education, and private ownership.
It had all been wiped away.
She opened another window and scrolled backwards in the timeline.
Nakteti had envisioned elections for the planetary leader, once every ten years, with every five years for the area representatives, with education eventually providing judges to assist the Confederate digital sentiences and Terran lawyers currently handling legal issues.
But the Confederacy's mantra of "Do whatever you want on your planet as long as you follow some basic rules" had looped back around to bite Nakteti's on her backside and ruin her plans.
There had been no election. The heads of five trading consortiums, all of them now defunct as they were no longer trading in Lanaktallan space and had been ejected from Council Space, had taken over the government and elected one of their own number to the position of Planetary Director, with Consortium and Corporate boardroom rules for electing the Planetary Director.
The first thing they had done was restrict and then eliminate access to the creation engines and nanoforges by the public.
The second they had done was had construction systems build cities and ordered people to relocate to the cities.
With the loss of Tnvaru Prime, the people had been in shock. They had been grateful for leadership, for someone to make decisions in a dark time. When the refugee Tnvaru had left Terra and arrived at New Tnvaru with stories of seeing Tnvaru Prime burn, the people had been despondent. No Tnvaru had been lost, they had all been rescued, as had tens of thousands of people from other species, but the planet itself was gone.
She looked over the decisions by the Planetary Director and the Planetary Board of Directors, and had to admit what they had done had been clever.
Artificial shortages of materials, resources, and goods, including food. Limited entertainment, constant reminders of the loss of Tnvaru Prime and the colony. Trading away rights for safety.
The Tnvaru making up the Planetary Board of Directors had been very careful not to break any of the Confederacy's laws.
Nakteti had seen how it was legal to run a horrible despotism full of grinding poverty and terrible conditions, as long as the majority consented.
They had come close to breaking a rule. At one point they had tried to mandate that the only people who could vote were those who owned a certain amount of property and had tried to establish a Tnvaru System Currency.
The Terran lawyers had landed on that with both feet.
One being. One vote.
No secondary currencies or multi-layered economic shells. Confederate credits or barter, that was it.
The Planetary Board of Directors had tried to claim that the people were not used to voting, so they needed time to get used to even the idea of voting.
The Terran lawyers had warned that Confederate forces would occupy the planet, depose the government, and establish a direct representative military republic if the Planetary Board of Directors attempted to strip voting rights away.
They had then attempted to place a fee on voting.
The Terran lawyers had tapped the 'one being one vote' part and cleared their throat.
The Planetary Board of Directors had attempted to point at Dystopia Worlds and LARP worlds where corrupt politicians did whatever they wanted to despite the population's wishes.
The Terran lawyers had tapped "one being one vote" again and just stared.
With the cold black emotionless eyes of a lawyer.
They had cancelled the mandatory schooling, something which made Nakteti clench her teeth. She had modeled the school system after what was being done on Leebaw, which many were calling the Leebaw Education Model, which meant ensuring that people not only gained knowledge, but skills.
She noted that the first classes canceled were those related to the creation engines and nanoforges.
Nakteti stopped and looked at another section, her eyes narrowing.
The Planetary Board of Directors had attempted to censor vast swaths of StellarNet, GalNet, and SolNet. Attempting to put up a massive firewall between the public and those digital information networks that would have prevented the Tnvaru from accessing any information the Planetary Board of Directors wanted to restrict.
Creation Engine, nano-forge, and nutriforge templates and how to design them were the first priority.
She noted, with some surprise, that her SolNet Site where she sold Tnvaru plushies and models of Tnvaru ships and vehicles, was a high priority exclusion that a Tnvaru could be fined or punished for viewing.
Scrolling quickly she saw that her epic Tri-Vee drama documentary of the It Tastes Sweet and the destruction of the colony and the discovery of the Confederacy had only been shown twice before the Planetary Board of Directors had placed the eight hour long Tri-Vee mini-series on the restricted list.
The more she saw, the angrier she became.
She had envisioned as close to paradise as she could make it. Not for the rich, not for the powerful, not for the uber-wealthy to whom rich would be abject poverty, not for government workers.
But for the youngest child to the most elderly.
She had envisioned parks, recreational areas, luxury, and leisure, all backed by the automation of the Confederacy. She had purchased Mantid automation systems, the best in the Confederacy. He had hired Digital Sentiences from the DASS to oversee things that her people had not been trained to handle, had hired them to teach her people to be self-sufficient. Nakteti had talked with experts, examined educational systems, and settled on the Leebaw Educational Model.
All of it had been wiped away to pack the Tnvaru people into a dozen cities. The towns and hamlets had been wiped away, factories surrounded the cities, and the highways and maglev were used only to transport goods from farms and factories.
Nakteti opened another window, using her personal code to gain access to the data.
93% of the Tnvaru people existed on the Basic Subsistence Allowance. 5% had 'management' positions and lower government positions. 1.5% had 'upper management' and 'mid-level government' positions. The last .499% were rich, with a final 0.001% being wealthy.
She cross referenced the names with those who had owned vast economic consortiums prior to the evacuation and loss of Tnvaru Prime.
The names matched across the board, with the exception of her own family, which was down to herself, her mother Sangbre, and a single cousin. The others had all been absorbed by other families or had been killed when the colony had been destroyed, although there was a bare handful that might still be alive further in Lanaktallan Space.
She shut the windows and moved over to a chair, sitting down.
Fury licked at her soul as she considered what she had seen in the last month since she had been home.
Her people jammed back into housing blocks, with sleeping cubes, nutripaste with only basic flavors, factories where Tnvaru worked that could have been nearly fully automated, and the majority of the schools let go.
As if they had never left Council Space.
You can't take the Burger out of the Burgerlander, she thought. You can't make the Treana'ad stop smoking, take the glass from the Great Glass Sea, and you can't make the Mantid engineer give up emojis.
"You are vexed," one of her escorts, a daughter of the Duchess, said softly, running a whetstone along the edge of her engraved and inlaid nanite-infused blade, aligning the atoms of the nearly monomolecular edge. Despite the blade, the Terran woman was an accomplished nanite ‘sorceress.’
Nakteti nodded, clenching her fists. She reached out and picked up her gripping stick, clenching her hands around it till her forearms ached.
"They strip your gifts from your people," one of the sons of the Duchess said from where he was drinking a heavy pewter mug of thick rich ale. His name was Magnus, the fraternal twin of the daughter who had spoken.
Nakteti nodded again.
"Will you fight them or will you die like a insect beneath their boot?" the male Terran asked. He took a drink and wiped his mouth. "Is the iron my mother saw inside of you tempered into steel by your fury, or has it rusted to nothing?"
Nakteti squeezed her stick, opening her mouth to answer when her implant pinged her.
The news had mentioned her.
She twisted her hand to bring up the remote holocontrols and brought up the planetary news network that had replaced the entertainment channel she had put in place.
"...board had no choice but to find Captain Nakteti guilty on all of counts," the Tri-Vee announcer stated solemnly, staring out from the hologram. "Sources within the government say that an arrest warrant for the disgraced former captain will be issued within hours."
Nakteti turned off the Tri-Vee, sitting back in her chair. She wanted to shiver, she wanted to curl up into a ball and make it go away, she wanted to hide her eyes and wait for them to come and take her away.
Instead, she lifted her upper lip in a snarl.
Make me into the fall guy for all of this? she thought, standing up slowly, clenching all four of her fists. Her gripping stick was off to the side. Try to lay the blame for the loss of our colony, our world, try to blame the entire Precursor War on me?
The sound of a whetstone running along the edge of a 'steel' sword was no longer aggravating, but a sound that went along perfectly with how she felt.
"What will you do?" one of the Terrans sitting in her relaxation parlor asked mildly, not looking up from where she was retying her heavy boots.
"Remind them," Nakteti snarled. She pointed at the window. "Remind them that we no longer live in Lanaktallan space, that we are no longer part of the Unified Council," she put all four hands on her hips. "Remind them that they are squatting in positions unearned, positions that vanished with Tnvaru Prime, and remind them that they live here at my sufferance."
Another Terran nodded, making one long swipe down the blade with the whetstone before tucking it away and standing up. The Terran, one of the many children of her former host, cocked her head slightly.
"Grav-Lift is coming up," they said softly.
"They will try to take you now," another warned, her features stating louder than words that she was a sibling of the other two.
The one that spoke first stood up, tapping one toe against the floor to ensure their boot was properly set. The male Terran swigged down the last of his ale, belching loudly as he stood up and hooked a thumb in his belt.
"Try not to slaughter them," Nakteti said softly. She reached out and grabbed the vest and belt that Lady Khoonkeenadee had given her. She tapped the engraved runes on the copper shoulder plates, whispering the command words to activate the nanotech inside. She felt her ears tingle and the slight taste of lemons on her tongue as the personal protective shield activated.
The doors opened and a group of six Tnvaru in riot control armor stood in the elevator, clustered around an official looking bureaucrat with a dataslate in his hand.
"Former Captain Nakteti, I have a warrant for your arrest," the bureaucrat said, looking at the dataslate. "Come along quietly or face the consequences."
Nakteti moved up in between two of the Terrans, both of whom were standing relaxed. The male opened and closed his hands slowly, his sister on the other side smiling gently with a closed mouth.
"And if I refuse? If I refuse to recognize the authority of squatters upon my property?" Nakteti asked.
The bureaucrat gaped at her for moment.
"You see, I own everything in this system," Nakteti said. "You and your bosses are squatters, guests who are attempting to take over my household."
One of the riot gear clad sociopolice stepped forward, unholstering a neural pistol. "That's enough out of you," he said.
The male Terran moved.
Nakteti had seen Terrans move, had seen them fight, practice hand to hand combat, but the speed and precision took even her breath away.
The brown skinned male, wearing nothing but real leather clothing and some jewelry, took a single step forward, his hand flicked out, twisted, and came back. The human stepped back before the gathered Tnvaru's visual cortex could completely process what they had just witnessed.
The Terran held the neural pistol in his hand.
As they watched he closed his hand. His forearm muscles bulged and there was a crunching noise. He opened his hand as he tilted his hand.
Crushed pieces of the pistol fell from his hand onto the carpet.
"As you can see, you cannot force me to go..." Nakteti started to say.
"SHOOT THEM!" the bureaucrat shrieked.
"NO KILLING!" Nakteti yelled.
The Tnvaru grabbed for their weapons. The two humans on either side of her blurred into motion. The two with swords stepped out from where they had been blocked by the walls, their swords smoothly unsheathing, to step in front of Nakteti. Another of Lady Khoonkeenadee's daughters stood in front of Nakteti, moving her hands and whispering commands as glowing nanites flowed from her hands.
There was smacking sounds, crunching sounds, two Tnvaru screamed in fear.
Lady Khoonkeenadee's children snatched the weapons from the Tnvaru sociopolice secmen's hands, crushing the weapons, then pulled the helmets off of the Tnvaru's heads in one smooth motion, moving from one to the other before they could even get their weapons into play.
They finished by grabbing the dataslate and stepping back.
The daughter murmuring to herself released the built up power.
All seven Tnvaru found themselves pushed into the elevator, hard, sending them stumbling against the back. The elevator binged and the doors closed as the brown skinned Terran woman panted, trying to mitigate the heat buildup.
"I think, Lady Nakteti, that it may be time to take your presence among your people," the 'sorceress' said softly.
Nakteti nodded, lifting her chin. Her implant was alerting her that already Tnvaru were gathering, protesting the Planetary Board of Director's support of the findings of the "board of inquiry" that the public felt had been a witch hunt.
"I need to get somewhere public, somewhere people can see and hear me," Nakteti said. She moved over and grabbed one of the safety belts. She buckled it around her waist and moved toward the balcony, swallowing her fear.
She refused to show fear in front of the children of Lady Khoonkeenadee.
"We'll take the scenic route to the ground," she said as her escorts grabbed Icarus Landing System belts of their own.
She paused for a moment on the balcony as one of her escorts moved the table and chair, then helped her up onto the table.
The Planetary Director and the Planetary Board of Directors would regret moving everyone into the big cities.
She'd be able to hide easier, able to gather support quicker, and her words would spread faster.
Ignoring the fear and panic in her stomach, holding tight to her fury, she stepped into mid-air.
He who dares, who risks the most, gains the most, she thought to herself as she plummeted through the air.




Chapter Six

Before she had fallen ten feet the 'sorceress' had wrapped one arm around Nakteti, pulling her close, one hand twisting in the air and whispers of power making energy crackle around the two of them.
The sociopolice had cleared around the skyscraper, a cordon that cleared the entire street. The blockades a half block back had riot police at it but no crowd. There were three riot control vehicles in the street and two grav-lifters in the air. Nakteti could see at least a hundred sociopolice, as well as a couple dozen reporters all jockeying for position to film her dropping from the skyscraper.
She knew they were claiming she was committing suicide.
Sociopolice were firing upwards, neural rifle bolts shrieking by. A few hit an invisible shield and shattered into sparks.
Falling fast, Nakteti activated her datalink, feeling the tingling across one of her back molars as she used the high encryption channel. "Crooked Raster, do you read?" she asked.
"Here, Captain," the Digital Sentience asked.
"Seize control of the Emergency Broadcast System. I own it," Nakteti said. She was almost at the surface.
The children of Lady Keena hit first. Down on one knee, one fist pressed against the ground, the other holding their blades so they were ready to be brought into position. The flare around them was different than the landing Nakteti knew she would make. The circle around them was red, snarling with reddish electricity. Pavement cracked and shattered, lightning tendrils snaked around them.
Nakteti wasn't positive, but she was pretty sure Magnus Khoonkeenadee altered his drop so he landed next to a group of fifteen riot police that had been shooting at him with neural rifles. The explosion around them threw them away from him like bowling pins. One cartwheeled into a wall and slid down slowly.
"NO KILLING!" she shouted again.
She landed. Well, the sorceress Surscee landed, holding Nakteti close. The flare flipped over a riot control vehicle, tumbling it into a group of sociopolice.
"People die in battle, Lady Nakteti," Surscee said, standing up, letting go of Nakteti, who bobbled for a second as she caught her balance.
"I have control. Awaiting instructions," the Digital Sentience Crooked Raster said in Nakteti's ear. "Lady Nakteti, you should really know, there's no way to hide in a society that has datalinks."
Heavy neural bolts, the kind of that could kill, slammed into the ground around her, shattering on the barely visible energy shield Surscee was holding up.
Nakteti watched as one of Lady Keena's sons, she thought it was Xango, put his foot against the side of an armored ground limo, reached down, and ripped the tire, rim, and hub clean off. He slung it up into the air, the tire leaving behind a glowing nimbus trail.
For a second she wondered just what a tire was going to do against an armored riot control grav-lifter.
The tire hit and there was a bright flash and a loud detonation. The grav-lifter fell to the ground, wreathed in flame and billowing smoke.
"I think it's too late for that," Nakteti said as she watched one of the daughters, Mour-Emi, ripped up a lamp post, ignoring the heavy neural bolts shattering into showers of sparks when they hit her skin. The brown skinned Terran turned, cocked her arm back, and threw the lamp post.
Nakteti could almost hear the sneer front the pilot as he saw a simple aluminum post coming at the front of the grav-striker even as he kept firing the front guns with no effect.
The post punched through the forward shield, shattering the macroplast, impaling the pilot, a bright flash and another loud KA-RACK sounding out. The grav-lifter dropped and slid sideways a moment before the copilot got it under control.
"Twisted Java, do you read?" Nakteti asked, letting the sorceress Surscee rush her over to the twisted wreckage of one of the riot control vehicles. Magnus had caved in the entire side with one punch that had hit with a loud flash and detonation like an anti-tank mine going off.
"I'm here," the Digital Sentience said.
"Take control of the nanite manufacturing systems," she ordered.
"Roger and Wilco, Lady Nakteti," the DS said, sounding excited.
A riot control transport came in hard, slamming into the ground hard enough that two of the riot police inside were knocked cold. The starboard engine was on fire from where Jarakin had thrown the door to an armored grav-limo into it and destroyed the housing.
Before the riot police inside could deploy two of Lady Keena's sons had grabbed the door and torn it completely free of the frame, tossing it to the side, their handprints sunk deeply into the endosteel armor.
"NO KILLING!" Nakteti tried again.
She knew that even without those wicked blades, the Terrans were extremely lethal. They would and could pull her people's arms and legs off like they were pulling taffy.
The two men bent down, grabbed the lower lip, and flipped the vehicle onto its side, the frame warping and twisting with the scream of stressed metal as bolts and struts sheered apart from the conflicting force.
"Initiate the mandatory viewing signal on the EBS," Nakteti ordered.
"Yes, Lady Nakteti," Crooked Raster said.
"Keep me shielded, make sure everyone can hear me," Nakteti told the sorceress.
"Trivial," the Terran said, her body gleaming with sweat. She'd opened the front of her bodice, exposing a lot of smooth brown skin, and Nakteti could see the heat shimmering off of her.
Nakteti climbed up on top of the vehicle.
The journalists that hadn't fled turned their attention to get good angles as Nakteti looked around slowly, coolly, her expression remote and distant. The Emergency Broadcast System went live, showing her standing atop the vehicle.
Every Tnvaru across the planet had moved to their Tri-Vee, some stumbling and rubbing their eyes and the mandatory viewing tone had sounded and their Tri-Vee's had turned on. They all saw her, standing on top of the vehicle, two riot control vehicles burning behind her, dozens of sociopolice fighting with singular Terrans who were throwing them around like rag dolls.
"STOP!" she held up one hand.
Her voice echoed from every speaker, was heard on every implant, and was broadcast over every Tri-Vee that existed in the system.
One sociopolice stared at the Terran fist that was a bare millimeter from the front of his visor. The visor was cracked and starred, the HUD out, a single blow of that fist having shattered the macroplast. He knew, without a doubt, that if that second punch had landed it would have blown straight through the compromised macroplast and crushed his skull inside his helmet.
The human was smiling. The sociopoliceman knew that the human had been enjoying himself.
The sociopoliceman was also very aware that he had wet himself.
"Is this what we are?" Nakteti asked. "Are we mindless cattle that cannot survive without the Lanaktallan Overseers and their proxies? Are we so weak and pathetic that we cannot determine our own fates? Are we so feeble and weak willed that we must have a ruling class over us making all of our decisions for us?" she asked, turning slowly. She pointed at where Magnus was standing, having ripped open the side of a riot control vehicle with his bare hands as if the endosteel armor was nothing more than tissue paper.
"Are we so pathetic that we must rely upon others to save us from ourselves?" Nakteti asked. She faced the reporters. "As soon as you were free of the Lanaktallan Overseers you immediately allowed the same people who ruled in your 'best interest' to rule over you again," she said. She pointed at the unconscious sociopolice littering the street. "And when offered freedom you knelt down and offered your neck to the very system that had oppressed you since before the Terrans had mastered fire."
She pointed at Magnus, who had set down the Tnvaru sociopoliceman he had almost knocked the head clean off of. He patted the sociopoliceman on the head and smiled wider at the cameras that moved to him.
"Is bloody revolution what we want?" Nakteti asked. "Brother against brother, matron against sister, child against friend?" Nakteti shook her head and pointed at where four Tnvaru teenage girls had managed to pull the helmet off of a sociopoliceman, wrap a cable around his neck, and were trying to lynch him on a light pole. "Is this what the Precursor War has taught us? Are they the future of the Tnvaru people? Is he?"
The girls dropped the cord and the sociopoliceman frantically pulled it off from around his neck, gasping, his whiskers shaking.
"Make no mistake, bloody revolution is effective," Nakteti said.
She pointed at Magnus, who's leather vest was scorched by plasma hit. He had blood spattered across his leather clothing.
"Just ask the Terrans, who will always raise their voice with the cry of 'We will not yield!' to even their own kin," Nakteti said.
"Got control of the nanoforges and creation engines," Twisted Java said.
"Run me off something I'll survive to the Board of Planetary Directors riding in," Nakteti subvocalized even as she turned and pointed at the cameras.
"The Confederacy says: One being, one vote. A sentiment none of you understand," Nakteti said. She lowered her hand, staring at the camera. "In a few hours, you will see why it is so important," she paused again, then spoke. "You will understand. I misjudged, but I will not do so again."
She jumped down. "Kill the video, make sure none of the propaganda stations can transmit, run the documentary, all channels, jam the Board."
"In process," Crooked said.
Twisted laughed. "I was hoping it would come to this. I'm printing up a civilian class armored dropship, I'll be piloting. Can I run over a few cops?"
"Sadist," Nakteti teased. She climbed down and looked at Lady Surscee. "Can you hold out until a transport gets here?"
Lady Surscee nodded, smiling. Nakteti could feel the heat radiating off of her even a pace away. "With ease. Although, it would be more effective if you would allow my brothers and sisters to draw steel and teach them the answer to the riddle of steel."
Nakteti shook her head. "No. Your own works state that killing a person is a poor way to change their mind."
"They also mention that leaving an enemy alive today ensures and attack upon oneself tomorrow," Lady Surscee countered.
"As long as there is a tomorrow," Nakteti said.
-----
Namtotun, Planetary Director for Life of New Tnvaru looked at the gray skinned Terran standing in front of the desk. The biped was in a black suit that was immaculate. His hair was perfectly parted, almost mathematically. His eyes were all black, dead and emotionless, glittering in the light. His lips were thin, bloodless looking, covering a mouth full of interlocked serrated pointed teeth. Behind him were two 'assistants', a male and a female, both with visors covering their eyes, their heads shaved bald, wires and fiberoptic cable attached to their heads and connected to the heavy cybernetic spine. The two assistants held file folders and dataslates in their hands as the lawyer stared at Namtotun.
"Aren't you going to do anything?" Namtotun asked, gripping the edge of the desk with all four hands as he came to his feet, his whiskers trembling with rage.
"No," the lawyer said.
"She's committing an illegal assault upon the government," Namtotun snarled. "Isn't the Confederate military going to do anything?"
"No. This is a local planetary governance issue, not a violation of Confederate legal statutes," the lawyer said, his voice empty and emotionless.
"Her bodyguards, which she has illegally, killed law enforcement officers!" Namtotun said. "The Executors and Overseers would have..."
"The Confederacy is not the Unified Council, what they would or would not do has no bearing upon the legal disposition of the actions that are currently ongoing," the lawyer stated. "This is a commonly accepted procedural progression of many post-holocaust resettlement and governmental re-establishment activities. As such, the final disposition of your people and government as well as your legal procedures is entirely up to your planet."
"STOP HER!" Namtotun yelled.
The lawyer just stared. "No. Nothing that has occurred is illegal under Confederate species and cultural establishment regulations and legislation."
"It's illegal because I say it is illegal," Namtotun tried.
"Your words carry no weight. Nor do your desires matter as far as the Confederacy of Aligned Systems legal system is concerned. For the Confederacy to be concerned one of the Twelve Rights must be violated or a civilian populace measure with at least sixty-eight percent of the vote being support must be filed with the correct agencies," the lawyer said. "As it stands, this refugee camp pro-tem government on privately owned property has no standing as far as the Confederate Legal System is concerned."
"I am the elected head of state of this government," Namtotun stated.
Drifting in from outside the sound of graviton engines screaming faintly could be heard.
The lawyer looked up slightly, the lights on his datalink blinking from green to amber. The telltales on the datalink on the bald head of the female Terran assistant all went red and amber.
"This government is a temporary refugee settlement representation to the privately owned system representative," the lawyer stated. "As stated before, no laws modifying Confederate Statutes nor any agreements with any entities of the Confederate Government or any bonded and licensed governments, corporations, or entities may be engaged in nor negotiated by the pro-tem government of the displaced Tnvaru People without a full public vote to put into place a leader put forward and approved by the Tnvaru People under an observed election process that must consist of at least one dozen candidates in the initial runoff," the lawyer stated, his voice cold and dead. Blackish blood leaked from between his teeth and down his chin as he spoke. "At the current time the current self-proclaimed leadership only exists as a method of accounting for the Tnvaru people and their initial desires and understandings."
There was a slight pause and the Terran lawyer gave a large smile that exposed too many teeth.
"The owner of the stellar system approaches," the lawyer said. "Eviction notices stand ready for their signature should they desire it."
The sound of neural pistols and rifles firing came from outside.
Namtotun heard faintly the yell of "NO KILLING!"
Something hit the doors hard enough to shake them.
"Stop her! This is illegal," Namtotun shrieked.
"The current legal property owner is engaged in legitimate defense of their personal property and the guests residing therein. There is no legal recourse to prevent her from using lethal force to defend her property or guests," the lawyer said.
The doors blew open, a Terran male having kicked the doors open with one boot that Namtotun could swear had brass nails holding the carved sole.
Nakteti was walking in front of a Terran female who had heat shimmers coming off of her. Nakteti was wearing a leather vest, the engraved shoulder plates lit up with burning light, a long blade held in her four hands and she gripped the blade tightly.
Blood dripped from the blade and onto the expensive carpet.
Nakteti moved up to the desk as Namtotun stared at her, moving around the lawyer and his assistants carefully.
The Terrans gave them a wide berth. Part of Namtotun recognized that the Terrans were afraid of the lawyer.
Behind them several reporters were clustered in the hallway, looking through their camera lenses as the flycams swooped around and jostled for the best shot.
"I believe you are attempting to steal my property," Nakteti said slowly. She rested her catching fists on the table, still gripping the sword. "I am not the young woman you met years ago any longer," she stated coldly.
Namtotun sneered.
"You will address me as..." he started.
"Silence," Nakteti snapped.
Snarls of purple lightning arced up and down the naked blade, between her hands, dancing across her knuckles.
"I am Nakteti the Traveler, and you would be wise to heed my commands," she said in a terrible soft voice. "I have learned the lessons the Precursor taught our people, I have seen with my own eyes the burning corpse of Tnvaru Prime, and I have tread the path of sorrow to emerge here."
Namtotun tried to speak but found his jaw welded shut. A glance showed the large brown skinned Terran female staring at him, moving her fingers, and whispering silently.
A pair of guards in light powered riot armor burst into the hallway. The large human male in front of them grabbed them and slammed them together several times, the crash punctuating Nakteti's words.
"I envisioned paradise and you turned it into a garbage dump," Nakteti said. She leaned forward. "The Terrans say that some prefer to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven," Nakteti said. She smiled, a slow thing, showing lots of teeth.
A very Terran smile.
"You have created Hell within my paradise," Nakteti said.
The Terran male dropped the two unconscious sociopolice and dusted off his hands.
"Please don't kill me," Namtotun managed to whisper.
"Even the Devil has his purpose, Namtotun," Nakteti smiled. "What sights I have to show you."
-----
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Wait, they didn't even file the proper paperwork to be acknowledged as a temporary government?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
We checked.
They didn't file anything.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
If they had been a government they would have run into problems already.
Private property ownership is a big deal. Removing that without a majority vote to agree to allow restrictions upon those agreeing to abide by said restrictions is a major no-no.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
The only thing that kept Confederate Peacekeepers from landing is the fact that the government wasn't official and Nakteti really needs to pay attention to her StellarNet mail.
That, and there's a war on.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Um, do we run that risk?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
You're a 'crisis settlement' and working with Confederate Government Services. They won't make the stupid mistakes the 'Planetary Director for Life' was making.
OK, there's a little bit of confusion.
Most of us members have good solid histories. Tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of years of culture, society, legal and cultural precedent.
We've never encountered entire species who had their culture as wiped out as the Lanaktallan did to all of you.
We're trying to figure out what your species need psychologically to be comfortable, and we might not be able to do that for several generation, since all of you spent your existence drugged up with the Lanaktallan suppressing agents.
There's serious discussion about the fact we might have to act as if you are the survivors of a cultural and social apocalypse.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
We almost had a civil war.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
We get that. We almost did. P'Thok blew a hole through our culture and Matron Mi'Luki drove an ice cream truck through it.
We still haven't recovered or really settled down from that.
Hell, it's not uncommon even now for a female to chow down on some male's head.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Isn't that illegal?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
What? Eating a male's head during mating?
That's complicated, but short answer is: No.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Guess he should have brought better ice cream.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Bingo.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
What if what Nakteti does doesn't work and people start killing each other?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Then you ask for Confederate assistance or you just settle it yourselves.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
But that just tells everyone that might makes right!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Doesn't it?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Seven

The station was new, put together like a living thing that had grown naturally. The aesthetics were strange, flowing like living tissue and angled like crystalline growths. It orbited a neutron star, far enough out that the gravitational tides did not affect the interior, but close enough for the gravity to keep it in orbit.
The idea of just having a research station floating through the deep dark between stellar systems was usually discarded because of stellar cartography and astrogation would make it difficult for the research station to be useful.
So the station orbited the star. Multi-colored in a strange way, the coloration for eyes that were developed around less energetic stars. To those eyes, the neutron star put out enough light to see by, but without the discomfort of the more energetic stars that filled the sky.
Phasic energy rippled around the station, maintaining its integrity, shoring up its tensile strengths. It could survive hits from the strongest weapons, the largest bore nCv cannon shots would only make the phasic shielding ripple. The radiation cascades from the neutron star only made the phasic shielding ripple.
Inside was a complex intertwining of phasic systems and high technology. Copper wiring stretching between semiconductor computing systems twined with fiber optic cables. The molecular circuitry was the finest in crystalline lattice systems, sensitive to the phasic manipulations of users. Crystal lattice storage, which would remain stable for millions of years, held the observational data of those within the station.
And its sole subject.
Those who dwelled within were the masters of living flesh, able to twist and warp living matter into the desired shapes and functions through the application of phasic energy. They could take a simple single celled organism mass, like the ones found in vast warm oceans on water filled words, and within only a few decades create a creature capable of destroying entire cities, chase and kill other organisms, even adapt to changing conditions.
But despite their mastery of living flesh, they were travelers of the vast spaces of the void. In great ships shaped like deep sea creatures they explored space, seeking out resources to sustain their people in the fact of a closed system of finite resources.
But they were more than that.
They were also the masters of phasic energy. Able to use it to create shielding, hide themselves, shift across physical space, even manipulate time itself.
And that was where their true skill lay. The manipulation of time. Forward, backwards, side to side, even diagonally. They could influence one timeline to become dominant over the others, even exist in alternate timelines and mine those timelines for resources.
Even copy objects, creatures, energy, and resources from the past to the present, only slightly diminishing the resources on both ends.
In their old universe, it had been a simple thing, easily done, and nobody could stop them.
However...
The Universe Dislikes That.
The Universe Will Remember That.
And so, those who had created the station, who had manned it, had no idea that the universe, which they had only previously experienced as a source of resources, was malevolent in its designs and function.
Those who manipulated time only eventually created the worst outcome for themselves eventually.
-----
**What is it doing?** asked one of the researchers, staring at the glimmering hologram projected by the carefully grown and aligned crystals.
The hologram showed a largely hairless lemurian primate, heavy with muscle and thick bone, sitting in the middle of a room. Its lower two appendages were crossed, exposing its groin. Its hands rested upon the middle joint of the legs, the middle arm joints bent at nearly a right angle. Its head was lifted, its eyes and mouth closed, breathing slowly and steadily through its nose. It was covered in sweat and its body temperature had raised before steadying out.
It had ignored the food that dropped around it. Had ignored the water that had poured from the ceiling and onto the floor.
**Elevated brain activity. Elevated organ function** another said, staring at a phasic representation of the primate. It pointed at several parts of the brain, then at what appeared to be vestigial organs inside the lemur's torso. **This has raised its body temperature and forced it to excrete liquid H2O in order to regulate its body temperature**
The others just nodded.
**Begin the experiment** the older one ordered.
A phasic shield wavered into existence. Strong enough to deflect a plasma cannon from a Herd Species tank, it was four feet thick and strong enough to distort the light passing through it.
The lemur opened its eyes, still expressionless.
The phasic shielding on one wall parted, revealing a blank wall. The wall shimmered, rippled, and a portal opened as the phasite alloy irised open.
Two of the Young Ones, having recently deposited their larvae and thus were able to be risked in close proximity to the lemur, floated in on thick clouds of phasic energy.
The lemur's eyes narrowed and the observing scientists watched as brain activity increased.
The organ functions dropped in two places, which the researcher noted. He was not sure what the organs did.
**Reach out and suppress its motor control** one ordered.
Flush with confidence the Young One ordered reached out with its phasic power, its abilities honed to a razor's edge, intending on plunging into the feral lemur's mind and seizing control of its ability to control its own body.
Instead of soft putty, like every other species, or thin brittle armor like the hated Hive Species, it instead found thick heavy clay. The resistance stopped the attempted penetration, growing 'thicker' with each bit of progress. It was if the lemur's entire brain was full of cold cool wet clay, sticky and thick, that slowed the blade of the Atrekna's assault.
Snarling, it pushed harder, the other joining it, using its power to assist in widening the gap in the claw.
The one on the left felt something 'touch' its psychic intrusion as it tried to push the clay aside. Realizing it could be a 'bubble' in the clay, a gap in the defenses, it angled the attack toward the psychic object.
The object was sharp edged, glimmering like glass, as the Atrekna's psychic powers touched it.
It ruptured, its contents under pressure, like some kind of psychic boil.
**DON'T FUCKING TOUCH ME** roared out from the Atrekna as its eyes burst in the sockets and its brain was suddenly reduced to a slurry by the counterassault that was so intense that the Atrekna broadcast the thought outwards in its dying moments.
The other one squealed in pain, physically pulling back even as it tried to disengage psychically. The body of the other one fell to the ground, convulsing and trembling.
It found it was unable to pull free, the clay holding the blade fast. Even as its physical body moved back, the blade was pulled deeper into the clay.
The watchers activated a defense system, lowering the oxygen content of the room even as they added more carbon monoxide.
The surviving Young One squealed as it thrashed, trying to pull its psychic senses free of the clay.
The feral lemur slowly closed its eyes and the Young One was able to pull free.
It fled out the 'doorway' which irised shut with a ripple.
The researchers watched as the brain activity shifted and the organs again went into elevated usage.
They reduced the carbon monoxide and raised the oxygen level back up, confident that the feral creature had been rendered unconscious.
As they watched, the body of the dead researcher began to steam. Its fine robe, laced with crystalline lattices, thinned and tattered as if it was rotting. The flesh seemed to melt away, off the cartilage skeletal structure, until it was in a puddle of liquid. The cartilage melted away, then the bone. The liquid steamed for a long moment, then slowly vanished, as if it was absorbed by the floor.
The researchers carefully documented it. They were unsure where the matter had gone. It had seemingly vanished. The lemur did not increase in weight or mass.
As they watched the meat and crude vegetables, even the globs of nutripaste, slowly dissolved in the same way.
They merely observed, silently communicating with one another, wondering how the lemur was doing such a thing, even if the lemur was actually causing it.
Their instruments, sensitive enough to detect even the fine hairs on the lemur's skin, even measure the percentages of gas contained in the air exhaled by the lemur, could detect no clue of where the matter had gone.
Two of the researchers examined what their phasic instruments had shown them. The lemur's phasic energy output had not increased, with the exception of the single sharp directed burst that had slain the one researcher. Even that had not been accompanied by an increase of brain activity.
They determined it must have been some type of interaction with the shielding. One put forward the unpopular opinion that it was some kind of autonomous defensive system.
That would have required a phasic predator at one point. The others scoffed at such an idea. A phasic manipulation capable predator would have been the dominant life form on the planet, not a hairless lemur with a lack of physical weaponry.
That researcher pointed out that the lemur was a predator and it was capable of phasic defenses, perhaps the defensive system was to counter some kind of offensive system that the lemur had not used, or perhaps had even lost due to atrophy.
It was mocked and set to patrol the hallways to ensure the phasic shielding was smooth.
The primate just sat, eyes closed, in the middle of the room.
-----
The Young One secretly felt relieved. When its companion had been killed by the sudden needle of directed phasic energy, it had felt a split second emanation of malicious glee from the lemur. Almost as if the lemur had known what had happened and was taking pleasure from it.
Yet the lemur, to his senses, had nearly no phasic energy potential aside from what was normally found in living creatures.
It was in its quarters, meditating, a crystal in front of it held up by phasic power, as it calmed itself by concentrating on the comforting mathematically precise crystalline alignments within the crystal.
Behind it the phasonium alloy seemed to shimmer for a moment, as if it was covered in a light coating of diamond dust.
The Atrekna did not notice.
The surface suddenly trembled, dust vibrating on what had been a clean surface only a moment before. There was a twinkle and the dust vanished, lifting up into the air.
Dozens of short thin needles suddenly appeared around the Atrekna, hovering in midair. They paused for a split second, then sliced forward, ripping into the Atrekna's flesh. The Atrekna jerked up, the wounds mortal, but not instantly fatal. It attempted to reach out with its phasic powers, to connect to the shared consciousness.
The needles had destroyed most of its phasic cortex.
The needles burst from the skin, curved around the Atrekna, and savaged it again.
It fell forward, dead, and the needles suddenly dissolved in midair.
The body slowly began to steam.
Then dissolve.
In under a minute the body was gone.
So was the crystal.
-----
The Atrekna frowned. The stations internal sensors and many of the instruments being used to examine all manner of things about the lemur had all picked up high frequency radio bursts at 60GHz from multiple points throughout the facility. The bursts were able to penetrate even phasic shields, phasonium, and more standard materials.
The Atrekna noted that the signals all overlapped, completely filling the entire station, three times before cutting off. It scanned, but could not find any source for the signals. It cleared the instruments and checked again.
Nothing.
It summoned several of its fellow researchers, all of whom examined their instruments.
One pointed out that the extremely fine object detector in several corridors had picked up small particles, but another pointed out that Atrekna had passed through the corridors and what the instruments were picking up were standard epidermis shedding. The air within the research facility was quite dry, more than a few of the Atrekna had complained.
They all waited, paying close attention to their monitors, but nothing showed up again.
-----
**The lemur is not moving** one researcher said.
**High brain activity but no phasic activity detected** another said.
**What is this section doing** one asked, pointing at part of the lemur's brain that was deep within the brain. Deep enough that it nearly rested against where the sinus cavity met the lemur's throat.
**Unknown, although it seems to be generating a high amount of heat** another said.
The lemur yawned, pulling air quickly into its lungs.
**See? That section of its brain generates so much heat the lemur must use rapid air movement to cool the blood to carry away the heat** the researcher said.
**Has it been active the entire time** the Atrekna asked suspiciously.
**Yes. Even when it is asleep** another answered.
That Atrekna nodded psychically within the shared consciousness.
The lemur was a strange creature.
The Atrekna moved through the station, to the vivisection and autopsy lab. The Atrekna had only managed to secure dead lemurs and a single living lemur so vivisection had been unused.
There were nearly a dozen lemur bodies in various states of examination.
One odd thing about the lemurs was that even after death the brain had electrical and slight phasic activity for weeks afterwards. Even after death, there was a piece of high technology that once in a while would induce an electric shock into the lemur's brain.
The Atrekna had deduced it was some kind of cerebral integrity implant.
It examined two of the most recent acquisitions from a planetary assault that had ended in disaster for the Atrekna.
Even dead lemurs were extremely difficult to move via temporal mechanics. The section of their brains that retained electrical activity were near the sections that seemed to regulate temporal observations.
It looked down at the two subjects.
One male. One female.
To the Atrekna, they looked slightly odd. Grayish skin. Their eyes were covered by white cataracts. Their fingers were desiccated, the short thick keratin claws sticking out above bone that was razor sharp. It noticed that the female had perfectly intact claws while the male had lost them and instead the ends of the fingerbones protruded and were razor tipped.
It wondered if the coloration of the female's finger talons meant anything, then turned around.
The air behind it shimmered for a second, as if there were tiny diamonds or other crystals in the air.
Behind the Atrekna, there was movement.
The female's fingers trembled as her eyes opened, showing white cataracts. The pink enameled keratin claws scraped for a moment against the steel.
The Atrekna turned and looked.
Nothing.
It turned back to its instruments, readying them.
The male's eyes opened, then its mouth.
Its lips moved.
In her cell, Lady Khoonkeenade slowly smiled as the observing Atrekna wondered why.
The Atrekna in the autopsy lab heard a whisper. A cold whisper.
i taste cherry nipplegloss and blood




Chapter Eight

"Being around humanity is like having that friend. You know the one, that one, who starts every vid-call with 'guess what happened last weekend!' and you just know it's going to be something insanely stupidly amazing." - Dreams of Something More
She was an anomaly in the year 8538.
Her parents had been pair bonded since they married, in a heady ceremony, exactly at the stroke of Midnight on Old Terra, on the first of January, the year 7900 PG. Some preferred CE, or Current Era, but her parents were traditionalists and preferred Post-Glassing.
She was born exactly one hundred years later. The first baby of 8000 PG despite the doctor's warnings and protests. She had been raised by both parents, not a crèche, educated in an actual real world school.
Her parents had hopes she would be a doctor or an architect or something like that.
But on her sixteenth birthday she fell in love with The Last Daydream XLIV, an enhanced virtual reality game. From there, when she was legally an adult on her eighteenth birthday, she moved to one of the LARP worlds, with her parents begrudging well wishes.
The first LARP world was a standard one owned by an interstellar hypercorp. Not one of the pre-Glassing ones, but one that had emerged in the eight millennia since. It had been eVR enhanced real life live action role playing.
Like a lot of newcomers, she had wanted to be a magic using class.
But, she was an anomaly.
Where others were happy to stand around and talk all day, and were perfectly happy with the flashy eVR special effects when they cast 'magic', she found herself bored of it and quickly looked for ways to min-max and break the game.
Two years later she was 'permanently exiled' and told not to come back when she discovered a small glitch in the system that allowed her to pickpocket the ruler of the largest empire, take his ring that made him immune to PvP, and blow him apart in front of everyone during a speech.
She drifted from LARP world to LARP world, always with an eye on how to shatter the rules and run amuck. It wasn't about the ancient art of trolling, or ruining everyone's fun, it was about domination, about overcoming even the very system that ruled 'reality' of the LARP world. It wasn’t about other players, it was about taking on the world itself.
Upon her ejection from one of the Electronic Artistic Studios worlds, she was summoned to private audience with Empress, who gave her a secret astrogation course and a sealed scroll. Of course, she bypassed the scroll's security and read it quickly during the trip on a privately chartered passenger ship.
The scroll contained a list of every rule she had broken, even how she had broken them, how she had discovered security flaws, duplication glitches, PvP Flag exploits, and even spawn point overrides. It contained information of how she had worked to hone her skills, worked on her body and mind.
The system she arrived in was guarded by pretty heavy duty civilian grade warships, in the System Defense class. The passenger ship dropped her off, telling her it would wait two weeks to see if she needed a ride out.
On the ship, she had been informed that she was orbiting a 'hardcore mode' LARP world. A single respawn world, pain feedback, genetically designed monsters with fully functional ecosystems.
It had also been running nearly a thousand years.
She was warned that 84% of new players, no matter how 'elite' they were in the other LARP worlds, washed out in the first year.
She eagerly accepted it. Accepted the mandatory reskin, and was dropped into the world in the tutorial area.
Four years later she was escorted out of the system by one of the Planetary Defense ships with another scroll in her hand.
She had manage to shatter a thousand year old empire into two dozen warring states, carve out her own kingdom on the border of its neighbor, invade its neighbor, and seize control of the World Engine that produced the world's 'mana', AKA nanites, and elevate herself to what was basically a god.
There was hard feelings, sure, but she saw and felt the grudging respect even from those she crucified.
By the time the Mar-gite was happened, she had been exiled from over a dozen elite hardcore mode worlds. She had multiple 'character classes' under her belt, but unlike her detractors, she knew that it was not whatever class she chose, it wasn't just exploiting the system.
It was her.
She was an anomaly.
A hundred years before the Mar-gite war, she was approached, and accepted the shadowy deal with slight boredom, by another 'hardcore mode' world.
She fought with her baby brother that she loved dearly, over his decision to go into Space Force.
Angry, she accepted the 'hardcore mode' world invite.
This one was different. No classes. Mandatory reskin. Additional organ implants. There was no 'world engine' producing nanites, every living creature had a bioware organ that produced them, as well as the ability to control nanites.
You reskinned into a young adult in a tutorial/training area. If you were daring enough, after a few years, you could reskin into a fetus and have your memories slowly unlock as you grew. It wasn't a single death world, the SUDS was incorporated as 'reincarnation' where you risked being reborn as something you didn't want to be.
Interestingly enough, the SUDS system did not count death in this LARP world as a death.
She checked closer. Once entered, you had to voluntarily leave the system to have your SUDS record moved from the local servers.
That made her smile as a plan formed.
She was an anomaly, with a burning desire to prove her dominance over everything around her.
She accepted the agreement, reskinned, finished the tutorial. She discovered the 'haunting' system, where death could leave behind an imprint that could eventually gain enough power to threaten people.
And hung herself in a wedding dress after writing really bad poetry.
She was in the system.
She was reborn. She lived those lives. Always hard lives. Each time, her memories slowly unfolded.
She ravaged human settlements as a monster. She killed monsters as a human. She burned human farms as an elf. She chopped down elven forests as a dwarf. As a goblin she despoiled dwarven mines. As a human she slew hordes of screaming goblins.
She lived. She died. She lived again.
She loved every second of it.
The Mar-gite war was in full swing, it had claimed nine of her siblings, and that damnable genetic quirk, that little anomaly, kept her from joining the Confederate Armed Services to protect everything she cared about. So she sunk herself into the game, pushing the limits of everything, even the reincarnation system.
The Mar-gite War ended and she felt some kind of darkness lift from her soul.
She had been reborn, an infant that grew up slowly knowing who and what she was.
She took all her knowledge and helped a player with a vision found a kingdom.
She was Lady Khoonkeenade and the world shook beneath her boot heels.
Her 'King' was not afraid of her betraying him. One thing that was well known was her absolute loyalty to her oaths. She was a legend, someone who had been in the 'system' for over a century.
Then the Unified Council had gone to war the Confederacy, the Confederacy that had watched and argued as the world she had been born on had burned with the actinic white fire of anti-matter, but she did not care.
The Atrekna had joined the fight and she had not cared, laughing as she forced the soldiers of Lord Twenzelk into the river and slaughtered them there for having the temerity to try to invade her vineyards.
Then her beloved baby brother had fallen sick and was brought to her by the Lady Nakteti.
Her hatred for the Confederacy burned deeper as she knew it was the Confederacy's bungling that led her precious baby brother falling into a coma.
Then the Digital Omnimessiah had arrived, and she had seen him with her own eyes.
Where others had thrown down their weapons, forswore violence, she felt that burning in her soul.
She was an anomaly to the point her mother had been advised to abort her. Her mother had refused when it was explained that it was not a lethal mutation, just a dangerous one.
Her parents had believed the universe was a dangerous place.
There were no genetic therapies to fix her. No reskinning her into a repaired body, her DNA would mutate and shift and twist until she was an anomaly again.
Even as a goblin her birth defect reared its head. As an elf she had relished combat as the birth defect warped her DNA.
For a second she had been afraid that the Digital Omnimessiah would 'heal' her, like so many others had tried to. She had passed on her birth defect to her children.
It didn't matter on the world she had reskinned on so many times.
There, she was Lady Khoonkeenade, She Who Had Birthed a Hundred.
When Lady Nakteti had left the world with her baby brother, she had been sent to expand the kingdom, push its borders deep into wild and untamed lands full of monstrous creatures.
She would often ride alone to face them.
At first she had thought she had found a spawning point, a spawning pool, and had rejoiced in the fight. Then she understood.
They weren't out to kill her.
They were out to capture her.
That part of her. That anomaly. That little birth defect. That little twist of her DNA, related to her beloved baby brother but not the same one, gave her a mad idea, an insane idea.
Let them.
She didn't make it easy for them.
And now, she was here.
A joke of cosmic proportions that made the malevolent universe howl with laughter.
She was here. All of her. Pure human with no cybernetics, just a simple pair of added organs and a small addition to her brain to control the organs and what they produced. Over five hundred years of experience, skills, and ingenuity wielded powers gained through implacable will.
She was naked, but she was not defenseless.
But that wasn't the joke.
It was what she was missing that was the joke.
It was a joke of cosmic proportions.
She had no neighborhood.
She had no streetlights.
And she was not trapped in the research facility with them.
They were trapped in there with her.
While the Universe laughed until giggling stars spun into existence.
-----
i taste nipplegloss and blood
The Atrekna turned around at the cold whisper, looking around with its psychic senses as well as its eyes.
The biological examination lab was empty. Just a dozen corpses of the feral lemurs, all but two of them in mid-examination. The two were new, brought by physical spacecraft, from a planet where an invasion had been utterly destroyed. They were part of some new weapon of the lemurs, something that allowed the lemurs to get back up after suffering horrific wounds.
The two corpses had been temporally copied at great effort, having been in the best condition, and brought to the research facility that orbited a neutron star that had once contained hundreds of harvest class slavespawn slowly growing to maturity.
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The Atrekna frowned, turning back to the corpses and looking over them again. Once again, he detected nothing. It moved over to the two new acquisitions. Both had been temporarily restored to an uninjured state in order to examine them. The male was in rigor mortis, muscles stiff as chemicals locked the muscles into tension. The female was perfectly still, looking as if she was asleep, not a single wound marring her skin.
The Atrekna frowned and reached out to the shared consciousness. It was sure that the female had suffered a kinetic impact to the forehead that had severely damaged the cerebral tissue and compromised the skull on the opposite side.
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Before the Atrekna could fully mesh with the shared consciousness there was creaking sound. The Atrekna turned around just as the lights flickered several times. It stopped, slowly bringing up defenses, suspecting a possible attack from a rival.
For the last three centuries before the Atrekna had reached the New Universe, cannibalism had been a viable method of survival.
The lights steadied, but they were dim, flickering in spots. Rather than the slow comforting glow of psychic lighting that came from everywhere and nowhere, there was only a handful of blotches of light on the ceiling that cast pools of light in the dark room.
As the Atrekna watched, one of the lemurs sat up and the Atrekna realized that the power flicker must have shut off the restraints. It made a low moaning noise as it reached toward the Atrekna.
Its internal organs slid from the surgical incision in the abdomen, sliding out in greasy black, red, and purple mass that fell to the floor with a wet splat that splattered clotted cold blood across the floor. Its mouth opened and it gave a mournful sounding moan as it reached out toward the Atrekna.
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The Atrekna connected to the shared consciousness, crying out an alert as it shared the vision of the lemur corpse slowly rolling off the table, landing on the floor, and beginning to pull itself toward the Atrekna. It could feel the others horror and consternation at the impossibility of the dead lemur reanimating.
There was one Atrekna who reacted with primal fear at the sight of the chattering jaws of the dead lemur. A lemur had grabbed two of his feeding tentacles and ripped them from his face the planetary assault prior, and had narrowly escaped the disaster that the newest deceased subjects had been recovered from.
That Atrekna pulled itself from the shared consciousness with a scream of fear.
FWOOP!
The blast rippled out, washing over two bodies, flipping them off the tables. The skin of the dead lemur rippled, like a pond with a pebble thrown in it, but it still pulled itself forward, moaning.
The two that had fallen from the table slowly stood up. Their internal organs falling though the surgical incision that they been replaced through, landing on the floor. Both moaned, their eyes white with cataracts, their skin dead and waxy looking.
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The Atrekna floated backwards, making a low keening noise as it tried twice more, the very air rippling with the psychic power it deployed in a conical blast that could crack warsteel.
The crawling corpse kept coming. The two others moved around the tables, staggering and slipping on their own internal organs. Other corpses were moving, trying to get up, rolling off the tables.
The Atrekna began screaming over the shared consciousness as its back hit the wall, primal terror filling it for the first time in its tens of thousands of years of life.
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The dead lemur with the pink enamel on its claws suddenly trembled, its back bowing as it arced and trembled, hands clenching and feet drumming. Whatever was causing it stopped and the corpse collapsed back on the table with a thud.
The crawling dead one was hung up on a table leg, frustrated it growled and snapped, its jaws gnashing as black blood ran down its chin.
The lights flickered again.
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The Atrekna turned in place and started pounding on the wall, desperately trying to get the flawless wall to iris open, forgetting completely how to do it, just filled with terror that wiped out all thought.
It felt itself get dumped from the shared consciousness and screamed.
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The wall rippled and the door opened like liquid parting. The researcher, still screaming, used its feet to run screaming down the hallway. The eight Atrekna could see the dead bodies, somehow animated, staggering toward them, the one on the floor crawling forward, its guts strung out behind it.
They opened fire with their weapons, curved chunks of phasite crystals and phasonium alloy. Purple bolts snapped out, hitting the corpses.
The bolts exploded into sparks.
They activated their psychic blades and moved in, using feet rather than disks of phasic power. The Ancient One that had survived the loss of the system where the lemurs had been collect had warned only a head wound would kill the dead lemurs again.
They set about their grisly task, chopping at them, avoiding their snapping jaws. Knocking them down and hacking at them.
Only three of them were injured.
The others dispatched them quickly.
As they watched, the dead bodies started to steam, black mist rising off of them, and dissolved in front of them within seconds. They left nothing behind, not even ash.
One of the Atrekna reached down and touched the spot the dead lemur had been. Even the blood was gone.
The lights flashed, then sullenly came back, white bubbled of light placed far apart.
Each bubble illuminated a single table.
There was a white cloth, obviously draped over a lemur corpse.
The tables had been empty.
The surviving Atrekna ignored the urging of the shared consciousness to pull aside the sheet, running for the door and pushing at each other to get out. They fought and pushed until they were all through. Two stood in the opening, staring inside.
There were two dozen tables in the room. Ten of them, scattered, each in a pool of light, had a cloth covered lemur corpse.
In the middle were two other corpses.
They were wearing the clothing of the lemur military. Both looked asleep.
Asleep, not dead.
One noted to the other that they were both breathing.
The shared consciousness insisted they go inside and check.
The two closed the wall and fled, disconnecting from the shared consciousness.
The male groaned, slowly sitting up.
I've been hurt worse but I really can't remember when, he thought.
The female coughed, a delicate sound, and sat up. She reached up for her datalink and touched it with pink enameled nails.
"Anyone read me?" she asked.
"I read you," the male said.
She turned and looked at him.
"Where are we?" he asked.
She looked around. "Morgue. Walking Dead Protocol must have kicked in. We aren't laying on some battlefield or at a MedCom unit."
"Which means we're in enemy hands," the male said. He hopped off the table.
The woman smiled.
"And the enemy only exists to be destroyed."
-----
The Atrekna researchers ignored the cries of alarm over the shared consciousness, concentrating on the subject.
It still had not moved.
It was only smiling.
It suddenly moved, standing up. It faced them, somehow knowing what angle to stand so each of the Atrekna felt as if she was staring directly into their eyes. She held up one hand, the fingers straight out, the palm flat. She lifted up her other hand, only her index finger sticking out. As the Atrekna watched, she pressed her fingernail into the flesh, pulling it down, opening a gash on her hand that began bleeding. She lowered the hand that had caused the wound and made a fist with her wounded hand.
As the Atrekna watched, she clenched her fist, squeezing blood from her hand and onto the floor.
The blood sizzled, bubbling, as she spoke.
The Atrekna had enough data to understand her words, but they frowned, trying to decipher the meaning. She spoke four words as the blood sizzled, steamed, and was absorbed without a trace by the phasonium alloy floor.
"I am the land."




Chapter Nine

"If you give a human or someone trained by humans or someone who just once walked by a human, time to dig in, you have lost. They have won, it is their planet now." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
The two boys were silent as the bent the branch backwards, tension in the wood rising, until they got it against another branch. The third boy quickly slid into place a hand crafted wooden peg attached to a rope.
"OK," the third boy said softly.
The other two slowly let off the pressure. The oldest nodded, swallowing thickly. He glanced at the wooden stakes, two that had been resharpened. The others had dark stains on them.
The boy whose age was in the middle made a motion and the three boys moved through the woods silently, their ears up and rotating side to side as they listened carefully for anyone in the woods. They moved silently, avoiding loose leaves, watching for dry sticks, keeping an eye out for pebbles.
At a hand sign the boys knelt down and the middle one moved forward to a hole in forest floor. He looked in then looked around before motioning the two up.
The two other boys, one older, one younger, looked in the hole. Inside metal stakes gleamed softly, the edges filed and cut to create crude ugly barbs. Three stakes were obviously missing.
The middle boy pointed at his own eyes, then used the same fingers to point around, one hand going to the hatchet on his belt. He unsnapped the restraining strap with a thumb, slowly and carefully, to avoid noise.
The younger boy pointed.
Dried blood smeared across rocks and leaves.
Lowering their grav-ski masks, the three boys moved slowly, following the smears of blood. All three of them were holding weapons. The oldest held an axe, the middle one a hatchet, the youngest a brush clearing blade. The two oldest kept an eye out on the surroundings as the youngest one tracked the blood.
There was a smears all over a rock, including handprints. One stake was on the ground, the blood dried and no longer of interest to anything but the local equivalent of ants. The middle one picked it up, shook the ants off of it, and slid it in between his belt and jacket.
Blood smears were on the trees, on some of the bushes, on rocks.
Next to a log another stake was on the ground, completely covered with dried blood, chunks of dried flesh in between the crudely filed teeth.
The youngest circled around, then pointed at more tracks.
Someone had come in from the side, tracking the wounded one.
The boys spread out slightly, silent, looking around.
They found the body.
It was spread out on a rock, the throat cut, the jacket slashed and torn from heavy blades. A stake was still stuck through the foot, angled outward. The body was male, lean and hungry looking. Even several days after death the black around the eyes, the dried blood on the face and under the ears, all gave silent witness of what he was.
A Black Eyes.
Driven mad by the screams of the Slorpies, Black Eyes were cannibalistic, violent, often banding together behind those perceived as the strongest. They preyed on the weak, the vulnerable, and those they outnumbered. Rape, murder, robbery, and worse were their coin and bands of them moved from place to place, with some of the more vicious and stronger bands settling down and claiming territory.
All three boys knew that nearby, less than fifteen miles away, a camp of at least a hundred had set up in the ruins of a town. They dyed the tips of their ears red and called themselves Red-Tips, in a wholly unimaginative name for anyone whose brains hadn't been scrambled by psychic warfare.
Even though the boys couldn't see any red dye on the tips of the ears, they could tell that the body did not belong with the Red-Tips by what was scrawled in blood on the boulder.
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The middle boy moved up and used a knife to pry to stake out of the foot.
Together they moved back, taking a different route, separating and rejoining as they turned a half mile trip into nearly two miles in case of watchers.
Once back at the pit they started back to work. One of the boys dug a small hole, dropped his pants, and defecated into the hole. The stakes were all jabbed into the feces, then the hole covered. The stakes went back into the hole, pointing up, firmly enough into the ground at the bottom of the hole to ensure that they stayed upright even when something stepped on them but loose enough for a panicked and injured victim to pull the stake free.
A cross hatch of twigs covered in leaves concealed the hole and they moved on silently.
The body of a female Black Eyes was held upright by the branch that had driven three sharpened stakes into her guts. The boys could see how she had vomited up blood before she died. They silently pulled her free, dragging her twenty paces to the side.
They reset the trap.
The middle boy took the time to examine the ears.
No red dye.
He nodded at them, then used his hatchet to cut off the corpse's head. They pulled the body over to a tree, tied a rope to one leg, and hoisted the corpse into the tree until it was nearly ten feet up. They took the head over and threw it on the ground five paces past the trigger wire for the branch trap, directly under the body. They also ran three leg-snares, making sure they were obvious, without showing that the body was used as the counter-weight.
Once they were done they took a break, pushing up their grav-ski masks, drinking and eating silently, constantly watching around them.
The middle one often looked older than the others.
When they were done eating the boy made a motion, an up and down waving of his hand across his chest. The other two nodded and they set off, silent in the woods. The afternoon was still cool, even with the snow melted.
When they got to the creek they spent time examining that bank, the water, the little glittering soft sand bank. Satisfied that nothing was going on, they moved down to it. They followed the edge, sometimes sand, sometimes pebbles, sometime rock.
They reached a maintenance road bridge over the creek and paused, looking it over.
The short yellow ribbon tags that had been carefully place to make sure they could only be seen from upstream were missing. They'd been tied to short branches and wedged in between braces up by the bridge's top well enough to resist wind, but anything travelling over the bridge would shift the braces and make the branches fall.
They climbed out, using the bridge, and looked around. The youngest moved up and looked at the dirt at each side, then flashed three fingers, then rocked one fist in front of himself.
The other two nodded.
All three boys faded into the brush, only the older boy visible as he kept an eye on the three sets of vehicle tracks. They had different tread marks and the same amount of water in the deeper parts from the previous night's dusting of snow that had melted off when the sun had scorched through the sky, burned away the clouds with unrestrained UV light, and melted the snow.
A camp cabin came into sight and all three boys went belly down.
Two adult males were arguing by the front of one car.
The middle one lifted a set of macrobinoculars and looked at them.
The mirror shades hid their eyes, but he could see the blood in the fur beneath their eyes. Their motions were angry, jerky. They'd bled from the ears and the blood crusted the fur beneath them. One kept having to wipe his mouth to wipe away the foamy drool.
"...telling you that nobody's out here," Foamy snapped. "Them Red Ears are just a-feared of the woods."
"What about all the old blood stains?" the other one asked, his shoulder involuntarily twitching.
The middle boy recognized the symptoms of Black Eye Shakes.
"Bah, probably last time. We been here almost two days. Nobody out here," Foamy answered.
"Don't trust it. Feels weird," Twitchy said.
"Don't be a girly girl. Nobody out here in these woods," Foamy said, reaching out to shove Twitchy.
Twitchy slapped Foamy's arm away, holding up a sharp knife. "Don't make me gut you."
Foamy growled and for a moment all three boys tensed. They'd seen these scenes before.
"Fine, fine. Save it fer tha Masked Killer," Foamy said. He spit on the ground. "Ain't nobody out here no way anyway."
The boys watched as the two moved into the house.
They moved slowly, carefully, so that they were each watching the cabin from a different angle.
The screams and pleas for mercy and to stop were ignored as was the laughter and cruel mocking.
Darkness slowly came and still the boys held position and watched, only shifting their bodies now and then to keep circulation moving and to prevent muscle cramps.
The middle boy held still when he felt movement near him.
A Red Ear, dressed all in black with I WIL LEEV written in dark red paint on the front and back of his black jacket, moved up and actually stepped on the middle boy's hand. The boy said nothing, just closed his eyes and swallowed.
The Red Ear stared at the cabin, shook his head, then turned, grinding the boy's hand into the dirt, then hurried back the way he had come, breaking into a run as soon as he felt he was far enough away from the cabin to not be noticed.
After a few minutes the middle boy gave a whistle like one of the birds that were still calling to one another.
The other two made the same whistle.
They shifted until the youngest was watching the back door, the oldest watching the front.
The middle boy moved into the open, moving from shadow to shadow, changing his posture to meld with the shadows, until he got to the cars. He dropped onto his back and wiggled underneath them.
The other two boys held their breath.
Shadows moved in front of the windows from the Black Eyes in the cabin, there was laughter, someone screamed in pain and there was more laughter.
The boy squirmed underneath the next car. After a few moments he crawled under the third, once of his pockets bulging, his knife in his hand.
Breathing slow and steady, mentally reciting the mantras from the books they had read, the other two boys looked at the rocks and twigs in front of the doors, keeping the door at the edge of their vision while staring at the rocks.
Moving fast the middle boy darted out from behind the second car and vanished into the bushes. He counted to twenty, getting his breathing under control, then whistled, this time using the sound of night birds that had only just started to wake.
The other two answered.
Minutes passed and nobody came out.
The middle boy gave another bird whistle. The other two answered.
Moving carefully, the middle boy moved up and stopped next to the empty liquid fuel tank. He rose up slowly and looked through the window with one eye, staring at the wall with the other eye.
In the room were a half dozen males and five females. Three of the females and one of the males were tied to chairs. They all had bleeding wounds on their chest, stripped to their waists. They had blackened bruised bloodshot eyes. White powder or paint had been scrubbed away from the sides of their heads, but one still had a white handprint on the side of their head in the fur from white paint.
The others were sitting around, swilling alcohol, eating food obviously taken from emergency supplies. They all had blue stripes emulating their whiskers dyed into their fur on their faces. Two of the five were already passed out on the couch, one having dropped the bottle of alcohol he had been drinking out of. The ones passed out had their shirts off and the boy could see the scars of self-mutilation all over their torsos and abdomens.
As he watched two of the awake males untied one of the males in the chairs and yanked him to his feet. They moved him to where one of the untied females was bent over a table, her pants dropped around her ankles. She was eating a chunk of meat, staring at the fireplace as if she was entranced, the reflection of the fire dancing in her large bloodshot eyes. The untied male shook his head and one of the other males put a knife against his throat as the female waggled her backside.
The boy ignored the forced sexual act, scanning the room with one eye.
The boy could see knives, brush cutting blades, a shotgun, a single combat rifle. Terran military, dirty and smeared with grease, leaning against the windowsill. There was supplies haphazardly tossed around.
The boy counted to ten, closed his eye, and slowly lowered his head down and to the side in a smooth motion.
He moved to each window, peeking in.
One window let him see the back door. There were two Terran military rifles against the door. He nodded to himself before moving on to the next window.
It took him nearly an hour to complete his circuit.
When he was done he moved away the cabin, so it was still in sight, but they were over twenty paces away, then made the sucking whistling sound of a small night rodent. Two answered him the same way, three other answers were confused whistles.
The three boys regrouped. Hand signals went back and forth. The youngest got up, his grav-ski mask in place, and moved quickly and quietly at a run into the woods.
-----
Ellie knocked twice, then once, then three times on the door before opening it. His father was lowering a shotgun from where he was standing near the fireplace, giving him an angle on the door and the front window without endangering anyone else.
It was late, the fire burning low. The house smelled good, of warm food and family, as Ellie stepped in, quietly closed the door, and pushed up his mask.
"Black Eyes at Ranger Cabin Five," he said, his voice still quiet. He shook his head and repeated it in a louder, firmer voice.
"How many," his father asked.
"Twelve," the boy said. "Five are maybe prisoners, maybe being jumped in. They have cars and guns and think that they're going to live here," he paused. "The Red Ears know they're there."
The adult male sighed. "I'll get her."
Ellie winced but nodded. He went over to the fridge and pulled out a can of Liquid Hate, Popcorn and Kiwi Fruit, and set it on the counter as his father went into the bedroom. After a moment he came back out.
"She's getting ready," he said.
Ellie swallowed a mouthful of his own drink, a duldenfruit fizzybrew.
Uncle Inkree frowned slightly at his son as the boy swallowed a third of the fizzybrew quickly. He didn't like how the boys had taken to drinking fizzybrew after going outside, but his niece had told him it helped get rid of 'the shakes' and so he'd bitten his tongue about it.
"Does she scare you?" his son asked.
Inkree thought for a moment about lying, then nodded. "She does. The Terran medicine changed her and I don't know if that's good or not."
"She would have died," Ellie countered. He chugged down another long drink and set the bottle down. "And we'd be dead."
"I know that," Inkree told his son. "I just can't help but wonder why the Terran medicine changed her so much."
"Mister Mewmew isn't worried," Ellie said. "The soldiers that came by weren't worried."
"Those soldiers were bug people, what do they know of Hesstlans?" Inkree asked. He shook his head. "I still do not understand why she would say we weren't going to the refugee site."
"Because refugee sites get attacked," a raspy girl's voice said from behind him.
Ellie chugged down a couple swallows of his fizzybrew as his cousin stepped into the room and quietly closed the door where all the littles were sleeping with Meglee.
She was taller than even his father, wide shoulders, long arms. The dangerous weight loss of radiation poisoning had been replaced by thick muscle, easily visible due to the loss of body hair on her arms, face, head, and neck. She was tightening the straps on a matte black torso covering as she moved up to the counter. When she stopped, she pulled on the heavy coveralls, the baggy look of the heavy work clothes making her look even larger.
She cracked open the Liquid Hate, smiling slightly at the "you'll be sorry" the can squeaked. She took a long drink, smacked her lips, and smiled. She looked at Ellie.
"How many?" she asked.
"A dozen. Looks like a new gang. They're Black Eyes, but they have blue whiskers painted on their faces," he said. "Are they new?"
The young woman nodded.
"They have three cars, supplies, and they sound like they plan on staying," Ellie said.
"They're going to be," the young woman said, her voice cold and hard. "Much longer than they think."
Part of Inkree wanted to ask if what was going to happen was necessary.
But he'd seen what charity and mercy brought in this terrible new world.
The young woman twisted the cap back onto the can, putting it in her pocket. She took the grav-ski mask off of her belt and pulled it over her burn scarred head. The mask was chipped, gouged, and in one place two talons had raked over the eyepiece from a sloprie creature.
The boy drained the last of his fizzybrew and followed the young woman out into the night where tiny snowflakes were starting to flurry through the air.
The door shut, and Inkree felt better.
-----
The middle boy could feel the approach.
The animals went quiet. The breeze fell away. The snowflakes stopped dancing on the wind and instead just drifted down. Sounds became muted, hushed, and the darkness in the forest deepened. No longer were the shadows simply shadows, they felt like they concealed malevolence.
He had moved slowly, carefully, managing to ease open the door and pull the Terran combat rifles outside. He had followed the instructions he had learned and quickly opened the rifle, removing the firing mechanism and jimmying the sensor before putting the rifles back.
There was no way to get at the one in the front room, as there were still five of the adults awake. One of the females had been released and she had immediately let her face be striped with blue.
The boy knew that killing was only going to happen to the ones with white handprints if they refused to join the gang with blue stripes.
Now he was crouched down, behind a stump, his arms on the top and his chin resting on his arm as his head was tilted at an angle, one ear up, one ear pressed against the back of his head.
The snowflakes were silently falling in the darkness, glimmering in the light from the windows.
Silence surrounded him and he felt his sister as she knelt down next to him.
"Tell me," his sister said softly, her voice raspy. She pulled a half-finished can of Liquid Hate out of her pocket and opened the lid, taking a swig as he described everything to his sister.
"Snow's hot tonight. Get under cover," the large young woman said, standing up. "You know what to do if any get out of the perimeter."
He just nodded, getting up and moving under a low tree.
-----

It was only a few hours before dawn when the knock on the door heralded the arrival of all four. They came in silently, the tall young woman passing by all of them, moving over to the basement hatch and pulling it open. She went into the basement, pulling the hatch after her.
The three boys went out to the pump, filling buckets up. They came back, pouring the buckets into the large metal tub. Aunt Fenn heated up one bucket for every five, so that the water was warm and steaming.
As each boy bathed, modesty a thing of the past, Aunt Fenn rubbed into their fur the shampoo from a tube marked "FOR MINOR RADIATION HAZARD EXPOSURE", making sure the foam was thick and rich. Each boy finished and moved aside for the next, pulling on a light nightgown that before everything had changed they would have complained was for girls.
The basement hatch opened and the young woman moved up into the room, quietly shutting the hatch. She was wrapped in a bathing sheet and moved over to the door. The fur on her back had started to come back in, fine and soft, swirling patterns that were different than they had been before.
Her chest was bare of fur, covered in patchy scarring from burns. The same with her arms, face, head, and shoulders.
She had been looking straight at more than one atomic blast when it had gone off.
Aunt Fenn helped her out into the yard and over to the pump. She was still smeared with blood and Aunt Fenn helped wash her with buckets of cold water. The young woman shivered but didn't complain about the ice cold well water.
While the boys carried buckets of water inside to refill the cast iron tub, Aunt Fenn scrubbed the foam into her fur, used a rag to scrub it into her skin. In a few places part of the burn scars sloughed off, silent testimony that the Terran medicine was still doing its work.
The young woman was led back into the cabin, helped into the clean water.
She didn't try to hide her nakedness from the male relatives.
Her long illness and the deprivations she had suffered had stripped away modesty.
"How are you?" Aunt Fenn asked as the young woman slid down in the tub and gave a warm sigh as move of her body was submerged.
"Tired," the girl said. "I'm not back to full strength."
Aunt Fenn nodded. The boys were sprawled out on the couches, all three of them already asleep from their long night. She nodded toward them. "They're tired too."
"They have a right to be," the girl said. She lifted one arm out, grabbing the can of Liquid Hate, Pumpkin Spice and Whiskey Soaked Cherries, and popped the top so the can squeaked 'you'll regret this' as she took a drink.
"How bad?" Aunt Fenn asked. She often had stomach cramps from anxiety when the boys went out.
The young woman shook her head slightly as she closed her eyes and sighed. "It was like always. Lure a few out, cause fear and confusion, throw a body through a window, let none escape," she sighed again.
"What?" Fenn asked.
"One had a refugee camp ID card," the girl said. "She had black eyes."
"Oh," Fenn said softly. "What will you do?"
It was silent in the cabin for a long moment, just a soft rustling as the coals shifted in the fire place.
"Keep protecting them, you, the littles," the girl said.
"Nothing will ever be the same, will it?" Aunt Fenn asked.
"Nothing was ever the same," the young woman said. She laid her head against her aunt's arm. "But, I guess, that's OK."
"I love you," Aunt Fenn said.
She was no longer surprised just how deeply she meant it.
"I know," Dambree answered.
Mister Mewmew watched from his basket near the fire, the black macroplas triangle in the middle of his face giving no clue as to his thoughts.




Chapter Ten

"I had thought myself a master of war, but fighting the lemurs of Terra I learned I was but a novice in a fancy uniform. Beside the lemurs and those they had trained, I learned the harsh truths of war. Among the Atrekna War's killing fields I learned the cost and horror of war.
And grew to value peace." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
The room was every enlistedbeing's worst nightmare.
The stage that the podium was centered on was dimly lit, with several flatscreen 2.5D monitors behind it and holotanks on either side. The seats were arranged in half-circles around the stage, raising up to ensure that every seated being could see clearly and designed for the various limb and body configurations of the Terran Confederate Armed Forces. It was quiet, somber, with only some murmuring heard over the sound of the envirosystems.
Every seat was filled with a being in dress uniform, awash in gold braid, medals, awards, ornaments, and just plain rank. The lowest ranking was a Fourth Most High of the Defiant Herd and a Rear of Admiral (Lower Decks) of the Bronze. The highest ranking was a Great Grand Most High and a Fleet Admiral of the Iron.
There were no attaches, no assistants, no batmen, just row after row of staff grade officers, each with a datapad and stylus, quietly waiting.
The door opened and a Treana'ad in a robotic medical harness moved slowly into the room. The two robotic legs on the right side were attached to regrowth casts, the right gripping arm and bladearm were still in regrowth casts held tight to the body. The big male slowly tapped up to the stage, moved behind the podium, and withdrew a stack of old style white index cards and a digital clicker. He slowly withdrew a pack of cigarettes, unwound the string on the cellophane, and pulled free a cigarette. As everyone watched he turned it around, placed it back into the pack, and then withdrew a second. He lit it with an old style flint and steel lighter that used fluid drawn into a wick, then put everything away as he puffed on his cigarette.
He tapped the microphone and the room went silent.
"Greetings, gentlebeings," he said. He nodded. "I am General NoDra'ak, Commander of 7th Army, in direct command of V Corps until we can regroup," he paused for a moment. "I have commanded over twenty-two theater campaigns, including the successful defense of Telkan 1 and Telkan 2 during the Second Telkan War," he tapped the clicker, bringing up ground maps of the two planets. They were covered with symbols and lines over the terrain.
"This map undoubtedly makes little sense to you," NoDra'ak said. He tapped his ashes as he blew smoke rings from his two left legs. He leaned forward slightly. "And that, ladies, gentlemen, both, and neither, is a hole in our doctrine that recent events have made glaringly apparent."
He clicked his mandibles and looked over the gathered officers. "Some of you may blame the Admiral for improper deployment of forces during the latest planetary assault. While it is true he made mistakes that any being trained in ground deployment would have avoided, he was not trained."
"Neither are any of you," NoDra'ak said. "As ground commanders are being trained to assist with orbital theater command, you are being trained in ground deployment and command. The glaring hole in our doctrine has been exposed, and the Confederate Armed Services has learned the hard way not to cover it up with a carpet so we fall back into the hole at a later date."
He tapped the control and a picture came up of an orbital view, with ship designation and fleet icons burning quietly. "You are used to this. Clean, calm, orderly. That is naval combat, keeping your cool and planning three steps beyond the current actions, deceiving the enemy into seeing what you want him to see, and using geometry and firepower to carry the day."
"This is ground combat," He clicked again, showing ground fighting. It was a complete confusing chaotic scene of warborgs, Tukna'rn infantry with heavy weapons, Telkan Marines, tanks, strikers, and danger close artillery.
"This battlefield is under control," NoDra'ak said. "It may not appear that way at this moment, but when this training is finished, every one of you will be able to recognize exactly what is happening in this video as well as identify every icon in that image," he pointed at the ground deployment map.
He clicked the control and a scene came up of nurses and doctors working in tents while injured troops were carried in on stretchers, some still conscious.
"Unlike naval commands, you will take casualties that will scream and bleed. While ships can and do take casualties, oftentimes horrific casualties, the reality of ground warfare is more immediate. It will be up close, person, bloody, and gory," NoDra'ak said. "And thanks to the magic of modern communications systems."
He clicked the clicker again and sound filled the auditorium.
Heavy weapon fire, combat rifles, the crumping noise of artillery and mortar shell impacts. The whistling shriek of a Tasty-Freeze missile being fired point blank. There was yelling and screaming. One of the screens filled with a scene of chaos, Terran troops fighting hand to hand with Dwellerspawn that were overrunning the lines. The officer in the upper right was listed as COL ULDRE - 4th INF REG, he was sweating and had a pressure cut on his forehead.
"We're surrounded! They're coming in all around us! Drop zone is overrun! Drop zone is a t-shift zone! We need danger close, now, goddamn it, right fucking now! They're in the..." the voice suddenly went liquid and bubbly, gurgling. His image had blood rush out of his mouth, blood splashed up from the collar, coating the screen. He beat his face against the screen.
NoDra'ak let the death play the entire time, even as another voice cut in.
"Orbital, do you read? Do you read? They're phasing in right on top of us! HOLD WHAT YOU GOT! THIS IS IT!" another voice, ID'd as Major Kilrakikrit. "ON 'EM ON 'EM ON..." there was a gagging sound.
"BACK TO BACK!" a voice ID'd as Captain Rentiven yelled. "FORM UP! MORE INCOMING! MORE IN..."
The voice just cut off.
The Colonel was still dying.
"ORBITAL! WE NEED A TEMPORAL RESONANCE STRIKE ON OUR POSITION! ON OUR!" The rank was a First Lieutenant, and the voice cut off.
"Fourth Regiment, this is orbital fire command. Can you confirm request for temporal resonance strike on your position? Do you read?" The image of the fire control officer was that of a calm human female in an immaculate uniform.
"NOW, GODDAMN IT, NOW!" the ID header was a Master Sergeant Grawnklawk. "IT'S A SPAWN POINT! THEY'LL OVERRUN THE FUCKING CITY! HAMMER STRIKE US!"
"Authorization for fire has been approved. Ten seconds," the fire control officer said.
A countdown appeared on the images.
It moved glacially slow to the watching officers.
The class watched as officer and enlisted both were wiped away. They saw valiant efforts, heroism, self-sacrifice. Troops fighting and dying to hold the position they couldn't fight their way out of.
The image ended in a white flare.
"You will be trained to think and adapt as rapidly as that situation changed. While in space combat you often have days or hours to make decisions, ten seconds was a lifetime for the men, women, both and neither of Fourth Light Powered Armor Infantry Regiment during that battle," Smokey No said. He lit another cigarette. "Ultimately, we won, and Fourth Infantry negated the spawn point and held the enemy in place."
"If you do not feel capable of handling such decisions, the door is right there. Truthfully, you will never feel fully capable, you will always look back and think of things that you could have done differently," NoDra'ak said. He exhaled smoke. "If I had deployed them three miles in any direction, they would not have taken 31% casualties before the enemy's insertion point could be nullified. If I’d launched temporal stabilization units, the enemy would not have been able to do rapid temporal replication right on top of them. If I’d dropped heavy assault armors like my original plan, the onboard systems would have negated the t-shift zone."
He tapped the map with a laser pointer. "But that was information I did not have until later. Recon had stated the area was clear, with excellent magnetic flux profiles, and away from civilian infrastructure and habitation."
"But before you think it is too different, naval combat and ground combat are still combat, and you would not hold the rank you do if you were unable to command in combat," NoDra'ak said. "I will teach you to apply your skills to ground deployment and ground theater command."
He tapped the podium with his bladearm.
"We will not make these mistakes again, gentlebeings. We cannot afford it no matter how much the enemy would prefer it," he said.
He clicked the control and icons replaced the frozen video. "We will start with standard ground side unit designation icons."
-----
The mess hall was busy, Telkan, Rigellians, Kobolds, Treana'ad, and Mantid troops all eating. One table was marked off. A Rigellian female, two kobolds, and a Telkan sat at the table, wearing AeRV eye-reticles and ear pieces. They were obviously talking to other people that weren't at the table and were also sitting next to them in mundane reality.
Vuxten was nodding as a Pubvian Captain was regaling everyone with the story of his first trip to Terra, when he'd attended the Captain's School the first time in MechaKrautland. He had been ordered to take the class in order to 'get current in his skillset' after 8,000 years of advancement.
The story mainly revolved around a Rigellian female who had used her reenlistment bonus to buy a Hamburger Kingdom 'muscle car' and how she'd drive it with the top down at speeds of nearly three miles a minute.
Vuxten was fascinated by the Pubvian. Three arms, three legs, short fur, wide eyes, and the ability to turn all the way around and look behind them at the neck instead of using his back like Vuxten had to.
Well, that and they'd been xenocided in the opening phases of the First Human-Mantid War.
All too soon lunch was over and the group filed back to the classroom. The current 'module' was called "Problem Solving in a Garrison Environment" and Vuxten had found it to be one of the hardest.
He had no idea there was so many ways for enlistedbeings to get in trouble.
One of the cadets, a Kobold, had scoffed at the VR exercise where he had to make a decision on the proper punishment for a highly skilled and decorated combat veteran who had 'sexually assaulted a drink dispensing vending machine' and had then 'sexually assaulted a senior NCO's personal vehicle' before passing out face down in his own vomit in the laundry room. The Kobold had not believed that such a thing had ever happened or ever would happen.
The instructor had asked three times if the Kobold was sure of his statements.
The class had then read the after action report, the MP blotter, and the witness statements.
The Kobold had been right.
The trooper had sexually assaulted a snack vending machine.
The Kobold had been assigned to write a paper on 'hypersexual deviance due to complex post-traumatic stress disorder and operator identification syndrome' which Vuxten had helped him on. When the Kobold had asked him why Vuxten was willing to help, Vuxten confided that he had a troop suffering from long term complex operator identification syndrome.
Even after the paper was written, the Kobold, who was a striker company officer, had helped Vuxten read about the proper treatment from a Company Commander's point of view.
One of the Treana'ad, a First Lieutenant Ikriktri, had stated that the Garrison Command modules were tougher than the Combat Command modules just due to the sheer insanity everyone seemed to get up to.
Vuxten told them over dinner how someone had stolen one of the new tanks, taken it for a joyride, and then abandoned it when it caught on fire in the middle of the road, but not before painting a huge eight foot long Terran male genitalia in the middle of the street with "IT WAS LIKE THAT WHEN WE GOT HERE!" underneath it.
The weird part, which Vuxten saved for last.
It was one of the Atomic Hoove's main battle tanks.
That made everyone laugh. They would expect it out of anyone else, but the Lanaktallan?
After dinner was normally time off, but over half the class joined the three Rigellian females in the gym, talking with classmates who were only present in VR, as they worked on strength and endurance training under the watchful eyes of the Rigellian females.
Then it was a two hour of studying, falling face first into his bunk, then getting up for Physical Training and starting the day all over again.
Vuxten was actually surprised at how much he was enjoying it.
-----
"And just how did you lose three regiments of tanks by driving them into the river?" A'armo'o asked, putting his hands on his hips.
"The enemy deployed jammers, made our sensors report that it was tarmac ahead of us," Third Most High Ne'enrmo'o said, shaking his head.
"Well, then we should be glad we are still in simulators," A'armo'o said. He turned to the lone human. "How did you determine how to spoof his tanks sensors?"
"Chaff and EM scatter until I saw which one the sensors penetrated and that he could see through. From there, it was trivial to backscatter heat over tarmac over the water reflections," Trucker said. He spit into the bottle. "Item number eight hundred and seventy two: Sensors do not run a spectrum algorithm and stick to a single frequency."
"...single frequency," Tenth Most High of Maintenance said, writing quickly on his datapad.
A'armo'o turned to the Telkan striker pilots. "And how did you lose an entire Wing?"
"Ran face first into MANPADS," the Telkan admitted. "They suckered us. Three standard anti-armor rockets deadfired with a SAM mixed in. Our chaff and flares didn't affect the LAW systems. Overwhelmed our battlescreens using rockets normally used against Pacific Rim Class Jaegers."
"We'll get together after this, see if we can figure something out," A'armo'o said. He turned to another Lanaktallan. "What happened to the food?"
"Refugees overran the supply point. They were desperate, starving. We loaded the nutriforges but abandoned the already fabbed up food, which forced Ninth Regiment to have to go to personal foodforge," the officer said.
A'armo'o nodded. "Not firing on the crowd and distracting them with the food until you could get security was a hard decision, but the right one."
He reached out and touched the table. "All right. Tomorrow, let's have the men run another simulation, see if we can poke any more holes in the new software."
-----
Ge'ermo'o watched as General NoDra'ak prepared the next day's lesson, helping the big Treana'ad, who was still recovering from his injuries.
The Lanaktallan had to admit, he had learned many things acting as Most High A'armo'o's liaison between the Atomic Hooves and the Confederate Military.
He was a most observant and attentive commander.
It was why his men loved him.




Chapter Eleven

"The Lessons of the Lemurs can be difficult to learn.
"And more difficult to understand." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
Planetary Director For Life Namtotun stared at the blade in Nakteti's hands, watching the red electrical arcs play over the engraved alloy blade, dancing along the twisted runes filled with precious gems, skittering on the rounded edge of the blade. He swallowed thickly and looked up at the smiling young Tnvaru matron.
"Such... sights... to see," Nakteti whispered. She lifted the blade up, turned, and pointed it at the holotank. The holotank flickered to life, flames roaring up.
Nakteti had learned one thing from Lady Keena, and that was the fact that there had to be a sense of theatrics in speeches at times.
The holotanks showed world after world, all of the population downtrodden, oppressed, subjugated. Lines of faceless, drably clothed, head down drones moving from place to place. Factories where those drones worked doing labor that would be easier, cheaper, and faster to use basic robotics in the manufacturing process. Eating cheap gruel, looking at propaganda.
The Terran lawyer smiled, a terrible thing.
"Our people were much like these," Nakteti said softly, moving around the desk. She stood behind Namtotun and rested the backside of the blade on his shoulder. The older Tnvaru almost gagged when he swallowed, the fear so thick.
The flycams had taken position and were recording everything, showing it to the population, all of whom were seeing "Mandatory Viewing" on their monitors. Some, most the children, had fallen asleep or gotten bored.
But tens of millions watched.
The holotank showed life under the Lanaktallan. How there was wealth, prosperity, but only at the Lanaktallan's sufferance. Only when it was allowed.
"For a thousand generations our people have been under the hooves of the Lanaktallan," Nakteti said softly, reaching up with her left gripping hand and putting it on the Planetary Director For Life's shoulder, then caressed his cheek with her left catching hand.
"Our people have known little else. Our lives were regulated by the Councils, by the Lanaktallan," she rolled the sword on his shoulder against his neck. "By Tnvaru like you."
She suddenly stepped back, bringing the sword up to rest across her upper shoulders. For a moment the viewers thought she was going to behead the Planetary Director For Life, but instead she slowly walked around to the front of the desk.
"I had thought, in my naive innocence, that the Tnvaru people were crying out for freedom, that they would enjoy the garden, the paradise I was laying out before them," Nakteti said. She leaned against the desk and shook her head. "But one being's paradise is another being's Purgatory."
She reached up with one fingertip and tapped her vestigial claw against her teeth, looking thoughtful for a moment. Then she shook her head. "I had thought that Tnvaru people were adults, would eagerly grasp at any chance to reach out with their catching hands and grab the Wheel of Destiny in order to master their own fate."
She turned slowly, letting the cameras catch her face.
"I had forgotten, after dwelling among the Terrans for several years, that the Lanaktallan had kept us as children, too frightened, too complacent, too coddled, to jump from a branch with a veneer of luxury and safety, and reach out to grasp the thorn covered branch of liberty," she said softly.
She rested the fist of her left gripping hand on the desk, ignoring Namtotun, whose fur had gone slick with sweat, as if he wasn't there. The lawyer and his two assistants watched with flat, unreadable, eyes of cold fire.
"I had thought I could lead our people to liberty, freedom, the right of consent, the right of self-determination," she said softly. "When I had seen what you allowed to be done to you in the name of safety and familiarity, I had thought that perhaps I could be like a Terran prophet of old and drive you into the wilderness," she said.
Arcs of red electricity ran up and down all four of her arms.
"But you, my people, are not ready. In the wilderness you would starve, wither, and be eaten by the wolves of fear, ignorance, and apathy," Nakteti said.
"I had not wanted to be a dictator, a monster," she said softly, her eyes wide and full of emotion. "I wanted to gift all of you with the freedom to just be that I discovered in my travels of the Terran Confederacy. That fearful, frightening, terrifying joy of being free to carve out your own place in the universe."
She turned and pointed with the sword at the Planetary Director For Life.
"Even in Paradise there must be a Hell for the Devil to rule," she said. She leaned forward. "Thank you for teaching me, for reminding me, that while you can lead a Tnvaru to money you can't make him profit."
She waved her hand.
"There will always be people who need what you provide, Namtotun," Nakteti said. She turned and rested the sword on the desk. "Just as there will always people who feel the need to rebel."
Namtotun swallowed, nodding. Anything to get the crazy matron out of the office so he could make a run for it.
"You attempted to steal an entire planet from me. You have taken over my automated farms, worked by agricultural robots, and attempted to sell the produce on the galactic market using my ships," Nakteti said. "While, if you had been successful, you would have been lauded for your ingenuity and cleverness in your hostile takeover," she paused, then leaned forward. "You, unfortunately for you and fortunately for me, failed."
She let silence reign as Namtotun stared at her.
"But in your failure, you have won a prize," Nakteti smiled.
Those watching from home felt themselves shiver at the smile.
"You may rule over all of the cities but Tnvaru Landing," Nakteti said. "You may keep your sociopolice, keep your oppression, keep your subjugation, keep all of the cities and your power over the citizens," she said grandly, motioning at the window with the sword.
She turned and touched Namtotun's nose with the tip of the blade. "You are the Planetary Director For Life," she said softly, a smile appearing on her face.
An ugly smile.
A Terran smile.
"If you try to run, I will have my agents hunt you down, and I will press all four of your hands onto this desk's surface and have spikes driven through your hands," Nakteti said. "If you try to hold back even the lowest ranking and poorest Tnvaru from leaving your cities, I will come here and saw your ear off. If you try to invade my lands I will personally crucify you for three days before nursing you back to health."
Namtotun wet himself, staring at that mirthless, deadly smile.
"The lands beyond the city belong to me. There will dwell the Tnvaru capable of living without you and your government telling them how to live every waking moment. It will be terrible, frightening, at times chaotic, but their lives will be there and they will enjoy the fruit I offer," Nakteti said.
"Freedom. Terrible terrible freedom," Nakteti said. Her smile grew wider, showing even more teeth. The cameras zoomed in on her face, compared her expression to that of the Terrans and the lawyers.
She slowly walked around the desk, placing the sword onto her back where it adhered to the magnet in the harness with a loud click. She picked up the letter opener from the desk. She admired the blade that had been engraved with the date that Namtotun had been 'elected' Planetary Director For Life.
"We will go over the Twelve Immutable Rights of Sentient Beings according to the Confederate Code of Justice at a later date," Nakteti said softly. She could feel anxiety, fear, and horror squeezing her belly, but she shoved it all down, shoved it all away.
She knew Lady Keena would never have shown any doubt.
She walked around behind Namtotun, leaning down. "If you leave this post, I will kill you," she said softly. "Your hostile takeover has failed."
He nodded.
"Do you accept to rule this land of the blind?" She asked softly.
Namtotun nodded again, swallowing. He had never been so terrified in his life.
He screamed when Nakteti grabbed his ear with her catching hand, grabbed his whiskers with her gripping hand, and yanked his head to the side and down. He stared up at her with his right eye as her right gripping hand held his head still.
Nakteti used the letter opener to tear free his eye, on camera, staring at the camera the entire time.
She tossed the eye into the disposal as she let Namtotun go and walked around the desk, setting the letter opener back on its decorative stand.
"Now you are the king of the blind," she said softly. “If you replace that eye, I shall merely tear it from your skull with my bare claws,” she said, her tone slightly distracted and musing as she lifted up her hand and stared at her vestigial claws.
She wanted to throw up.
"When the scales fall from their eyes and they seek our terrible terrible freedom, they can leave your lands and make their pilgrimage into the wilderness," Nakteti said. "The Twelve Basic Rights will be applied to them fully."
Namtotun held his right hands over his eye socket, sobbing.
"You may rule in Hell, but you shall serve Heaven in doing so. Do not attempt to run, do not attempt to falter in your duties, do not fail in your service to me," Nakteti warned, running one bloody finger along the top of the desk. "My wrath will crash down upon you like a storm upon the shore."
Namtotun sobbed and nodded as best he could with the entire side of his face on fire, with his ears and whiskers hurting from where he tried to pull free.
"Control yourself, Planetary Director For Life, you have much to do," Nakteti said. She looked at the lawyers. "You and I have much to do, also."
The lawyers nodded, the head barrister smiling.
She looked at the cameras. "As do you."
The Mandatory Broadcast cut off.
---------
In the elevator, away from other's eyes, Magnus knelt down and hugged Nakteti tight as she started to weep. Lady Surscee reached out and stopped the elevator, still keeping her 'arcane' senses out to give her warning of any attempted reprisals.
It took almost five minutes for Nakteti to regain her composure.
"Are you all right, Milady?" Magnus asked as he stood up.
Nakteti nodded, wiping away the tears with a handkerchief. "I will be. I didn't want it to come to this."
"The Old Gods were wrathful and cruel to those who displeased them," Lady Surscee said. "You showed more mercy than I would have. I would have beheaded him and all who supported him and stacked their skulls around my throne as a warning to all who harbored thoughts of rebellion."
Nakteti nodded. "It is a poor craftsman who blames his tools," she said softly. She reached out and pressed the button for the elevator to continue. "Once he recovers, his fear will harden into hate, but it will still taste of fear. Then the sweetness and the pleasures of his rulership will overtake that hate and he will do nothing to risk it."
"If he does, then you'll simply kill him," Magnus nodded.
Nakteti shook her head. "No. That would simply invite a new plotter to take his place, one I cannot control, one that is not afraid of me or the power I wield. No, I was not lying. I wasn't using hyperbole. If he goes against me, I will punish him in ways he cannot imagine, and once he is fully healed, he will again sit at that desk."
She sighed.
"It is both his kingdom and his prison."
All of the Terrans nodded.
"Let us see to Heaven and those who wish to dwell there," Nakteti said. "This will be a long road we must travel."
The elevator pinged and the doors opened to reveal and empty lobby.
"But one that must be travelled."
---------
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Good job, kid.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID HIVE WORLDS
Enough bloodshed to make the point, but nowhere is blood filling the gutters.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Establish dominance, then establish the ranking system.
Domination for the sake of domination is wasteful and stupid.
You did good.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
That was nervous. I was sure she was just going to shoot her way through the sociopolicemen and go full on guerilla warfare.
I was afraid millions would die.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
She's not Daxin.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Daxin's not that bad.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
If you say so, kid.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
Hey, has anyone heard from Telkan or Leebaw?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
THE DEFIANT HERD
No. Is that unusual?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Just... nervous. They've been gone a while. They haven't respawned, so I guess they're OK.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
The froglike creature was kneeling next to the foxlike being, making a final knot in the pressure dressing on the code soaked thigh.
"You able to walk on that?" the frog asked. It looked around at the dimly lit dataline, the pulses around them dim, slow, almost asleep.
"Yeah," the fox said. He held out a hand. "Help me up."
The frog grunted as he pulled the fox to his feet.
They both looked at the sparking and buzzing code of the creature that had attacked them. It looked like a monster made of black ice, swirling with burning red code.
"Which way?" the frog asked, tearing his attention away from the fallen guardiant and staring at the different branches that extended off into eternity. The branches had been revealed when the golem had been destroyed.
"Lemme check," the fox said. He lifted up a crystal and tapped it.
warm podling soft podling safe podling one and one is two blue is pretty yellow triangle is funny sprouts taste good and will make you big and strong brave podling clever podling nappy time with broodmommy lets sing this song
The notes wafted out, glimmering crystalline in the darkness of the dataline. It flowed down one of the data lines, one almost dark, with buildup of discarded and errored code on the edges where the floor met the wall, staining the floor here in there in puddles, and dripping from the cracked ceiling.
"We better get moving before more roving ICE catches us," the fox said. He started limping forward.
The frog just nodded, gripping his spear tightly, and followed the fox and the soft alluring song.




Chapter Twelve

"To one of the Mad Lemurs of Terra, everything is a weapon. They say, they believe that, just as they believe there are no dangerous weapons, only dangerous beings. During the final days of the Lanaktallan Unified Council, the allies of the lemurs used a weapon that all of them had discarded but the lemurs had taught them.
They taught it to all the lemurs had fought.
What fear tastes like." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
The Atrekna had existed for billions of years, slowly siphoning off the last resources of a dying universe. Their initial plan was to harvest the young universe and use it to reinvigorate their own universe.
But the young universe laughed at their plans and destroyed the Atrekna's home universe with such ease that the Atrekna were left breathless. If they had known that it was a single half-bake short-life clone in a hot-fabbed aerospace fighter that had released their universe from its torment they would have found themselves left numb at the ease the new universe destroyed theirs.
From the old universe's 'point of view', so to speak, it had been a mercy killing.
But still a killing.
Which is why the New Universe had brought in the Mad Lemurs of Terra to do the killing.
The Atrekna had reeled in shock at the destruction. Had reached out to try to reestablish themselves, and found that the universe itself rejected their dominion and mastery. Their knowledge of time was proven to be nearly irrelevant in the New Universe, requiring those who sought knowledge to relearn everything.
Temporal mechanics and mathematics went from something so simple even slavespawn could do it to difficult to understand systems that required additional scientific systems to be able to explain.
To that end, the Atrekna had launched their own 'Black Box Programs' hidden in places they had once held mastery.
Black boxes were perfect for clandestine research. All entry was strictly controlled, information flow was carefully monitored, and there were very few ways to reach a properly secured Black Box. Like most races, the Atrekna ensured there was only one way to enter or exit their version of the Black Box. Every other race only ensured a single point of access.
Well, except the humans.
They'd long ago learned a simple lesson that the Atrekna had either never learned or forgotten.
"If the enemy can't get in, you can't get out."
But the Mad Lemurs of Terra were the universe's malevolence made manifest.
And they taught lessons the same way the universe did.
The hard way.
At first, the Atrekna were not aware they even had a problem. They had captured and secured a lemur, a living subject, and brought it to the research facility. It had been costly, true, the lemur had even managed to kill three of the Quorum that had controlled the slavespawn, and killed almost all of the first three waves of slavespawn.
But it had been captured.
Then it had been moved. Moving a lemur, even a dead one, was difficult. There were an abnormally large and active amount of cerebral and neural systems dedicated to time itself. In some ways, the lemurs were almost precognitive. Unlike everyone but the Atrekna, their temporal systems were interlocked with their decision making complexes, their reflexes, even their higher brain functions.
The Atrekna had eagerly examined the brains of the dead lemurs they had brought to the research station at great effort. Even dead, the brains often held a minuscule electric charge that kept the temporal sections and some part of the lower brain function still slightly active. They had examined their muscles, their nervous system beyond the neural tissue, even examined such things as pupil response and bone density.
The Atrekna researchers were concerned. Not the younger ones, who had grown to maturity long after the records of the war against the Herd Masters and the Hive Lords had faded to nothingness. The Young Ones often ignored the records of the war only a few thousand years ago (relative to the Old Universe) where they had first encountered the Mad Lemurs of Terra.
The older researchers, those who had been alive during the First Expeditionary Probe, examined the lemurs with careful respect. There had been... incidents during the First Expeditionary Probe that had resulted in the loss of whole Conclaves. It had been a costly lesson to learn not to use temporal trickery to revive a lemur in order to examine it. As soon as the lemur regained brain function they locked down the temporal area right around them, within the limits of their cognitive abilities, and without fail always reacted violently.
So the Atrekna who had taken up performing autopsies on the lemur corpses had been extremely careful. It had seen that there were certain, shall we say, discrepancies involved in examining the lemurs.
The first one had been that using psychic ability to examine the lemur's DNA had, without fail, caused the DNA to shift, to mutate, to become psychically active and even attempt to lash back at anyone examining it. Small, pathetic uses of energy that were easily deflected or suppressed, but the act of using that energy destroyed the DNA sample.
The Atrekna had been forced to use technology to examine the DNA. The veneers were almost too small to detect, so simple psychic power was no longer enough. Instruments of alloys, biological systems, and engineering were put to use.
Even then, exposure to phasic energy resulted in the same thing happening.
The Atrekna had learned that even a subtle phasic exposure would result in parts of the DNA 'fragmenting' to reveal completely different DNA underneath the veneer.
The Atrekna wondered if it was Lanaktallan gentling, or perhaps an attempt by the Hive Lords to prevent their slave soldiers from rebelling. Further examination showed that simulated Hive Lords phasic attacks caused nearly three hundred thousand steps of the DNA ladder to be stripped of the veneer.
That ruled out Hive Lord gentling.
There was no omnivore removal, no lessening of size, strength, or toughness or intellectual capability. No reduction of cognitive processing.
That ruled out Herd Master gentling.
Looking at the data, the Atrekna were perplexed. Someone had adjusted the lemur's DNA to hold those veneers, which prevented the use of psychic ability beyond passive defenses, but ensured that the veneers would shatter under exposure to phasic attacks.
Who had done that?
To the Atrekna, it was an important question. Examination of the lemurs had shown that less than 50,000 years prior the lemurs had barely mastered fire and crude tools made of stone and animal parts. Careful examination had shown that the lemurs, 50,000 years ago, had suffered what should have been a life extinction event.
A volcano, a complete loss of their planet's magnetic field, a solar minima that had been chaotic and violent, and lastly, a loss of all but 1,500 members of their species, maybe even as low as 40 breeding pairs, according to temporal DNA examination.
That led a few Atrekna to back off and come at the problem of the lemurs from a different angle.
The lemurs weren't the type to go down easy, the researchers claimed. A species on a planet that had suffered an extinction even like that would have to evolve from a small creature that had been able to survive such a disaster with a stable population. If the Mad Lemurs of Terra had indeed been a larger mammal, they had to have gone through extreme pressure and extreme methods to survive.
The other faction argued that the lemurs could not have been reduced to that few breeding pairs such a short time ago, the lemurs were large and needed a high caloric diet, they would not have even had the population to ensure they didn't starve to death in such a situation.
But DNA didn't lie. They all shared common ancestors extremely close to current times. Worse, there was evidence of evolutionary offshoot absorption in their DNA.
The universe snickered at their confusion on how similar but distinct groups of evolutionary differing lemurs could have been put back into a whole. The universe had solved it simply.
The universe had ensured the losers were made a certain way.
To quote an ancient Terran saying: "If we discover your men are made of tasty tasty meat and your women have large breasts and booties, you're pretty much about to be extinct."
The universe found it amusing that the Atrekna, billions of years from any type of sexual urges or desires, could not comprehend that being made of attractive, yet tasty, meat was a death sentence for anyone encountering the Mad Lemurs of Terra.
This argument led to two divisions in the normally unified Atrekna scientific fields. Usually, a species was stable for tens of millions of years, were able to mature and grow to sentience on a calm, placid world.
Half of the scientists believed that the lemurs had to have been uplifted. There was no natural way for a species that had suffered an extinction event to survive more than a few dozen generations, much less dominate their planet, discover superluminal travel, and be able to effectively fight against species that had cities older than their species.
The other half argued that the lemurs had been put in an evolutionary pressure cooker. That the lemurs had no choice but to master fire, master tools, master weapons. They argued that once the arms race started, there was no end to it.
The universe chuckled at how only fifty thousand years prior a lemur had lifted up a rock, brained the nearest deer, and shouted: Fuck you and your evolutionary arms race, this is my planet now! It also giggled about how it made it so now that was everyone’s problem.
The station commander and his Quorum had to step in and stop the arguments, isolating the two factions from one another.
Both sides had insisted that a live lemur be captured and brought to them. There, they would observe the lemur, and one side or the other would be proven right. They insisted on more deceased lemurs, to examine more closely, as using temporal reversion always ended badly with the lemurs.
Which is how the scientific team that was sure that the lemurs had been uplifted just stared as their lemur subject stood up, extended her hand, and proclaimed "I am the land."
The one that was sure that the lemurs were some sort of insane pressure cooker species that represented an almost infinitesimal statistical abnormality made into reality, tensed, sure it was some kind of new trick.
They were prepared for any trick the lemur could come up with. Some of them were literally millions of years old, had studied the ancient crystals of the Great Harvest, and had studied the crystals of the First Expeditionary Probe.
They knew they would able to see things clearly, unfettered by emotions that they had left behind billions of years ago. Yes, there had been some resurgence of more base emotions since the discovery of the lemurs, but they knew that clear logical approaches would be able to counter any trick of the lemurs.
The blood sizzled on the phasonium alloy floor and slowly evaporated.
The Atrekna overseeing the scientists, who was there to make sure that arguments didn't devolve into psychic combat, was linked to the shared consciousness, unlike the scientists. It had proven beneficial to allow the scientists to create a smaller shared consciousness gestalt with one another rather than all join in the greater one when examining the lemurs.
It prevented arguments.
Because of that, the Chief Scientist was aware of what happened. It saw it through scores of eyes, felt it through scores of senses, even as his mind was locked by disbelief.
First, the incident in the autopsy and vivisection laboratory, which led to three Atrekna pulling free of the shared consciousness as they fled deeper into the station, their minds full of a primal emotion that almost all of the Atrekna had never felt.
Fear.
Immediately, in every corridor, the temperature dropped as the humidity spiked and the pressure dropped almost infinitesimally. The hallways and corridors filled with thick fog that sparkled and glimmered with phasic energy, making it opaque even to psychic power.
The lights, phasic adjusted matter partially out of phase with the rest of reality, went out. Snuffed out completely, the matter vanishing from Atrekna senses. New lights blossomed, circles of light on the ceilings that barely illuminated around them.
In some places where the phasic protomatter had vanished, purple Atrekna blood dripped from the ceiling, vanishing into the fog.
At times the fog would swirl, to reveal twisted and strange patterns in the floor. At times the floor was phasonium alloy, other times rusted metal grates, and still other times common dirt as if the walls and ceilings were resting on the soil of a planet.
Great machinery could be heard thumping and grinding in the distance in some hallways. In others there was nothing but the hiss of steam and the dripping of liquid. Still others the faint tones of immature lemur females singing in the distance could be heard. In a few places the faint screaming of Atrekna overcome by fear or physical injuries could be heard.
Phasic impressions skittered through the hallways. Half-remembered memories of the battlefield, of horror, of things that should not be. Phasic impressions of fear, horror, hopelessness, and despair could be felt drifting behind the walls or swirling in the mist.
Almost every Atrekna went still, instincts long buried kicking in as everything suddenly changed around them. Some of them focused their powers, pulling out of the shared consciousness, as they pushed everything down and ensured that their psychic powers were all internal, that not a hint of phasic energy was being emitted.
The lemur smiled at that.
So you do know fear. You did have a predator, she thought to herself.
The scientists watched, unaware of what was happening in the station around them, as the lemur sat down, folding her legs, putting her hands on her knees, closing her eyes. They could see brain activity increase, but so far, they had found no reason for it.
The Chief Scientist looked at the instruments. Delicate and precise mechanisms one part crystal, one part engineering, one part biological, that were examining everything about the lemur. The Chief Scientist checked the shared consciousness again.
In some places the walls were beginning to drip with thick purple blood, leaving strange savage looking scrawled runes.
ᚤᛟᚢ ᚹᛁᛚᛚ ᚨᛚᛚ ᛞᛁᛖ ᚺᛖᚱᛖ
The Chief Scientist took the image of those strange runes and sent them to the Atrekna in charge of the lemur's language and the language of the alliance known as the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems.
**what does it mean** the Chief Scientist asked.
**It appears to be simple letter replacement** the Chief Linguistics Scientist answered. **A moment**
The Chief Scientist watched through the shared consciousness as several of the Young Ones broadcast their dismay that they were no longer able to drift through the hallways on phasic energy. That the floor seemed to absorb it, forcing them to walk on their own feet.
Walk.
Like peasants.
The Chief of Station Operations rebuked them for bothering the shared consciousness with such trivial things when there was obviously some kind of interference with the station's reality matrixes.
**Chief Scientist** the Linguist sent.
**Inform me of your examination**
**A simple letter replacement. Each rune stands for a letter in their language** the Linguist said, rapidly explaining the method it had used to deducing the meaning of the runes.
**spit it out** the Chief Scientist ordered. **what do they say?**
**You will all die here** the Linguist said.
The Chief Scientist cut the link with a flash of disbelief, not in the translation, but in the statement.
Blood in other hallways was spelling out other words. The Chief Scientist tasked the Chief Linguist with translating them.
**Simple letter replacement, even easier to decode** the Chief Linguist said.
**How so**
**It is our hieroglyphic system** the Chief Linguist said. **a combination of those runes to represent one of our own hieroglyphics**
**What does it say**
**You will all die here** the Chief Linguist said. **And other threats. It must be coming from the primate**
The Chief Scientist checked again. No phasic ability was seen, just elevated brain activity in those strange organs and those strange neural clusters.
**impossible** the Chief Scientist said. **find the real reason**
The Chief Linguist disconnected with a spike of 'do it yourself' impudence.
There was a sudden feeling of something cold intruding into the shared consciousness. Something alien, something strange, something that did not belong.
**there you are** the voice was metallic, buzzing, seeming to come from a hundred different sources. **you cannot hide there is no life in the void**
**who is that** the Station Chief demanded.
**i have had many names** the metallic buzzing replied into the shared consciousness.
The Chief Security Officer, previously a largely ceremonial position that now found itself having to actually work (like a peasant) due to the activities of the insane lemurs, brutally injected a large section of his consciousness into the shared consciousness. He cast about, uncaring that his presence pushed and shoved against his fellow Atrekna's minds. Those who tried to disconnect he grabbed and examined closely, shoving into their minds brutally to examine their thoughts.
He was convinced that one of the Atrekna was doing this to somehow dominate the others.
**i see you** the Chief Security Officer heard.
**reveal yourself** it ordered.
Half of the Atrekna still connected to the shared consciousness immediately yanked free, making it tenuous, nebulous.
**you cannot starve me** the metallic buzzing stated. The shared consciousness strengthened. **this is nothing but a crude biological data network impressive from the outside to those who have never seen such things but trivial to one such as I**
The Chief Security Officer lashed around itself with psychic power, trying to injure, or maybe find, the source of the voice that seemed to buzz all around it only to merge into a barely understandable whole.
An Atrekna using a cognitive device, the biological/phasic equivalent of a computer, stared in mind-blank shock as it suddenly started displaying **i see you** over and over and over.
The stream of hieroglyphics suddenly stopped.
At his name.
The Atrekna screamed over the shared consciousness as the cognitive device suddenly had black organic looking matter boil up onto the surface, until it was completely covered. A handful of bubbles appeared, then opened into red rimmed eyes with slit pupils.
**i see you** appeared on the data display.
Black biomatter split to reveal teeth, purple flesh, and a long barbed tongue that licked the teeth.
The Atrekna's name appeared under the previous words on the data display.
**it took me a while to understand** the buzzing told the Chief Security Officer. **your technology is different because growing what you need is less resource intensive than huge factories**
**reveal yourself** the Chief Security Officer demanded, lashing out around itself.
The Atrekna screamed again.
Down in engineering, one of the Young Ones removed the maintenance panel from one of the massive environmental generators, pulling hard at it when it was stuck for a moment. Strands of sticky black biomatter stretched between the panel and the interior of the generator that handled the exchange of gasses.
Inside was strange organs, shiny black tissue that looked like solidified oil, and a hundred eyes that blinked open. Several mouths opened and screamed at the Atrekna.
It slammed the panel back on and backed up, generating a priority attention signal to the shared consciousness.
**you are so pathetic and tiny that i did not see you at first i did not understand you were in here in this biologically generated information network of such narrow and shallow bandwidth** the buzzing metallic voice said. **it took me time to generate the chains to generate the processing power to tap into your bandwidth**
**who are you** the Chief Scientist asked.
**i have had many names** the voice replied.
A security being, rushing toward the morgue, screamed as he fell waist deep into the black ooze that covered the floor. Two others grabbed him and pulled at him.
He ripped apart at the waist, acid eating away at him.
The floor suddenly turned back to brushed phasonium alloy.
**render the lemur unconscious** the Chief Scientist ordered.
The level of O2 was lowered as the level of CO and CO2 was raised.
Still the lemur sat, breathing steadily.
The scientists frowned.
One ran a spectral analysis of the air around the lemur.
21% Oxygen
70% Nitrogen
9% Trace Gases
**RENDER IT UNCONSCIOUS** the Chief Scientist roared over the shared consciousness of the two scientific teams.
**we are trying** one scientist said.
**we tried pumping out the atmosphere the atmosphere is ignoring our attempts** another stated.
**send security beings in to render it unconscious** the Station Chief ordered.
**do not** the Chief Scientist snapped. **doing so may provide a way for the lemur to escape**
**it is a primitive** the Chief of Security scoffed.
There was no mocking answer from the buzzing.
Another Atrekna screamed in fear and agony as black tentacles dripping with slime rose from the mist, mouths opening on the ends. The mouths darted down, sinking into the Young One's flesh, and the tentacles pulled it down. Its companions cut loose with psychic assaults that only made the mist swirl.
More tentacles rose up.
The remaining Young Ones fled.
In another part of the station a door opened in front of an Atrekna and revealed, not the room, but the gullet of a massive beast, its huge teeth, and its tongue. In front of the others the tongue lashed out, grabbed the Atrekna, and yanked into the maw. The door shut, hiding the suddenly chewing teeth, muffling the screams.
Cringing, one of the others triggered the door.
It opened to reveal an empty room.
Only a puddle of purple blood on the floor.
**DO SOMETHING** the Station Chief roared at the Chief Security Officer.
**what am I to do** it asked.
The new emotion, or perhaps it was an old emotion that the Atrekna had forgotten, filled the shared consciousness.
The Chief Security Officer was vaguely aware that someone had launched one of the smaller vessels and was rapidly heading toward a superluminal travel point. It made a motion at one assistant to try to do something about the waist deep fog, the flickering lights, filling the chamber.
The eight members of its Security Quorum suddenly backed away. All of them broadcasting something new that all of the Atrekna were rediscovering.
It started to reach out to the craft, to those aboard it, when it felt something.
Fingers.
Fingers crawling up its back, around its head. Long strong fingers, with black biomechanical armor over the fingers, over the hands, over the long arms that vanished into the mist that had billowed up.
It broadcast its sudden terror into the shared consciousness. It broadcast its pain and confusion as the fingers tightened, pushing through purple flesh.
One set of lips drew back, exposing teeth.
The watching Atrekna all fled for the door as the mist parted to reveal the creature. A smooth arc of a head, eyeless, hairless, glossy black dripping with clear slime.
The jaws opened.
The Chief Security Officer screamed out loud, a shrill high pitched sound.
The second mouth punched forward, driven by a biomechanical piston.
It thrust all the way through the head, extending out the other side, the tiny jaws snapping.
A long black segmented biomechanical tail wrapped around the twitching body of the Chief Security Officer.
The remaining two Atrekna in the room, frozen by fear, could only vocalize their distress in long high pitched screams.
It dropped back into the mist, taking the body with it.
The mist swirled, revealing nothing but the metal alloys of the station.
The Atrekna screamed louder.
In the lab, in the containment chamber, the lemur just smiled.




Chapter Thirteen

"The Mad Lemurs of Terra consider horror and terror as something that can be enjoyed in controlled doses. A simple viewing of 'slasher films' or 'horror movies' reveal terrifying truths about the lemurs if one is brave enough to look for them.
Or mad enough." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
The scientists watched the lemur as it sat motionless inside the room. Their atmospheric controls were not responding to input and it was beginning to appear that the room was impenetrable, isolated somehow from the rest of the research station.
As they watched, a light mist covered the floor, covering her knees. Red lemur blood, heavy in iron and oxygen, crawled up her body until she was completely covered in it, her hair vanishing into the thick red liquid. It suddenly vanished, as if it was sucked into her skin.
Her hair was braided, a complex ornate set of braids with the sparkling of precious gems in it. She wore an outfit of red and black that concealed flesh but somehow made her appear lewd. A tiara of black iron was on her brow, a ruby the size of a chicken egg in the middle that glowed with a soft light.
The mist lowered and the scientists stared in shock.
She sat in a circle of purple Atrekna blood, smearing artfully in a pair of circles around her, the space between the two circles filled with warped and twisted runes that resembled Atrekna hieroglyphics and lemur runes. She sat in the middle of an eight pointed star, each point extending out past the two circles. At the tip of each point were candles of tallow rendered from the adipose tissue of Atrekna, the flame steady and white.
She laughed.
A cold, malevolent thing that shimmered in the air around her, echoed in the air of the observation chamber, and touched the minds of the watching Atrekna.
Her eyes opened and the Atrekna saw they were lit with a bright red light that illuminated her eye sockets and the brown flesh around her eyes. Her face had makeup on it, dark around the eyes, white on her cheekbones, and purple on her lips. She smiled, revealing even white meat tearing teeth.
**what is it doing** the Chief Scientist asked.
**we do not know** one of the scientists answered.
**nothing. she did nothing. no phasic that we could detect just a surge of energy around her and increased activity in three of her brain structures** another stated.
**phasic activity detected** one warned.
The ruby had begun to glow, matching the glow of her eyes, and a reddish nimbus seemed to cover her brow. She stood up, a bronze and silver dagger somehow in her hands.
**where is she getting these physical objects? how is she getting them** the Chief Scientist demanded to know.
**unknown** one scientist said. It leaned down, looking closely at its instruments. **the temperature drops slightly for a moment while its internal body temperature rises in accordance to the appearance of material objects**
**perhaps it is related to** another started.
The female lemur stood up, waving her hands and chanting. A purplish and dark indigo nimbus surrounded her hands as she moved them. From her lips flowed black mist as she spoke. The words made no sense, even though some of them were familiar to the Atrekna. Somehow she was using the ancient spoken language, used rarely, interspersed with other language.
**at least three, no, four, no, five other languages** the Chief Linguistics Officer stated.
Blood dripped from her hands as she raised them up.
"I AWAKEN THEE, REGULATOR!" she shouted out.
There was a sudden spike of phasic power that burst from her, strong enough that the phasonium alloy prison reverberated with it. Power dampeners flared and shattered, the crystalline structures overloaded.
**what is a regulator** the Chief Scientist asked.
-----
I checked my system power as the weapons check finally came back at 100%. I was sitting pretty at 100% across the board, in some cases, such as my nanite repair and optimization systems, I was sitting at more than 100%.
I glanced at Peel, a combat data analyst out of Alpha Company, 108th Military Intelligence (Old Blood), our sister company for the Rangers of Delta Company (Old Hatred) 108th MI (Old Blood). She had her eyes closed, her eyes moving back and forth rapidly under the lids.
Both of us were clad in black armor. Archaic looking stuff, like platemail from a museum on Old Terra, but neither one of us were going to complain to our mysterious benefactor. The armor was still environmentally sealed hyperalloys, even if the faceplates were fashioned to look like skulls.
Of course, we were only armed with swords. Engraved and inlaid swords that were packed full of nanite systems that automatically synched up with my systems when I grabbed them. A good, heavy sword, with a variable sharpness edge. A good combat weapon.
Not that Peel knew how to use one.
I did.
My combat systems were unlocked, I could have used any of my onboard weaponry, but our benefactor had let us know we were on a space station an unknown distance from any rescue or assistance, and the last thing anyone needed was me to cut loose with my onboard weapons and blow a hole clean through the hull to outer space.
"How's it look, Control?" I asked. It was comfortable working with her, I'd worked with her plenty of times before. More than once it had been her calm voice on the comlink keeping us updated when the shit hit the fan.
Peel didn't bother opening her eyes. "Just under a hundred of them left. Our benefactor is toying with them for some reason. Using a lot of nanite constructs molded to look like biologicals. They're going full horror-show out there."
"Terrified enemies don't think well," I said.
"No, they do not," Peel said, her voice cool, remote, detached.
I was fine with that.
"Map is updating. Route is being set. Looks like our benefactor has us moving toward an area with high phasic energy systems," Peel stated.
"I copy," I told her. I closed my eyes.
"Updating map systems. Standby for upload," Peel stated.
I simply waited.
Internal mapping system updated.
Routing waypoints set
Computing optimal route - done
All of it floated in my vision for a moment and in my mind, in that warm spot where I heard my own voice informing me of my status.
"Mission engagement countdown," Peel stated. Her words floated up in my vision in the Control Font and light blue coloration.
"Standing by," I answered.
ALL SYSTEMS ENGAGED floated up in my vision as everything went live. I felt parts of my brain come alive, felt muscles that I hadn't been born with flex, could feel the thudding of my cybernetic heart in my chest and the expansion of my vat grown lungs.
I SUMMON THEE, REGULATOR appeared in my vision and as a whisper in my ear. A woman's voice, throaty, sexy in the 'a few shots of whiskey and a cigarette' way that some singers were.
The wall in front of us rippled, pulling back like water parting. Mist rolled in and the lights of the hallway were flickering. The angles were off slightly, the whole thing looked like it had been designed to appear biological and grown.
I knew it was for alien aesthetics.
I led the way, radar and sonar systems up, echolocation doing its job. The mist, the fog, the flashing lights, all easily compensated for by my onboard systems. Peel moved along behind me, exactly five paces, just what training had shown to be optimal.
A part of me wondered how long it had been since she had last been in the field and been forced to act as direct action control.
It didn't matter, though. What mattered was quickly moving through the hallway.
A creature loomed up, dark mauve skin, tentacles on the face, huge white eyes with a pupil so narrow it was almost invisible. Squidlike head, long fingers, wearing an iridescent robe. It was flush with phasic energy and my psychic shielding ramped up automatically as easily as breathing.
FWOOP
The psychic attack was strong enough to make the air ripple, a physical thing of biologically directed phasic energy.
I stepped through the attack, ignoring it. The medieval armor protected me to the point that my internal systems suffered no degradation from the attack. Two others loomed out of the mist as I took three rapid steps into the creature's face.
"Target species tentatively identified in military intelligence databases as: Atrekna," Peel's voice was soft and remote. "Previously encountered on Hesstla and several other planets. High phasic combat ability, temporal manipulation abilities of unknown strength, poor physical combatant."
By the time she'd listed the world it was previously encountered on, I was in its face, one hand reaching out. I grabbed its robe even as it cut loose with another attack.
FWOOP
I felt my armor vibrate slightly as I rammed the three feet of steel through it, lightning crackling up and down the blade as the nanite systems electrified the blade with enough juice that the blood popped and hissed.
The other two started to back away as I threw the corpse the side as soon as it went dead weight.
Both of them hit me with their phasic attack, making my armor vibrate but little else. A backhand, servo and cyber-piston driven with artificial muscle fiber enhancement, shattered one, the blade sliced the other in two.
I'd faced the black dog on a hill on Telkan.
These things were nothing.
"Take a right, Regulator-Actual," Peel ordered.
"Affirmative," I replied.
MOMMA'S WAITING appeared in my vision. DON'T TARRY.
"You get that?" I asked Peel.
"Affirmative. Our benefactor is non-military at a 92% confidence rating. Based on nanite control, predictive analysis places a 42% chance that they are cybermancer or technomancer trained," Peel answered. "Take a left."
A door opened but before the Atrekna could react I'd already caved in its skull. My motor control was directly wired to my muscles, my reactions hardwired in. I was faster than almost any natural born human, with only a few exceptions. It didn't even get a chance to lash out with its psychic power before I crushed its cranial vault into splinters that tore apart its brain.
If this was the best the Atrekna had, then they had nothing.
-----
The Atrekna on the station were in a panic. Something they had never felt in their long lives as everything seemed to turn against them. The halls were concealed by mist that seemed to be full of tentacles, creatures, or just fanged maws and eyes. The rooms were slowly being overgrown by what looked like living tissue but did not respond to any powers the Atrekna could bring to bear. The tissue seemed to have no DNA, but grew and expanded to slowly cover walls, floors, and ceilings. Other rooms were full of creatures that seemed immune to phasic power, to psychic ability. There was no mind, no consciousness, just a drive to hunt and kill.
The Atrekna that had made it to the armory found themselves fighting against tentacles jellies that sprouted eyes, maws, and tentacles with equal abandon.
They lost.
A dozen Atrekna fought to get aboard on of the ships, lashing out at one another.
One of the black creatures, eyeless, long tails with a sharp bladed end, ran down the hall at them, ignoring panicked attacks, and fell upon them.
In moments it was over, the creature vanishing into the mists.
The scientists watching the female lemur could do nothing but observe. They had lost control of the prison cell, no Atrekna was willing to go into the cell after she had turned two Atrekna inside out somehow, literally pulling their skeletons out of their mouths.
The skeletons stood on either side of her, glowing with purple and indigo energy, cruel curved blades in their hands, their skins discarded on the floor next to a puddle of internal organs.
**she is doing it. i do not know how but i know she is the cause of all of this** the Chief Scientist stated.
The Chief of Station Operations said nothing, just stared at the floor he was sitting on, surrounded by his own misery and a feeling of hopelessness like none he had ever felt.
The two remaining scientists looked at him.
**send the data we have gathered. perhaps other eyes can see what we cannot** the Chief Scientist said.
**the two reanimated lemurs approach** one scientist warned. **they are heading directly toward us. there is no Atrekna willing to attempt to stop them now**
**then they will reach us. transmit our data** the Chief Scientist ordered.
One scientist carefully connected to the data transmitting neural clusters deep in the station. The shared consciousness was full of mocking laughter and whispers of doom. They knew it was the lemur, they just could not figure out how the lemur was doing it.
But the lemur had shown high levels, almost absurd levels of phasic ability, with lethal psychic defenses to any who attempted to touch her conscious or unconscious mind.
It was not much data, but the scientist consoled itself that nobody else had gathered a tenth of what the station had.
The data had just been transferred when the wall rippled and opened.
The two reanimated lemurs, entirely in black armor with skull faceplates, stood there. The female slightly behind the male.
The scientist knew, somehow, that she was controlling him.
He added that to the observations going out.
The flash of a blade meant that his death was transmitted at the end of the data.
The Chief Scientist gathered his psychic ability and channeled it into a blast that would leave even the largest slavespawn stunned.
The lemur didn't seem to notice as it took two steps forward, idly lopping off the Chief of Station Operation's head as he passed, and thrust the blade into the Chief Scientist's chest.
The Atrekna died, not understanding what had gone wrong.
His science was the science of temporal mechanics, of biological manipulation, of phasic and psychic energy.
He had been beaten by a science of small things. Each only a dusting of atoms wide.
And the will to use them.
-----
The station was clean. No trace of the Atrekna or the things that had killed them remained. It still had power, generated by living organs. It still had light, the diffuse illumination of light emitting nanites.
The trio had checked out the spaceships and found that they had no idea how to use them in the slightest, so they had backed off to a clean empty room.
"Any ideas?" Lady Keena asked. She was dressed in leathers again, her sword and clothing retrieved from the storage area that the Atrekna had put it all in.
Peel opened her mouth to say no and stopped. She patted her pockets and smiled.
"What?" Keena asked.
"If it works," Peel said. She pulled a small device slightly larger than a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. "It uses paired spooky particles, so sometimes it doesn't work right. It doesn't care about distance or interference. It's slow, no voice or video, just text or 480p images."
"Can it get us out of here?" the Regulator asked.
Peel shook her head with a smile. "It can't, but I might be able to call someone who can."
-----
Vuxten had his foot on a stool, his leg held in a traction cast while his knee healed naturally. He was tapping a pen on the desk while he stared at the only other person in the room.
"...doing well," Vuxten was saying. "Personally, I'm gratified that I made the right decision to believe you'd be an asset to First Telkan. With that, I think we can call this meeting over and..."
beep beep beep
The other person in the room frowned. "Sorry, sir."
He dug in his pocket for a moment, pulling out a small device that Vuxten recognized as having previously been on a loading frame.
"Is that your blinky?" Vuxten asked, sitting up, his ears going up. "Who's calling you on it?"
"It can't be," the man said.
"What?" Vuxten asked.
Casey stared at Vuxten, his one eye starting to glow a soft amber.
"It's Peel. She says she's alive."




Chapter Fourteen

Ge'ermo'o watched as the Telkan officer limped into the conference room, escorted by the First Telkan Marine Division Commander. With him was a big human, who Ge'ermo'o recognized as the former Sergeant First Class by the name of Casey.
In the room was Smokey 'No, Lieutenant General of the Bronze Vhestlak (who was in charge of military intelligence for V Corps), and Admiral Shtuklar as well as a handful of aides and analysts.
"Sirs," the Telkan said. It took Ge'ermo'o a minute to remember his name.
Vuxten. Some of the Terrans used to call him Krakatoa as an internal call sign, although Ge'ermo'o hadn't been able to determine the answer for why they would do that. Ge'ermo'o had to admit the word was phonetically enjoyable to say, so perhaps that was it?
"Sirs," the big human said. Ge'ermo'o noted that the human's eye was lit with a cold amber light and he wondered if the empty eye socket beneath the eye patch would have an amber light or a small pearl of amber fire inside the socket. Ge'ermo'o wondered, for a moment, if that was why Terran cybereyes were the best, because if they weren't, a pearl of amber fire would melt them.
Ge'ermo'o pulled his attention back as General Vrawgarkwa, Commander of First Telkan Marine Division, exited the turbolift, nodded at everyone, then pointed at a chair and looked at Captain Vuxten. "Have a seat."
Vuxten nodded, feeling nervous about being around so many beings of such lofty rank. He moved over to the chair and sat down, his leg straight out in the traction cast.
"What injured your leg, Captain?" Ge'ermo'o asked. He had heard that First Telkan had been exceedingly lucky and had suffered no killed in action, but a higher than estimated metric of wounded in action.
"Cumulative damage to my knee resulted in blade and laser surgery to repair it," Vuxten said. The Lanaktallan's gaze was particularly intent. He was the one Vuxten had always seen around the command centers.
Vuxten had also seen him more than once standing by himself, talking to himself as if he was talking on his datalink, but the telltales on the datalink had always been green.
Vuxten had wondered more than once if the Lanaktallan was crazy.
"No quikheal?" Ge'ermo'o asked.
"No. They said it has to heal naturally, sir," Vuxten said.
The Lanaktallan nodded slowly. "If that is what the doctors have said, then that is what must occur," he said, then went back to staring at the holotank.
"Tell me what exactly is going on," General Vhestlak said, facing Casey, who was standing at attention. "At ease, Lance Corporal."
Casey shifted his feet. "You'll need some background first, sir."
The General nodded. "Very well."
"I started dating Specialist Peel back a little over a hundred years ago. I get in sticky situations now and then, and sometimes we want to talk without people knowing," Casey started.
"To exchange genitalia images and erotic texts," Ge'ermo'o nodded, folding all four arms. "An understandable action."
Vuxten noticed that a few of the officers looked embarrassed while the Lanaktallan looked pleased with himself.
"Uh, yes, sir. Anyway, about a hundred years ago I whipped up a paired spooky particle pulse communicator out of one of the appendixes in TM 11-5820-890-29G-7. Low bandwidth, but still, we could exchange still images at up to 2K resolution," Casey said, flushing slightly. "Our command knew, it wasn't that big of a deal."
Ge'ermo'o checked his datalink and found out that the referenced manual was one concerning the repair and maintenance of esoteric communications equipment, most of which was considered obsolete by the Terran Confederacy. The Lanaktallan felt gratified that a lot of other people's datalinks showed access.
"That was the device you used when you were in the ancient Mantid facility, correct?" Smokey 'No asked, lighting a cigarette.
"Yes, sir," Casey said. "We used it to get stuff like roasted turkey food forge templates and stuff like that so we didn't have to shoot our way out of there. The Captain was with us."
Vuxten nodded slowly, but stayed silent as a bunch of the officers glanced at him, then back to Casey as the big human kept talking.
"After Peel died, I went a little... um... off, you know?" Casey said. He sighed and went over to sit down in one of the chairs. Ge'emo'o noticed that the human moved as if he was elderly and carrying a great weight. "Then, you know, the whole Black Cauldron, me and Lozen, then shooting Peel in the head, I figured she was gone forever."
"Why did you keep the transmitter?" Smokey 'No asked. "No accusation, just curious."
"It's one of the few mementos I have, and my mental health tech told me that having it might help me overcome my grief eventually. It's the only piece from my Ordnance days and from my frame that I've still got. My mental health mechanic, she says that maybe talking to it like I'm talking to her might help me when I have a bad day," Casey admitted, turning red again. He cleared his throat. "I was being counseled by Captain Vuxten when it went off, letting me know I had a message."
He held up the little box. "I checked it, and there was a message from Peel with a timestamp less than an hour old."
They all looked at Vuxten who nodded. "I was there when it went off."
"And you're sure it's Specialist Peel?" General Vhestlak asked.
"We use certain code phrases," Casey flushed again. "Uh, it's doubtful any enemy would know them."
That made everyone nod, and Vuxten noticed that nobody pushed the big Terran.
"Are you sure it's a recent message?" Smokey 'No asked.
"She's answering, so it isn't a message that got tangled up in the spooky particles," Casey said. "I'll admit, part of my hoped, was afraid, that the message I got had been tangled up for a couple years."
"All right, so, what's the big deal? Is she on the planet?" General Vhestlak asked. He looked at Vuxten. "What's the reason for a priority meeting request?"
"It's better if he explains it," Vuxten said.
"Well, soldier? Is she somewhere near the Black Cauldron deployment zone?" General Vhestlak asked.
Casey shook his head. "No. According to her, she's on an Atrekna research station with two other people."
General Vhestlak snapped his fingers, getting the attention to two of his aides, before turning back to Casey. "Who is she with?"
"One of the Regulators. Their Team Daddy, a Major Acharya, out of Delta Company 108th M.I. and someone by the name of," Casey looked at the little display again. "Lady Khoonkeenadee," Casey looked up. "She was careful to spell it out," he said, then slowly, carefully spelled it out, looking at the display.
Ge'emo'o though it was an impressive name. Suitably long, full of vowels. It was a civilized name, Ge'ermo'o decided.
The General turned to his two aides. "Major Acharya should be in our files. I want everything about him," he looked at the other. "I want to find out everything about this Lady Khoonkeenadee. Where she was born, who her parents are, her favorite foods, where she went to school, what grades she got, who her favorite teacher was, everything. I wanna know if she prefers being a Twinkie or a Toaster Strudel. Find out everything you can about her, then dig deeper and get me the rest."
Both aides nodded, looking down at their work stations.
Vuxten checked his datalink for what that least part meant. When he saw he carefully kept from laughing. Crude, but not crude at the same time, he thought.
The data came in slowly at first. Ge'ermo'o and Vuxten listened as Major Acharya's record, training, early life, education, background, and parentage came in. Vuxten had to admit he was impressed, the Terran sounded like a wrecking machine. He'd been killed due to SUDS error during the First Telkan War, and had been awaiting reassignment out of V Corps when the Great Die Off had gone down. Apparently he'd held off an entire Precursor assault by himself for nearly ten minutes, after already being severely damaged, while Death Horse from 11th ACR had rescued Telkans who had been experimented on. That had merely been the most recent in a long string of rescue operations, deep strike operations, and high kinetic combat assaults.
Lady Khoonkeenadee proved to be a bit harder. Ge'ermo'o watched with interest, noticing the difference between Unified Council intelligence gathering on a short notice and Terran Confederacy.
Lady Khoonkeenadee was well known for over two hundred years on a planet where people lived the lives of primitives surrounded on all sides by hostile creatures with impossible abilities, including great biological wrecking machines known as 'dragons'. She was a warrior leader, the right hand to a powerful king.
Ge'ermo'o admitted to himself he would have never thought to look up the type of nanites that were used, where they had come from, and how the entertainment world fabricated them. He carefully concealed his anxiety at the thought of a Terran walking around with a biological organ that produced nanites of the same type as existed inside of a creation engine, as well as the neural wetware to control them.
"She didn't just appear by magic on that world. Dig deeper," General Vhestlak ordered.
Ge'ermo'o nodded. Perhaps there was more information that would be pertinent.
When the information came in that she had been previously on other primitivism worlds, the reason for her ejections were varied and interesting.
"Wait, what is a 'world engine'?" Ge'ermo'o asked.
"The creation engine that produces the world's 'soup' and controls it," an aide said. "It gave her full control over the entire planet's nanite systems, effectively making her a god."
Ge'ermo'o nodded, thinking. The Terran female would be able to destroy her enemies with ease, cause famine, drought, adjust the weather, all to her whims. She could even dim the sun. Ge'ermo'o slowly thought through all the permutations of such power.
Then he considered how she had voluntarily given it up when asked.
"Got her real name," one of the aides said. "Mukantagara Elizabeth Carnight, born as the first baby of 8,000 PG," the aide frowned. "Medical records indicate that... oh. Sirs! Sirs, you need to see this!"
Most of the officers turned to the holotank. General Vhestlak stared at the aide, a BASS chimera, foxlike features with electric blue and white fur.
"What is..." General Vhestlak started to ask.
Ge'ermo'o was still parsing the fact that the Terrans could run a genetic analysis on a living being within fractions of a second. The DNA strand in the holotank looked normal, even though small sections were flashing red.
"Digital Omnimessiah preserve us," Smokey 'No said softly. He inhaled deeply on the cigarettes and exhaled forcefully through his two legs.
"What is it?" Vuxten asked, staring.
"A birth defect. Her DNA is auto-correcting and pre-Glassing. You don't see that outside of anthropology and museums," Casey said. "Well, outside of planets like I grew up on, that eschew genetic alterations."
Vuxten and Ge'ermo'o both looked at Casey, who shrugged. "You pick up stuff."
Ge'ermo'o nodded sagely.
"So, we've got the Team Daddy for the Regulators, a highly decorated military intelligence covert action controller, and an expert on hand to hand medieval warfare and nanite control who's a genetic throwback to before the Glassing, all on an Atrekna research station?" Smokey 'No asked.
Everyone nodded.
Smokey 'No suddenly laughed. "Well, there's no need to wonder how they went from prisoners to owning the station. That's like every action movie's top three stars, right there," he chuckled. "With those three I could probably wage war on a planet."
There were wry chuckles.
"We're going to have to mount a rescue mission," Smokey 'No said, moving around the tank. "Combine their survival with the fact it's an Atrekna research station, it's all too good to pass up," he looked up. "Lance Corporal Casey?"
"Yes, sir?" Casey said.
"Do you feel comfortable escorting the rescue team?" Smokey 'No asked.
Casey opened his mouth, then closed it, looking at Vuxten. "I would, sir, but doing so would violate my medical profile."
Smokey 'No cocked his head slightly. "Profile?"
Casey sighed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded paper square. He handed it to Smokey 'No and waited.
The big Treana'ad read it carefully, nodding to himself. Ge'ermo'o moved up and looked at the paper.
Psychological damage. Complex Operator Identification Syndrome. Addiction. Survivor's Guilt. Pair Bonding Grief Disorder. Trauma Induced Bipolar. Complex Trauma Induced Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.
Ge'ermo'o nodded slowly.
Yes, the human was too damaged to allow to accompany the rescue mission. It would put him, and by proxy, the rest of the team in danger.
Smokey 'No folded the paper up and handed it to him. "I'll make sure someone keeps you informed, Lance Corporal."
"Thank you, sir," Casey said.
Ge'ermo'o noted how the human's back was stiff and a muscle was twitching along his jaw.
"I'll need you to turn over you communications device," Smokey 'No said.
Casey looked at, swallowing for a moment, then handed it over.
Smokey 'No turned to Vuxten. "Your Marine needs medical care, Captain."
Vuxten got up slowly, favoring his leg. "Yes, sir."
Smokey 'No stared at Casey. "There is something you need to think about, with your background. Something you should know now rather than later."
"What's that, sir?" Casey asked.
"In two of her incarnation, totaling over a century, Lady Khoonkeenadee was an accomplished necromancer slash technomancer. Do you know what that means?" Smokey 'No asked.
Casey shook his head as Vuxten moved up next to him. "No, sir."
"That means she could literally bring the dead back to life. Not through SUDS, well, not exactly. Not a new body, not a cloned body, but literally repair the dead body and hot-load the SUDS," Smokey 'No opened the pack of cigarettes, took one out, handed it to Casey, then got one for himself. "That means that Specialist Peel was not SUDS rebirthed."
Smokey 'No lit his cigarette.
"She was brought back to life by a powerful necromancer," Smokey 'No exhaled smoke down the right side of his abdomen. "You should see a chaplain."
Casey looked pained and Vuxten reached out and touched the big human's arm. He could feel that Casey's muscles were clenched, the Terran's skin as hard as iron.
"I'll escort him, sir," Vuxten said.
"Very good, "Smokey 'No said. "Dismissed."
Vuxten led Casey to the elevator, keeping contact.
Ge'ermo'o watched the turbolift doors shut.
Several officers suddenly gave a sharp exhale, as if they were holding their breath.
"That was tense," General Vrawgarkwa said.
"I suddenly found myself disliking that regulations state that fleet officers are not to carry sidearms aboard ship," Admiral Shtuklar said as he reached up and smoothed the spines on the top of his head that had raised slightly due to stress.
"For a moment, we hovered on him killing us all," General Vhestlak said. He reached out to Smokey 'No. "Spare a brother officer a smoke?"
Smokey 'No nodded.
"I believe he has too much self-control to lash out blindly," Ge'ermo'o stated confidently. "However, it may be a good thing that General Trucker is groundside, as the General would have been an excellent target for the human Casey's rage."
Smokey 'No chuckled. "You have a point. Good observation."
"I am an observant and attentive commander," Ge'ermo'o nodded.
"Strangely so," Smokey 'No muttered, turning away.
Ge'ermo'o felt a flush of pride.
He couldn't wait until later to tell his men about the Treana'ad officer's praise.




Chapter Fifteen

Girlz Und Boloz
"In my centuries of military service, the time I spent with the Mad Lemurs of Terra instructed me on a simple truth I had never glimpsed, and thus, had never understood that I did not understand such a fundamental truth: It is not their body, their weapons, their armor, that makes one strong, it is their spirit. Nothing on the outside, only that which comes from within."
"The Mad Lemurs of Terra embodied that truth so much that they instilled it in each other, in their machines, in their great works."
"Even in their allies."
"And eventually, even in me." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
29847 seconds have passed since I have begun maneuvering on the hull of the Precursor vessel. I have determined, in that time, that this is not an autonomous war machine, but is actively crewed and controlled by what can only be classified as Precursor Era Mantid. In that time I have traveled nearly a thousand miles on the hull, taking care to keep within damaged area in order to avoid detection.
I have passed gun arrays that measured in the miles, each massive nCv cannon the size of a radio-telescope, each one cold and dark, without power. I maneuvered through a crater from a superstring compressor cannon that measured nearly a hundred miles in diameter. The impact was massive, devastating, but not mortal.
My scanners did not detect any way into the massive structure that is this vessel, so I continued on in my journey.
I dedicate 1.34252 seconds to resolving an argument between my 8" howitzer battery and my 155mm artillery systems by muting both over the maintenance channel, leaving them to sulk. Both are solid, dependable systems, with warbois that are effective and precise, but their constant arguments have no place in my current operation.
The fighting over possession of the planet is at a stalemate for the Mantid Precursor Vessel. They cannot use their heavy weapons without destroying the ecosystem and permanently damaging the planet, as well as the fact that the ground-side defensive batteries would take advantage of any flicker on the ship's battlescreens to slam home heavy defensive shells.
This has forced the Mantid to engage in landing ground troops to fight over the territory they obviously want.
As I move around and weave between massive particle projection cannons, I know that I have not been noticed because I am too small. I am a BOLO, true. Large, the size of a terrestrial super-stadium, weighing tens of thousands of tons, I am imposing and awe inspiring.
The massive hive-like structure in front of me, reminiscent of termite mounds of Terra's ancient African continent, is nearly a hundred miles high and four hundred at the base. It is a city in the vast continent sized bulk of the vessel.
I am a mite on the surface of this massive vessel that is the size of a continent.
The vessel is large enough that just being in far orbit, 2.2 million kilometers from the atmosphere, is causing tidal disruptions on the planet below as well as causing gravitational induced drag slowing on the planet's core.
I must be careful when, if, I am able to engage the controllers of this ship in combat. The planet would not survive this ship crashing into it.
I dedicate processing power to run simulations of how it might work out, based on my limited data, as I continue on toward my goal.
The massive hive structure.
Nemta dropped onto his back, grabbing a canister off of his harness and spraying the burning purple plasma adhered to his armor. He gritted his teeth to keep from screaming as he felt the skin, fat, and muscle beneath the impact cook. The canister hissed, the plasma went out with a pop, and Nemta panted as he got out an injector. He slammed in into the injection port and gritted his teeth.
Less than a second and the nanites in the injector had bypassed the pain signals and set to work fixing the tissue damage, leaving his leg numb and tingling.
"You all right?" the Treana'ad at the firing port to his right asked, without turning away from the window.
"Will be," Nemta said. "I hate those kinetic deflection rounds."
The Mantid had rifles that fired plasma packets that would 'bounce' around inside an area until it hit something matching armor. They'd only deployed those in the last few hours, but already they were taking a heavy toll.
"I see you," the Treana'ad said. He triggered his heavy cannon he was holding then ducked down and scurried away as the distinctive scream of a Tasty-Freeze missile sounded out. He squatted down next to Nemta, who watched through the viewscreen as the missile raced out, weaving between obstacles, and then at the last second deployed twenty submunitions. The primary round and the submunitions all deployed a bunch of blades and began to spin.
The payload hit the gathered Mantid warriors and turned them to slurry right before it hit the APC they'd unassed and blew it to Hell to give the Mantid warriors a ride in the afterlife.
"You suppose it was this bad for our ancestors?" Nemta asked, then gasped as the nanites shocked the nerve cord to keep his brain from editing in pain.
"Mine never fought them," the Treana'ad said.
"Mine either," Nemta chuckled.
"Wouldn't mind some Terrans right about now," the Treana'ad said. He gave another mandible grinding chuckle. "Those Mantid think we're a pain in the ass, could you imagine a bunch of howling primates in power armor rawfullstomping them?"
The image of the Mad Arch-Angel TerraSol appeared in Nemta's mind's eye, the memory of her painted on the nose of the downed fighter. Her face twisted in fury as she hewed at her foes with a sword, spattered in the blood of her enemies, her rage without bounds.
He suddenly missed Friend Terry.
"Be nice," Nemta admitted.
"Man, I was an ice cream taster before this," the Treana'ad admitted.
"Deserter slash political refugee," Nemta said.
The sound of return fire trying to get through the heavy ferrocrete and battlesteel plating was starting to die down.
"Saw you on the Tri-Vee," the Treana'ad said. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes. "Want one?"
"Sure. What's it going to do, kill me faster?" Nemta said. He held out his hand as the missile launcher next to the Treana'ad pinged to signal the creation engine had loaded another round into the magazine.
He followed the Treana'ad's instructions on how to light it, get a good draw, not hack up a lung from the harshness of the smoke, and how to exhale it and look cool doing it.
They both kept an eye on the feed from the cams outside, watching for any movement in their sector.
Another 4,582 seconds have passed as I have moved steadily toward the hive structure. My psychic shielding and phasic inhibitors have slowly increased in power drain as I have approached it. Logically, this is move evidence that the hive structure is a vitally important part of the ship.
The Queen, possibly even an Overqueen, is within that hive, and is using her psychic abilities to weave her forces into one coherent whole.
If I can eliminate her or remove her influence, it will have an immediate and measurable effect upon the battle going on planetside.
During the time I have spent on approach I have ordered my creation engines to fabricate phasic enhanced munitions. Without a commander I do not have access to latent Terran Descent Humanity phasic energy, and so the munitions are technological phasic systems.
Which are inferior to what my Commander would have influenced even in his sleep.
My repair systems are still hard at work. The nanites have worked slowly with the denser materials, like micro-organisms slowly constructing a coral reef, they have replaced and repaired systems that normally would have to be replaced at a depot.
I am less than a hundred miles from the hive when the final connections are made, the self-tests passed, and a system comes on line.
For more than 11.8927 seconds I consider the system. An eternity of indecision as I rattle forward on my tracks, eventually slowing down to come to an eventual stop in the canyon.
The system is for emergency use only, and normally requires authorization from high level command.
But I am cut off from command. There had been no answer over the Dinochrome Brigade channels. Even my connection to GM War Operations is inoperative, although I am unsure of whether or not the unjammable has been jammed or if it is residual damage from the fight that heavily damaged me.
The system is an older one, dating back to the third millennium after the Glassing of Terra.
The Kentai Commander System.
It is a dangerous system that I, like most BOLOs, are loathe to engage even with the loss of my Commander.
But the situation is extreme. Billions of lives hang in the balance, and I force myself to swallow my distaste and activate the Kentai Commander system.
The hatch closes over the rebuilt command couch where my Commander had been wiped away. Fluid fills it and nanites flood into it.
Her name appears in my mind. Hovering in mid-air. Pink letters with white outlining.
Nekonya
I move into a twisting canyon forged by the superstring compressor cannon shot, slowing down, as the system goes to work.
I dislike it. I have never worked with one.
But the loss of my Commander reduces my effectiveness by a large margin and with billions of lives hanging in the balance, I have no choice.
I wonder, briefly, how effective a force-growth clone with loaded memories really is.
She will be Born Whole.
She will be baptized by fire.
The Mantid Overqueen voiced her displeasure in a long, drawn out scream. She lashed out, tearing in half a half-dozen workers clustered around her, but their deaths did nothing to mollify her.
Who did these creatures think they were? How dare those Mantid down there rebuff her authority, her majesty, her universe given right to rule? How dare they resist her?
"Send more!" she screeched out. "Send ALL of them! I want those beings rounded up and put in their proper place in the universe! They exist for MY whims, MY pleasures, MY desires!"
The two speakers still in the chamber both made motions of obeisance and hurried out.
The Overqueen cleaned her antenna carefully, staring at the egg chamber around her. True, she was producing hundreds of eggs a day, but the majority of them were workers, the slave caste. Less than one out of every twenty were servitor warriors, one out of a hundred warrior caste, one out of every thousand a speaker.
She needed more troops.
That damnable ship. That blasted, hateful, starship that had come out of nowhere and attacked. It had resisted her mental commands and dared to assault her perfection! Worse, the weapon it had fired was of such staggering power that it had interrupted her control of the hive mind, even caused the death of numerous speakers.
The worst part though, was the impact. It had struck over the vast chambers of warriors. In an instant millions of warriors were reduced to molecule thick smears between hyper-density collapsed hyperalloys.
She had fled. She hated to admit it, but she had been forced to flee rather than give that damnable ship another shot at her greatness. It had missed by less than a thousand miles, the crater was a hundred miles wide and eighty miles deep, with fissures and damage extending out over six hundred miles in some cases.
The impact had almost knocked her free of her perch, had made her swollen and distended egg laying sections sway painfully and almost tear free of her body.
The flight into jumpspace had been panicked. She had ordered the ship to stay in jumpspace, abandoning precious speakers and warriors to the planetary system she had fled.
When she had come out of jumpspace, she had discovered that the system was occupied by more primitives. More xenospecies that her kind had never encountered.
Along with traitors.
Her fear had translated to anger and she had ordered her ship into close orbit with the planet orbiting the star that flared with EM energy output.
It galled her to admit her attending vessels had been destroyed by the paltry handful of ships defending the system, leaving her master vessel to assault the planet alone.
Part of her wondered where the other Overqueen had gone, the one that had been with her, and if they had successfully escaped or if that damnable ship had pursued and destroyed them.
Her hatred of the new xenospecies knew no bounds as she surveyed the hive mind.
If her servitor caste got to close to the new species, their fortifications, or their urban areas, she lost contact with them, never to regain it. The enemy was dug in and proving extremely difficult to dislodge.
They used a variety of weaponry, although they seemed to have an affinity for ballistic and kinetic weapons.
She watched as a group of a dozen warriors and nearly a hundred warrior servitors all scurried out of an armored personnel transport. They formed up immediately, streaming into the proper formation, readying their weapons.
A hypersonic missile screamed in, over a dozen secondary rounds flew free in a ripple of explosions. The Overqueen watched in slow motion as all of the rounds deployed long blades, longer even than a speaker's bladearms, and began to rotate.
The rounds shredded the entire group, the smaller submunitions exploding, the larger one streaking forward at the APC. The Overqueen sensed the pilot's panic right before she saw from a dozen other eyes the APC explode.
The Overqueen screeched again.
How dare they! How dare they resist her magnificence? How dare they deny her their bodies and minds?
Did they not know that her whims transcended their pathetic needs?
I can sense the neural overlay system going to work, making delicate dendrite and synapses connections, loading the cerebral tissue of the Kentai Commander with knowledge and the ability to use it.
A part of me wonders if she will feel artificial. Will she feel like a digital sentience attempting to join with me into our fusion? Will it damage or degrade my battle reflex mode and hyper-heuristic combat processing mode?
I do not know, and that ignorance creates feelings of unease across my secondary battlefield processors.
Nemta gritted his teeth, ignoring the purple flashes of the plasma packets peppering the ferrocrete and battlesteel around him, and leveled the sight picture.
He could see them now. They had up holocamo up, but the rapid fire plasma machinegun they were operating was causing it to waver and flicker, making it more obvious than if they'd just dumped green paint on themselves.
The gunner was a big one, slightly bigger than the other two warriors.
Nemta's prism scope told him it was only 750 meters. He adjusted for windage, planetary rotation, air density, range, round dropoff, magnetic acceleration depletion, and round type.
A single pull of the trigger and he yanked the weapon out of the crack and ducked down.
There was no flame to expose him, but the ripple of EM from the barrel could be detected by a lot of sensors.
The gunner started to rake the crack Nemta had shot from, then the fire suddenly ceased.
"GOT HIM! FOOF OUT!" the Treana'ad yelled out, popping up, pushing the muzzle of his missile cannon out the crack, and firing. The Treana'ad used the recoil to throw himself down and back, staying low as he skittered away on all four footpads.
The round Nemta had fired contained a tracer.
The Mantid manning the gun saw the hypervelocity round hit the gunner, punching a divot in his breastplate and a cone out the back that liquified tissue squirted out of. Before they could react a missile came in fast, screaming at the last second.
The sound made them freeze up.
The round came in low, barely a foot off the ground, streaking between debris and rocks, until it suddenly arced up.
The round suddenly burst apart into dozens of smaller munitions that rained downward. Before they had fallen a meter they had deployed to the optimum cover distance.
The shells popped apart.
And rained 'dragon's breath' down on the Mantid troops.
They caught on fire, melted, and caught on fire again before they could even scream.
In their defense, so did the machinegun, their armor, the fortification, the air, the dirt.
Even the fire caught on fire.
In the damaged and hammered landing control tower Nemta accepted another cigarette as the Treana'ad missile cannon gave a beep that it was reloaded.
What's it gonna do, kill me faster?
The Overqueen reacted with fury as she witnessed another slaughter of her troops.
Didn't those primitives know she wanted that landing field? The planetary magnetosphere made it so that was the optimum landing point for that entire section of the continent! She was DUE that place.
How dare they deny it to her!
She wanted it!
And her wants superseded their needs.
Even the universe knew that.
The medibed beeps and the cover over the commander's couch goes transparent, giving me my first view of her.
Large vision correcting lenses over her eyes. A headband with stylized pink feline ears that poked out of long blonde hair. A Terran Confederate Army Tank Commander's female dress uniform, complete with skirt. 168 cm tall, with long limbs. Her face is perfect, a picture of innocence as she moves from asleep to wakefulness.
I can see her eyes moving rapidly under her eyelids.
The sight of the cat ears does give me some pause. It is dangerous to wear such things into battle. The NekoMarines could possibly sense her.
However, I computer a 99.98267% chance, adjusted downward to a solid 80% as per Confederate battlefield doctrine, that the arrival of the NekoMarines would not make the situation any more urgent than it already is.
The lid of the command couch retracts and I see her nostrils flare as she takes her first breath of air, filtered as it may be.
The lock over her right ear is still damp from the biological nutrifluid she was forcegrowth in. A small detail, but one that I notice all the same.
She stretches and yawns, her eyes opening.
They are light brown behind her strange glasses.
I feel her link into the shared consciousness.
All doubt is swept away.
Like me, she is Born Whole. Where I was brought to activation at the GM plant, ready and capable of fighting in any war, she was birthed in the command deck of a BOLO, with the knowledge she needs to prosecute any war to the fullest.
"Attila, VSR, please," she says softly.
My capability jumps to nearly 90% at her words.
"We have a battle to win," she finishes.
For the first time since I was reactivated on that enemy repair world, everything feels right again as I give her a verbal situation report.
She nods along with my estimations and projections, linked to me in such a way that we're fused, intertwined. I can feel her approval, and I find myself just as gratified to receive her approval as she is gratified at my welcome.
"Time to teach the enemy the lesson they never seem to learn," Nekonya says.
I know the answer, but I ask it all the same, a feeling of rightness filling me as I engage my tracks and begin moving forward again.
"Which lesson?" I ask her.
"That war, war never changes, nyaaa," she says, smiling for both of us.




Chapter Sixteen

approximately two-hundred and thirty humans in Rigellian Saurian Compact Space, not including LARP worlds, primitive therapy worlds, and those who are, for lack of a better word, anarcho-primitivists.
Those worlds seem to be arming after suffering a casualty rate of 45-80%, but when you're talking about hundreds of millions or even billions of humans, or those crazy bastards from the therapy worlds, you're talking about a whole galaxy of hurt.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Any word on The Bag?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA'AD HIVE WORLDS
It's a serious problem.
See, the whole thing is maintained by a set of artificially generated singularities in a complex interwoven orbit around each other.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Right.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Now, to prevent them from being accessed by an enemy, they are then, well, gravitationally 'inverted' so to speak, so they exist in a second extra-dimensional non-Euclidean space. The space fills up with 'white matter' protomatter, and the singularities orbit through that, as the white matter isn't effected by gravity force.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Wait. What?
How does that work?
That's not how it works. That's not how singularities work! How do you 'invert gravity'? That's not how gravity works! And that's not how white matter, which has never been proven to exist, works!
That's not how any of it works!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
>Rigel snickers
MANTID FREE WORLDS
It's pretty simple.
The Terrans figured out how to make it work like that, so it works like that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
That's not how physics works!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
>Rigel snickers louder
>Pubvia hides a smile
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Well, according to scientific research done by Terran Descent Humanity, you can make it work like that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
That's not right! You can't just TELL the universe how fundamental laws work because you decided they work that way!
Reality doesn't work that way!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
BEHOLD! HUMANITY!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
ALL>Laugh
>Hesstla grumbles
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Anyway, the system is designed so that it can't be opened from the outside without certain steps being taken. It's also designed so that the system can't be just dropped from the inside by a stray EM pulse or by enemy troops gaining access to a few critical systems.
Terran Descent Humanity paranoia in action.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
But now it's turned back around and bitten them on the ass.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Not necessarily.
Observational data suggests that some kind of temporal energy cascade, the same one that seems to have strengthened the evolutionary reversion attack, is currently washing over the TerraSol System's space.
But, the chronotron energy, once it enters the bag, is exposed to white matter filled space, which means the chronotrons begin to vibrate at a different frequency and begin to get expelled from the 'Drawstring' in a geometrically increased rate.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
OK... I'm lost.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Do you know what an orange is? Not the color, the Terran fruit.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Man, I could go for some orange crème ice cream.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
That sounds good.
Ooh, I hear an ice cream truck.
Be right back, gonna get the puffies some orange creme sticks.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
Yes. We were growing a hybrid here before the
CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA
attack upon our system.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
OK, picture a flat piece of black silk. Now, picture the TerraSol system in the middle. Now, pick up the silk that the edges, so now you have the TerraSol system in a bag. Take an orange and put it in the 'mouth' of the 'bag' you've made.
Now, put a string around the orange, tying the bag to it.
Now, invert the orange peel so the string is on the inside of the orange.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Screw this. I'm going to get ice cream.
PUBVIA! WAIT FOR ME!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
:SYSTEM ALERT: NINE URGENT MESSAGE THREADS TO BE PROCESSED :SYSTEM ALERT:
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
BAH!
Dammit, those alerts scare the crap out of me every time.
I mean, it's not like the messages are for us. It just yells at us like some psychopath getting a cellphone and screaming at the other passengers on the bus that he's going to be talking on the phone.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
No, the pulp of the orange is the white matter. Moving slowly through the white matter pulp are some artificially generated singularities, generated by the string you used to close the bag, moving in a Klemperer rosette orbiting the outside of the orange according to gravitational effects.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
What?
I mean, I understand those are words, and you put them in some kind of order, but I have no idea what you just said!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Ice cream?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TNVARU GRIPPING HANDS
Thanks.
Ooh, root beer vanilla crème.
Thanks.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Trust me, kid. When you're dealing with human 'super-science', ice cream is about all that makes it bearable.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Anyway. Now you can see how it can only be opened from the inside, but that means it can only be opened from the outside.
With the chronotron cascade coming from Lanaktallan Space, thanks to Task Force Reaper, and the chrono-reversion attack on Terran Descent Humanity, the system won't drop the bag because technically TerraSol is still under heavy extinction level assault.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
OK, I understand.
I think.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Lemur people broke space and fell in the hole.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
OK, see, that I understand.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Trust us, kid, after a while, this becomes just a normal thing when dealing with
FIRST CONTACT ALERT
XENOSPECIES: POSITIVE
TERRAN: NEGATIVE
SPECIES INITIAL DESIGNATION: H'KEK'NTH
FIRST CONTACT ALERT ON [TIME/DATE ERROR]
FIRST CONTACT ALERT
Terrans and...
Wait, what?
QUERY>LOCATION OF FIRST CONTACT
SYSTEM REPLY> COVERTHIC CLUSTER
Uh, does anyone know where the coverthic cluster is?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
No clue.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Nope.
That looks like a saurian name though.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Never even heard of it.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Damn, the timestamp is corrupted. So's the rest of the data.
Wonder what
SYSTEM ALERT
H'KEK'NTH AGGRESSION ALERT!
SIX (6) PLANETARY ASSAULTS
ALERT LEVEL RAISED TO MAGENTA
it was all about?
Oooh, that doesn't look good.
What do you think
SYSTEM ALERT
H'KEK'NTH 1% LINE ACHIEVED
happened?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Apparently, that.
Do you suppose they got
SYSTEM ALERT! ENGAGEMENT OF HOSTILITIES BY 1% LINE SPECIES
SPECIES DESIGNATION: BREPTILUK
ENGAGING IN XENOCRUSADE
XENOCRUSADE ACCOMPLISHED
MOVING DATA FOR SPECIES: BREPTILUK TO COLD STORAGE
DNA, CULTURAL, SOCIAL, HISTORICAL DATA IS NOW IN COLD STORAGE
END SYSTEM ALERT
Wow, they got their
SYSTEM ALERT! ENGAGEMENT OF HOSTILITIES BY 1% LINE SPECIES
SPECIES DESIGNATION: H'KEK'NTH
SECOND VIOLATION
PLANET CRACKER USE DETECTED
XENOCRUSADE AUTHORIZED
XENOCRUSADE ACCOMPLISHED
MOVING DATA FOR SPECIES: H'KEK'NTH TO COLD STORAGE
DNA, CULTURAL, SOCIAL, HISTORICAL DATA IN NOW IN COLD STORAGE
END SYSTEM ALERT
ass kicked.
OK. When/Where is this happening?
QUERY> LOCATION OF LAST TWO 1% LINES
SYSTEM> INVALID GALACTIC LOCATION. Z, Q^3 COORDINATE ERROR
Great, the system's still borked.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Borked enough it can't give us any data, not borked enough that it isn't running around shouting at us.
SYSTEM ALERT
>DIG SETS SYSALER TO +M
Thanks.
Someone keep on eye on the dataflow see what this is all about.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
I'll do it. I've still got old access keys that are authorized.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Wow, these H'Kek'Nth were some real assholes.
They owned about 200 systems. Looks like they made incursions into systems labeled "Human Occupied Space". Lots of glassing, planet crackers, stuff like that.
Real xenophobes.
Looks like the war took almost thirty years before they got 1%'d.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Got a map?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Here.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Let's see if we can get this to line up...
Um... WTF?
What. The. Fuck?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
What? What is it?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
This map makes no sense. I'm comparing it to Milky Way Galaxy cartography and astrography, and it doesn't match up.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Let me try.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Wow. These guys xenocided thirty species before they ran into humans. During the war they tried to xenocide two more.
The universe is a better place with those guys gone.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
I think I found it.
Maybe.
You're not going to like it.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Oh, come on.
Where is it?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
The mid-section of the Scutum-Centaurus Arm.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
What?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
You heard me.
Sis, you OK, you look like you're frothing at the mouth.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
HOW? How did they get out THERE?
WHEN? When did they get there?
WHO? Who is out there? And don't say Terrans or I swear I'll scream.
WHAT? What reason did they have to go there?
WHERE? Where are they located now?
WHY DIDN'T ANY OF US KNOW THIS?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Don't stroke out, sis. Breathe. Breathe.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
BIOLOGICAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Behold! Humanity!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Eat me.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
The two glittering figures stood on the edge of the cliff, looking down. Below them a vast river of glittering data surged and roared through the canyon it had carved in the infrastructure as more and more resources had been added just to handle the dataflow.
Suspended in the glittering 'water' were shapes, forms, likenesses of sleeping humans that swept along the current, surrounded by glittering data.
The two stared for a long moment, then began to move slowly down the steps that had been hewed from solid EPROM bedrock. They were careful, the EPROM steps were slick with .dll fragments and JPG artifacts. Moss of TCP/IP routing addresses, ancient and forgotten codes, coated the walls of the canyon and trickles of ultralinks dripped along the EPROM rock.
Finally they reached the bottom. The dock was worn, ancient, with the pier pilings carved with strange runes and images. On top of each a Terran male sternly stared at the duo with judging eyes, visible only from the neck up.
The frog one moved up, using a thumb to smear away the coating of video compression artifacts from the dataplate beneath one of the busts.
"Vint Cerf ForMemRS," the frog read out loud. He turned to the fox. "Recognize the name?"
The fox shook his head, limping slightly, using his sword to help him along. "No. Impressive facial hair though."
They moved to the end of the 'dock' and looked down.
The water was roaring, surging, foam splashing the dock.
"What do you think it is?" the frog asked.
The fox shook his head, sitting down. "No clue," he answered.
He looked up, into the darkness. He could see 'fireflies' moving around. Code packets, data requests, minor status reports, some cookies.
"Is it just me, or did they expend as much effort to the art of this place as they did to build it?" the frog asked, sitting next to the fox.
"As with function comes form," the fox quoted. He looked around. "This is an ancient, dark, and terrible place."
The frog nodded.
A human hand reached up, over the edge of the dock, slapping onto the 'stone' wetly. A human pulled himself out of the water.
"I..." the human growled, spitting 'water' and the red code of blood. "Will..."
The fox and the frog scooted back slightly from the human.
"Not..." the human heaved itself from the water. It stood up, the code making up its body swirling.
"Die," the human snarled. It slumped slightly, shook its head as if to dispel thoughts, and looked at the fox and the frog.
"I ain't stayin'," the Terran said. It moved past the duo, without acknowledging their existence, walking toward a second set of steps that moved up the 'cliff' and into the dark. "You can't kill this motherfucker."
The frog and the fox looked at each other, then at the human, was climbing the narrow steps, using hands and feet to slowly ascend the wall.
"Can't... kill... me..." the human growled as it crawled.
The duo looked into the water. Foam swirled around in the water, shapes suggested by the flowing foam.
The duo looked at each other and spoke at the same time.
"It's a SUDS line!"




Chapter Seventeen

Herod stared out the window of the star-tram as it sped along the magnetic 'tunnel' at hypersonic speeds. Below him were vast fields of grain, tended to by robotic agricultural units. Above him was an ocean, sparking and blue in the light of the two fusion reactors moving along their own magnetic tracks.
The two areas were separated by roughly five hundred thousand miles. The only reason he could see them with any clarity was the auto-focus in the windows of the startram, and the fact that he was currently moving through the thin layer of vacuum between the two atmospheres.
It wasn't the first time he had ridden this route.
Herod kept having nightmares in the eyeblink between full wakefulness and moving into maintenance mode to defrag, recompile, and kernal check. In the split second before the dream generator kicked on, he had been suffering a nightmare.
The same one.
Over and over.
Every time he was sitting in a startram car. Wally was next to him, even more rusted and battered. The hazardous environment frame and protective gear he was wearing was worn, scuffed, dirty. His boots were battered and scuffed, the soles thin, the laces replaced by narrow strips of plas. His tools were mismatched, scuffed, scratched, rusted in places. Grips were worn almost smooth, sockets were rounded rather than sharp at the corners, drivers were warped and rusted.
Every time he looked up and saw his own face in the glass of the window across from him.
His face was wrinkled. His hair gray. A long beard down his chest of iron gray and bone white. His eyes were surrounded by red, puffy flesh, his eyes bloodshot and weary. His nose and cheeks covered with the thin spider-tracks of broken capillaries.
In the nightmare, he knew there was just one more thing to fix and maybe the automatic systems would finally completely kick in.
Right before he woke up he often suffered another dream. Of pushing a massive boulder uphill, of struggling, straining against it, moving it stubbornly inch by inch, only to have his strength fail and the boulder roll back and crush him, leaving him screaming and maimed in the dirt of the trail he had been pushing the boulder up.
Herod knew he needed to talk to someone about it, about the dreams, but couldn't bring himself to.
Nightmares like he was having were one thing.
Sam-UL's existence was something else.
Herod looked down and patted Wally's head. The little maintenance bot looked up, blinked, and gave a chirping sigh as he leaned against Herod's leg.
"Harry, are you there?" Sam asked over the datalink. Herod could hear the tightness in his voice, hear the barely resisted madness.
"I'm here, Sam," Herod said.
"Things are lighting up. The more stuff we fix, the more urgent requests for repair we get. We've got a major one, tied into the SUDS, the Gestalt System, and the Educational System," Sam said.
"What is it?" Herod asked. He closed his eyes and sighed. He couldn't remember the last time he had more than a few hours off.
Yes, he could. It was when they'd sent a message to that General. How long ago was it? Years? Months?
He checked his chrono out of habit and sighed when he saw that it was flashing error codes and had a 'local time' underneath that said he'd been here nearly twenty years.
"Herod?" Sam asked.
"I'm here," Herod answered.
"You drifted off for a moment. I need you to repair something."
"What is it?" Herod repeated.
"I'm not sure, exactly. I don't know what most of this stuff does," Sam admitted. "Something called the Cross Species Consensus Individual Insertion Array. It sounds important."
Herod nodded. "Yeah. How long till I get there?"
"It's important enough that it's on the Alpha Layer, on Earth-Prime. It's on Atlantis," Sam said.
Herod sighed, a weary long-suffering sound. "Of course it is. Am I going to be able to access Atlantis this time or am I going to end up running away from pre-Glassing combat robots again?"
"When I accepted the repair request, it kicked out a security header for you. The system is weird on Earth-Prime," Sam said.
"I'm pretty sure that it's the initial section that they built," Herod said. "Atlantis was destroyed in the Mantid Attack, if I recall correctly."
"Yeah. The Lost Continent. Completely obliterated by the Mantid," Sam said. "Supposedly, a high-tech utopia that everything they had is all lostek."
Herod nodded. He'd heard the stories. "I used to scoff at the idea of Pre-Glassing TerraSol having tech that the Confederacy didn't have."
"Then we got here," Sam said softly. He giggled, then laughed, then started screaming and sobbing.
It took a few minutes for Sam to get himself back under control.
"Better?" Herod asked.
"Little," Sam said, his voice quiet.
"Funny thing is, all of this is ancient tech. Even if it is technically lostek, it's all ancient. There's actual semi-conductor systems. Some of the quantum arrays have less than ten qbits and are a thousand times more massive then anything we have currently," Herod said. He chuckled. "Hell, my watch, before it grew legs during the Bang, had more qbits than the majority of the 'supercomputer arrays' we repaired."
"It's funny, but if I start to laugh I'll start to scream and I don't know if I can stop this time," Sam said softly. His voice grew low and menacing. "And when I start screaming, I want to kill you so badly. So, so badly."
"I know, Sam," Herod said, looking out the window. "As soon as we're done, you'll kill me."
"Yes, yes I will," Sam whispered. "There will be nowhere you can run, nowhere you can hide. I'll let you run, let you feel all the fear as you know I'm coming for you and you can't stop me. You live at my sufferance, at my largess, but that generosity shall not last forever, Herod."
Herod stared out the window as Sam raved at him.
In a way, he was starting to miss Dee.
-------
"Dammit, the self-check failed again," Herod said, staring at the screen. Data was flowing by. Everything was working right, but it still kept throwing back "SELF CHECK FAILED. ALERT MAINTENANCE. ERROR CODE: GURU MEDITATION ERROR 22-04- 8400000C.000054D9" which made no sense.
"Any ideas?" Herod asked, looking down at Wally, who had finished the grisly task of shoving bones into his chest and grinding them up for mass.
Wally beeped and looked around. He blinked a few times, then looked back and gave a low, sad whistle.
"Me either," Herod said. "Let's see. We'll do a RUNSTEP command, see what we can find."
Herod stood there, watching each section of the bootup run, while Wally stood next to him. Cooling arrays were in tolerance. Power was stable with correct voltages. The fact that the system used whole volts instead of micro or millivolts still startled him.
The old systems were horrific power hogs.
RAM checked out. It still used the old byte system rather than the holographic platter system, so it took Herod a second each time to convert the amount of memory.
It seemed almost ironic to Herod that this system, which he had no idea what it did, had less memory than a pocketcomp RAMstik you could win in a box of cereal. He had a Charlie MooMoo RAMstik on his keychain back in the black box that had a trillion times the memory of the entire system and it was smaller than Herod's finger.
For a moment Herod daydreamed about sitting in the Black Box and watching a few episodes of Charlie MooMoo. He could use some animated comedy amusement.
"THERE!" Herod suddenly blurted out. He didn't tap onto the next instruction, just looked at what had happened.
Process Call to Species Divergent Neural System Amalgamation Splicing Array Failed
Process Call to Primary Processed Packet Processing Injection Processor Array Failed
DEEZ NUTZ FAILURE AT ADDRESS 0x80071AC3
Process Call to Recursion Interruption Buffer Failed
SHUTTING DOWN
Herod stared at it.
"All right. They're words. I recognize them as words. They're put in statements and descriptions," Herod suddenly leaned forward and banged his helmeted head against the side of the massive computer array. "But what does it mean?"
"Herod, are you all right?" Sam suddenly asked.
Herod sighed. "I need you to look up a couple arrays and a buffer system. Tell me if they're nearby," Herod said, then recited the error codes.
"Wow, those don't show up on a search or a list of functions and equipment, you literally have to do queries on those systems to get them to show up," Sam said softly. "It's a high security area."
Herod sighed. "Of course it is. Why, it's perfectly logical. A high security area. On an artificial continent modeled after a continent destroyed 8,000 years ago. On the surface of a Dyson Sphere, built 8,000 years ago in secret. In a secret dimension. Around a repeatedly failing Big Bang that nobody knows about. Why, a high security area in such a well-known area makes complete sense!"
Herod took a deep breath.
"I HATE THIS FUCKING PLACE!" he yelled.
"Herod, easy, easy, man," Sam said.
Herod slumped, leaning face first against the computer array, which was somehow vibrating smugly.
"How long have we been at this, Sam?" Herod asked softly.
"According to the systems I'm accessing, less than a year has passed at the Black Box," Sam said.
"How long, Sam?" Herod repeated.
"Um, the system where I'm at, which is temporally shielded? I've been in here about, oh, five years."
"How. Long."
"Two hundred sixty three years, five months, fourteen days, ten hours, six minutes," Sam said softly. "You've been working to repair the SUDS for three hundred years, Herod. Time moves differently for you than it does for me. I'm out past the Gamma Layer, you're doing most your work at the Alpha and Beta Layers, where time moves faster."
"Of course it does," Herod said, squeezing his eyes shut.
"That's why your defragging and kernal recompiles are taking longer and longer."
"I'm getting old," Herod whispered. "Laughter is timeless, imagination has no age, dreams are forever, look upon my works, ye joyless ones, and despair, for lives lived in happiness shine brighter than the stars and endure long after your misery has passed unto death."
"The Tyrant Disney," Sam said softly.
"Yes," Herod answered. "Three hundred years. Three hundred years have gone by."
"Not exactly," Sam said. "Just for you. Personally. And Wally."
"What about Dee?" Herod asked, mentally crossing his fingers that the psychopath had turned to dust and blown away on an ill wind.
"Still processing souls. She's getting better at it, but she still has a backlog of a couple hundred trillion," Sam said. "Why? Did you want to talk to her?"
"Oh, Digital Omnimessiah, no," Herod said. "Just keep that psycho away from me."
"She serves her purpose, Herod, as do you," Sam said, his voice suddenly firming and deepening. "Each unto his task with all his skill in grim purpose to a future they may never enjoy but find satisfaction in the knowledge that they did their part in ensuring that future."
"Catharzee Kryntalik. Yeah, I know the quote," Herod said. "Everyone knows that quote. Do you remember what happened when his work was accomplished?"
Sam was silent for a moment. "No. I don't."
"He hyper-sparked the stellar mass. Killed six hundred thirty five billion sentient beings across a fifty light year bubble," Herod said. "His final quote was a misquote from before the Glassing."
There was silence a moment. "What was it."
"The future's so bright you're gonna need shades," Herod said. He chuckled, then laughed. "You know what I just realized?"
"What?" Sam said, his voice soft.
"He's in here somewhere. A charismatic madman who convinced billions of sentient beings to work toward a grand project that killed them all, is somewhere in this system," Herod said.
"I thought they'd erase his SUDS record so nobody could bring him back," Sam said.
Herod shook his head. "You think they had that kind of database penetration on our side? They might be able to lock him out of the system from being reloaded, but there's no way they were that deep into the databases here to erase him."
"Huh. That means there's a lot of really evil people in the system somewhere," Sam said. "Do you think the HYP3.14 Ripper is in here somewhere?"
Herod chuckled. "If DS's somehow get loaded into this system, then, yeah, he's somewhere in here."
"Brr."
There was silence for a moment. "All right. You're right, it's on Atlantis. Believe it or not, it's only about two hundred meters from you."
Herod sighed. "Of course it is," he patted Wally. "Give me a waypoint line."
The blue line appeared in his vision and he started following it.
---------
"You know, we could really use some help," Herod said, kneeling down and cutting away a section of superconductor data cabling. A white spectral face of phasic energy started pushing out of the cable and Herod smacked it absently. It sunk back down with a snarl.
"Who's going to help us?" Sam asked.
Herod pulled the damaged connection collar away, tossing it over his shoulder. Wally grabbed it and shoved it into his chest, his grinders whirring as he reclaimed the mass.
"Who even knows what all this is. You've been doing this for centuries and don't even understand what it all is," Sam said.
"Because it's all eight thousand years old, built by crazy people!" Herod yelled, throwing the damaged cable to the side. Wally handed him a new cable. "An insane idea made manifest by insanity, hubris, and a distinct lack of..."
Herod went still.
"Three hundred years," he said softly, bending down and attaching the cable. "Three hundred years I've been doing this myself. Three hundred years of just me, running from system to system."
"I know," Sam said.
Herod locked the collar down, saw the cable light up with a warm amber light instead of the cold white light of the previous section. He slowly replaced the floor plating.
"Do the cloning systems work?" Herod asked softly.
"Lemme check," Sam said. There was silence for a moment and Herod insanely wished Dee was there so he could bum a smoke off of her. "Um, no. Looks like some kind of system lockout. I can't remotely unlock it, the systems that handle remote unlocking require error checks first and I can't trigger them."
"We're working on that next. We're getting the damn cloning banks working," Herod said.
"Why?" Sam asked.
Herod reached out with one foot and tapped a bone. "So we can bring these people back. They know this system. They built this system. Why didn't we bring them back?"
"Um... Harry..." Sam said gently.
"What?" Herod asked, stomping back toward the original system.
"You remember why we're here," Sam said.
"Yeah. So?" Herod said, stopping at the master control panel. "So what?"
"We're here to fix the SUDS. Without it being repaired, I can't bring back the techs who worked here. Not to mention that most of them are maddened, sleeping ones, or suffered extreme phasic injuries," Sam said. "Even if we get the system working, there's no guarantee that we can SUDS up the original crew that died here."
Herod closed his eyes and leaned his head against the side of the computer.
It was still vibrating smugly.
"Shit," was all Herod said.
"And right before those kids showed up, external access was taken over by the Arch-Angel Ellie, and I can't even get her to talk to me," Sam admitted. "She's part of a different system and won't recognize my authority."
"Elllie?" Herod asked. He stepped back, closed his eyes, and shook himself.
"Ee ell ee. Extinction Life Event. She's some kind of emergency system," Sam said.
"So things are going bad outside," Herod said. He opened his eyes, reached out, and thumbed the startup button. "Here goes nothing."
The computer whirred to life.
It beeped through each check, then began clicking and mumbling to itself.
Herod watched it as the CPU load jumped to 95% and stayed there as it began to process three different classes of files.
All of them SUDS files.
Herod sighed.
"That's one. What's next?" Herod asked, starting to gather up his tools. "Let's stick to Atlantis for right now. This is where they started building, let's see what's critical and fix it here."
"Um... Catastrophic Biological Failure Overflow Sorting Array System," Sam said. "Wow, the software in here is absolutely thrashed. The VR representation looks like a warzone."
"Can you fix that on your end?" Herod asked.
"I think so. I'll have to bring up the data from the Antarctic Data Storage," Sam said. "Looks like the hardware failed completely. No signal from any of it."
"Probably just unplugged again," Herod said. "How far?"
"Uh, fifteen hundred meters," Sam said. "Want me to get you a cart or something?"
"I'll walk," Herod said.
"OK. I have to do in-person VR requests for replacement code at the Antarctic Facility. I'll be back in a bit," Sam said.
"Yeah," Herod said. He looked down at Wally. "Three hundred years. Can you believe that shit?"
Wally just blinked, then beeped.
"Yeah, me either," Herod said.
---------
Ge'ermo'o watched as General Trucker leaned forward and pointed at one of the data windows in the holotank. The window showed one of the new tanks, in the parking lot of a shopping center, merrily burning away. A flag was fluttering in the breeze, two spears on either side of a mantid skull, all in white on a black cloth, the tips of the spears red.
Painted on the ground was "It was like that when we got here!"
"Another tank. Dead," Trucker was saying.
Ge'ermo'o nodded along with the others.
"What went wrong this time?" Smokey 'No asked.
"They did a tight starboard opposing track turn while mounting a curb, one of the tracks snapped, got pulled up into the running gear, bunched up next to the engine and forced the firewall against the steam turbine, rupturing the injection system, which then caught everything on fire," Trucker said.
Ge'ermo'o nodded along.
Smokey 'No nodded and looked at General A'armo'o. "That seems like a serious defect."
"Indeed," A'armo'o said. "One that would prove fatal on the battlefield."
"And something that should have been caught in field testing," Trucker snapped. "We're goddamn lucky that whoever keeps stealing these tanks keeps exposing some pretty serious manufacturing defects."
"Now, now, the defect had already occurred when they got there. Didn't you read their note?" Smokey 'No drawled.
"Hardy har har," Trucker said. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand while he spit into the plas bottle he was holding.
Ge'ermo'o noticed something that nobody else had noted.
After all, he was quite attentive and observant.
"General Trucker," Ge'ermo'o said, moving forward.
"Yes?" Trucker asked, leaning forward to stare at the video where locals were spraying the burning tank with fire extinguishers.
"You're blinking," Ge'ermo'o said. "One's green."
On the back of Trucker's neck, at the base of the skull, the top two bars were flashing red, the bottom one was a steady green.




Chapter Eighteen

Una-unkj-ug was a Welkret. A short, furry lemur with large eyes and an expressive face. She was often given to emotional outbursts and a need for attention from her spouse, who was the Second Assistant to the Third Assistant of the Twenty-Second High Most of Interstellar Shipping for several of the Core Systems around the Unified Council System. Her blue hair was soft and well groomed, her eyes a bright sparkling green, and her short triangular ears were always perky and adorned with jewelry.
She had three children, all littles who were weaned and could walk, but still needed care and affection from her, something she was more than happy to provide.
And of course, she had Mew Mew.
She was sitting on the couch, watching the Tri-Vid feed from the Unified Species Council Chamber. The Tri-Vid had given out the Mandatory Viewing Tone and so of course she had gathered up the children and sat down.
The show had been boring for the littles. They had curled up and gone to sleep, her youngest sucking her fingertips for comfort. Una-unkj-ug had gotten up, gotten a blanket, and covered them up, then sat down to watch the proceedings.
Mew Mew sat on her lap. Well, more like was curled up in a fuzzy puddle on her lap, making that soothing rumble she liked so much as she stroked her exotic pet's fur.
She wished her husband, Mank-unkj-ug, whom she referred to affectionately as "Manky", was here to watch this with her. Like a lot of others working for the Interstellar Shipping Council, he was away trying to convince the computers on many worlds that the starships were not over or under weight by 800 pounds and to let the ships dock or land.
Still, the proceedings were interesting to her. She had watched the Mantid diplomat who represented the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems the last time the insectoid had been around with great interest.
Una loved the diplomat's taste in hats. From the ornate and complicated ones that looked like they'd fall off if the diplomat moved wrong to the basic spartan little head covering called a 'beret', Una had even loved what was called a 'baseball cap' and had ordered three of them with different designs on them before all shipping from the Confederacy had been banned.
Her favorite was the one with the logo for something called 'Countess Crey Fruit Pies' on it, although her oldest child, her only son, loved to run around with the 'Liquid Hate' logo sporting baseball cap.
Personally, Una hoped that trade would be normalized with the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems soon.
She knew she shouldn't order things through the excitingly named 'Junker Network' to purchase grey market goods, being the wife of a high ranking assistant in the Shipping Council, but there were just so many amazing things available from the Terrans.
She glanced over at the windowsill, where there were three clay busts of a Treana'ad head. Her children had dutifully mixed the gel and the seeds, carefully smeared the gel on the clay busts, and put the busts in the sun. They had been thrilled at how green grass had grown on the clay busts. It had taken a long time, but all three of them eagerly ran out in the mornings to look at their P'Thok heads and compare them to see who's had grown the most.
Her husband had been a little nervous about her ordering off the BobCo Holocatalogue, but when her husband had inquired to his supervisor if it was permissible, the supervisor's wife had commed Una to talk all about the fur grooming appliances available from BobCo.
Why, just yesterday she had gone to dinner with the supervisor's wife and several other wives of highly ranking Interstellar Shipping Council functionaries so they could all show off their BobCo jewelry and trinkets.
They had all ooh'd and aaw'd over Una's genuine imitation Terran Red Plains Warrior's silver and turquoise jewelry depicting the savage feathered reptiles called 'dinosaurs' that their ancestors had ridden. She had ordered it from a junker six months ago and the junker had sent it through contacts so it was delivered right to her home!
The scene on the Tri-Vid showed the various system representatives all milling about. Una had been around the halls of power for enough time to know nervousness when she saw it.
Given the subject of today's meeting, she did not hold those in the Council Chamber in contempt.
It wasn't every day that the Unified Council signed an unconditional surrender to the insectoid representative of a hostile foreign power.
Mew Mew was rumbling on her lap as she tapped the remote control and the BobCo Little Teapot poured her another cup of that wondrous liquid ambrosia and then the softly glowing coaster floated over and settled down next to her. She took the cup and sipped it.
The Grey Earl Tea was delicious and she'd quickly developed a taste for it. When she'd introduced it to the other matrons, they too had quickly come to love it.
The Lanaktallan on the podium, flanked by two of the massive and ominous Terran military cyborgs, nervously tapped the lectern. The microphone squealed and Una sat up as the various beings hurried to their seats.
The cyborgs were there, Una had learned from friends, to ensure that the Council understood that everything they did, every decision they made, every word they uttered, did so under the watchful eyes of Task Force Ragnarok. Even with the menacing cyborgs, the Council Chamber was in full session. She noticed that even the Hamaroosa, Telkan, and Tnvaru delegates had returned for this occasion.
Una was glad. She had liked having dinner with the matrons of the Tnvaru economic and industrial consortiums. Una had liked their careful attention to detail and had enjoyed listening to their travels.
"The Terran Diplomatic Liaison Team," the Lanaktallan said, then moved off the stage.
The person who the Tri-Vid cameras swooped over to cover was massive. A bulky figure, massively muscled, in a Terran Space Force uniform. The chyron listed the being as "General Solovar - Confederate Space Force" and Una knew he was important. Two nights ago Una and several others had watched a holodocumentary on the Grodd Kingdom, a land of intelligent primates distantly related to the Mad Lemurs of Terra. Una and her friends had been fascinated by the history, the landscape, the architecture, and the views of the intelligent primates going about their daily routines, their complex government system, and their history.
The 'Grodd' moved to the microphone.
"Ladies and gentlebeings, both, and neither, I present: Dreams of Something More, Plenipotentiary Representative of the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems and Allied Systems," General Solovar said into the microphone.
Una thrilled at his rumbling and deep voice. So authoritative, so dominating, so...
expressively male.
The cameras swooped back around to show the Mantid diplomat entering the Council Chamber.
She was wearing the Terran Diplomatic uniform. Leather jacket with zippers, chains, and spikes, with "GRUBS OF ANARCHY" stenciled on the back, a black beret with a flash of the Terran Confederacy's logo, and a black leather abdomen wrap. She was swinging a chrome donorcycle chain in one hand and making the switchblade in her other hand flash as she moved it around with her fingers.
Una loved that jacket. She had one almost like it in her closet. She had worn it to a party six months ago and it had been all the rave.
The Mantid stepped up to the lectern, General Solovar stepping back. The Mantid tapped the microphone and stared silently at the gathered beings, taking time to make eye contact with the holocams and flycams.
Dreams stared directly at the flycams.
"Citizens, Neo-Citizens, and other quasi-members of the Unified Sentient Species," the Mantid said.
Una sat up straight.
"Today marks the beginning of the end of the terrible war between the Unified Species Council and the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems," the Mantid said. "The days to come will be filled with uncertainty and change, both of which will be frightening at times.
"But remember, from the viewpoint of the Terran Confederacy of Aligned System and their ally nations, the war was never with you as people, you as individuals or even as a species, but instead with your government and your chains of authority. Upon the signing of this document, you will all have the rights and privileges granted by the unconditional surrender documents to a surrendering peoples.
"You will be protected by the Twelve Universal Rights of Existence, by the Right of Consent, the Right of Self-Determination, the Right to Speak Your Mind, and most importantly, the Right to Freely Vote As You Will.
"That last one, gentlebeings, is the most important right you will ever hold. There is nothing in the galaxy so precious, so valuable. Wars have been fought to extinction over that right. Billions have marched into the guns of would-be tyrants over that right. Without that right, you are little more than chattel, slaves, property owned by whoever has the guns to make you kneel and present your neck to their boot.
"You will have that right for as long as you can hold it.
Dreams of Something More swung the chrome chain back and forth, the highly polished metal flashing in the lights.
"You may ask, in the future, why isn't the Confederate government protecting you more, doing more to ensure your safety and security? Why did the government allow a product that produces hangovers, could enable you to fly into a jet engine, or even turn your fur green.
"It is because the government is here to safeguard your nation, your planet, and your people through force of arms. To safeguard your rights through force of arms, arms wielded by citizens who have volunteered to safeguards your rights, even from the government, they are not here to safeguard you. That is your responsibility.
"You will be introduced to a concept that my people had to be dragged kicking and screaming into understanding."
Dreams leaned forward slightly.
"Freedom. Horrible, horrible freedom."
Una bounced up and down on the sofa and clapped her hands together in excitement.
She watched as one at a time each diplomat came forward and signed the massive vellum parchment of the treaty. Some did so hunched down, trying to make themselves smaller. Others stood upright and defiant but signed anyway. Others signed with a flourish.
But they all signed.
Una sat on her sofa, petting Mew Mew, her children asleep on the floor, as Dreams of Something More and General Solavar signed.
And the Council-Confederacy War was over.
With the whisper of a pen on fine vellum.
-------
Third Most High Detective Lnosvumo'o stood at the window of his study staring out at the night. With darkness had come a thick rich white fog that almost seemed to glow with an inner light. Lnosvumo'o knew that if he opened the window tendrils of that fog would seep in to puddle on the ground.
Despite staring out the window, he wasn't seeing the fog, the night, or even the odd lights and shadows within the fog.
He was seeing what he had done.
Sure, there were those who would say that he had done what he could, the only option left to him, when he had discovered that justice had been suborned by wealth, power, privilege, and corruption.
But he had taken oaths. Oaths that he had meant when he had stated them, oaths that he held tight to even now.
Even with all he had done.
In his lower left hand he held a little black book. The cover was faux-leather. Stamped with gold foil was the words "kniga na mrtvite" into the fake leather. Inside was spidery script, all done in dark red ink, as well as terrible drawings of great power.
A power he had wielded as ruthlessly as any gangland mobster.
With a grim expression he turned away from the window and clopped over to his desk, sitting down in a comfortable bench seat. The back and armrests swung into place and he leaned against the backrest and sighed.
After a moment he poured himself a stiff drink of synthahol, chugged the glass down, then poured himself another.
He set the book down, opened it, and paged through it.
Names, descriptions, drawings of faces, lists of terrible crimes, dates and times.
Each face was marked out with an 'X' of smeared dark crimson.
Mobster. Serial Rapist. Serial Killer. Mass Murderer.
The list of crimes went on and on as he slowly paged through the book, sipping at his drink.
The lights flickered and Lnosvumo'o tensed slightly. He poured himself a refill on his drink, the synthahol burning like fire in his first stomach, the smell of it making his nostrils burn, his feeding tendrils recoiling back out of his mouth at the burning taste of it.
The lights seemed to dim as the temperature dropped in the room. The smartglass window flashed ERROR almost too quickly to be seen before resetting. The shadows slipped out of the corners and from under and behind furniture to creep across the walls and floor.
Lnosvumo'o felt anxiety begin to rise inside of him as a thick mist began to rise up off the floor.
He reached the end of the book, the thin section of empty pages that never seemed to get any smaller. He took the pen out from where it had been cleverly hidden in the cover and held it over the page.
"Call for blah bleh blah street justice," the whisper was cold as ice and smelled of iron and hot copper, seeming to come from the shadows that had gathered in the room.
"There is none left to be had," Lnosvumo'o said quietly. His breath steamed out in front of him in the chill of the room.
"Inscribe the names of the blah bleh blah guilty," the cold voice whispered. The voice changed slightly. "It happened, blah bleh blah, in the broad daylight..."
The singsong whisper made Lnosvumo'o's temples pound with anxiety.
'There are none left that deserve your particular 'mercy'," Lnosvumo'o said quietly.
"Why should blah-bleh-blah slime escape the law?" came the answer from the shadows around him.
"There is one name," Lnosvumo'o said quietly. His hand shook as he held the pen over the parchment. "One who has committed murders, dealt in death, defied the law."
There was a low chuckle, full of malevolent amusement.
Lnosvumo'o slowly inked the name in. He watched as his own bold confident strokes slowly flowed and reformed into the spidery script. A picture appeared of the named being, a detailed yet crude sketch. Data appeared, name, location, place of residence, employment, all of the statistical data on the being.
A cold white hand settled on his shoulder and Lnosvumo'o flinched slightly.
"You believe, blah-bleh-blah, that I would punish that being?" the cold voice whispered.
"He has violated the law," Lnosvumo'o said. He took a deep drink, finishing off the glass, and grabbed a bottle of real alcohol. Telkan bourbon. He cracked the seal and poured a glass.
"The letter, perhaps," the voice said.
"He has perverted and suborned justice," Lnosvumo'o said. He lifted the glass and sipped at the expensive bourbon, made even more expensive by the Telkan System's succession from the Unified Council.
"The letter, perhaps," the voice whispered.
There was a soft glow in the window and Lnosvumo'o watched as a small Shavashan female squirmling hopped up. The diminutive reptilian held a candle in her hands, she had an odd head covering that Lnosvumo'o had learned was a bonnet, and she wore a vest of white linen.
Lnosvumo'o suppressed a whimper.
"Which is guilty, the gun that takes the life of someone or the being who pulled the trigger?" Lnosvumo'o asked.
There was a low chuckle and Lnosvumo'o watched as the tiny Shavashan lifted up the candle, which began to glow brighter to reveal a Telkan podling on her left and a Leebaw tadpole on her right.
"You see yourself as the being who blah-bleh-blah pulled the trigger," the cold voice chortled. The cold white hand gently smoothed the shoulder of Lnosvumo'o's vest. "The trigger had been pulled before you blah-bleh-blah even knew of my existence. You were merely the one who aimed the blah-bleh-blah gun."
"I am the only guilty one left," Lnosvumo'o argued.
"The only honest being in a system that had fallen to blah-bleh-blah corruption calls himself guilty in the hopes of wiping away his guilt," the voice whispered. The hand released Lnosvumo'o's shoulder.
"You killed, slaughtered, at my guidance," Lnosvumo'o said. "I perverted everything I stood for in my pursuit of justice."
"Then live with it," the cold voice said softly. "You live with it."
The Shavashan and her tiny companions slowly vanished as the candlelight dimmed, darkness filling the smartglass.
The fog slowly began to sink, soaking somehow into the floor. The shadows slid back to where they belonged and the temperature began to rise.
The book shivered and turned to blood that ran down the desk blotter and dripped off the edge, vanishing only inches from the edge of the desk, never reaching the floor or Lnosvumo'o's front legs.
As the lights slowly brightened, Lnosvumo'o put his face in his hands and wept.
---------
In a forgotten chamber in the storm drains and sewers deep below the cities a pale figure in elegant clothing opened the lid of a coffin. The inside was padded with rare silks, a vibrant purple and red. A small line of dirt, taken from Terra itself, could be seen at the foot of the coffin.
The elegant figure climbed into the coffin, lying down, and crossed his hands over his chest. The lid slowly closed, a lock clicking and whirring to seal the coffin. Chains rattled up from beneath it, binding the coffin in heavy cold forged iron links.
The Lanaktallan Renfield supervised as the massive, ancient, and corroded shipping container was loaded with the coffin, the pipe organ, and the other furnishings. The Renfield trotted alongside the worker robots as they moved the massive shipping container to the starport and loaded it onto a ship.
The doors clanged shut on the cargo ship. An older model, without a single living being aboard. It lifted off with a whine of mistuned repulsors as the Lanaktallan Renfield trotted away.
The two robots woke up in an alley, reeking of alcohol, missing one shoe each, wearing only pants. The last thing either had in their memory buffers was unloading agricultural products from a massive cargo ship.
They were fined for unauthorized wear of pants and single shoes.
The Renfield woke up in a hotel room, surrounded by ragged clothing, a suitcase full of credsticks, a VI lawyer holocube, and guns on the bed and the worst hangover the Lanaktallan had ever had. A prostitute was in bed next to him, her makeup smeared and completely naked in the dim light filtering in through the dirty window.
The last thing he could remember was trying to settle an argument between the food dispensers and the parking overwatch VI's.
Written on his upper right arm was the comlink number for a lawyer. On his upper left arm was the comlink number for a notorious brothel.
He was naked except for a gunbelt around his waist.
He quickly shut the suitcase, got dressed, and snuck away.
After all, it wasn't every day you found a suitcase full of lawyers, guns and money.
---------

Dreams of Something More saw the notification pop up on her datalink eye implant and breathed an internal sigh of relief.
NOSFERATU INITIATIVE DEACTIVATED
She gave no clue of her relief as she stood on the podium and listened to the Hamaroosan delegate formally request acceptance into the Terran Confederacy of Aligned System.




Chapter Nineteen

The tank was massive. Over a thousand tons of armor, weapons, engines, defenses. Its tracks were two feet wide and there were six of them, three per side that rattled and clattered as the tank roared down the damaged and bombed out freeway. It crashed over wrecked cars, crushing the vehicle bodies into fragments and thin layers of pressure welded plasteel. Its battlescreens came on, blowing apart larger wrecked vehicles that had been destroyed by an Atrekna autonomous war machine strafing run in the opening hours of the war. The turret kept rotating in circles, first one way, then the other, with the massive main gun bellowing out flame with a roar as it fired practice phantom 'munitions' at targets that didn't exist. It had a flag attached to one of the radio antenna, a black flag with a pair of lightning bolts bracketing a mantid skull, all in white.
White smoke was pouring from the port side of the back deck, indicating a fire somewhere inside of the engine compartment. Two of the point defense system infinite repeaters kept pointing at each other and shooting phantom practice munitions at each other. The 4.2 inch mortar tube kept banging against the 60mm mortar tube, which screeched and kept trying to fire blanks into the body of the 4.2 inch mortar tube. One of the heavy Madame Three-Eighteen guns was spinning in a circle, firing blanks wildly. Two antenna were broken off and one of the external maintenance hatches was jammed open, the corpse of the equivalent of a hawk stuck between the hatch and the body of the tank.
It hit a set of massive craters in the freeway, went nose first into the crater, then tried to back out. One track caught the body of a crushed cargo hauler and pulled it up into the skirting of the running gear. There was a loud crack from underneath even as the cannon fired again.
With the scream of overstressed warsteel the turret jumped the ring and slid six inches off the track. The linked metal plates of the treads suddenly screeched and bunched up, binding together. A running wheel blew off, ricocheting around the crater and hitting one of the external gun mounts, knocking the gun clean off the mount as the endosteel bolt failed, leaving the gun and the mount intact but separated. The gun started firing, dancing around as it ran through the belt of blanks.
Smoke started oozing from the interior as the hatches popped open. Smoke billowed out of the hatches and hazy shapes could be seen moving in the smoke, but despite the disturbance no details could be made out. The heavily armored external maintenance hatches popped open and blurs scrambled out even as smoke poured out.
The smoke started streaming straight up, undisturbed, as fire started burning in the layer between the spalling liner and the internal armor.
A drone appeared in mid-air, obviously in mid-toss. It swooped down and spraypainted on the tarmac "IT WAS LIKE THAT WHEN WE GOT HERE!" and the sound of laughter could be heard as footsteps receded.
Vuxten frowned and turned off the recording, shaking his head.
"When was that?" Vuxten asked.
"Two hours ago," the non-descript Telkan in adaptive camouflage said.
"Is there any clue who did it?" Vuxten asked, feeling irritation well up.
General NoDra'ak had assigned First Telkan with guarding the motorpool where all the tanks of Third Armor, Eighth Infantry, First Recon, and First Lanaktallan Armor were all sitting there waiting for crew assignments.
General A'armo'o had personally requested that Vuxten himself try to find out who was damaging the brand new tanks in such embarrassing ways.
"No. Not one. We even swept for footprints but couldn't find any. The laughter is electronically voice masked, so no clue even to the species," the Telkan, a member of Criminal Investigations Division, said. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. "The graffiti was done by a standard stencil drone you can find in any store or motorpool."
Vuxten nodded. "All right. We're going to do this the hard way then."
The CID officer nodded as he listened to Vuxten's plan.
---------
The tank was pristine, almost smug. It represented the best technology and innovation the Terran Confederate Military Procurement Board could assemble. Its guns were the strongest tank guns out there, able to go toe to toe with a Navy frigate or even a Space Force destroyer. Its battlescreens belonged on a light cruiser.
Individually, each part was a vast improvement on the previous tank systems.
It oozed smugness where it sat.
The blackout drive lights suddenly flashed, then stayed on. The back deck lowered down silently. The antenna bent, apparently of its own free will, and a black flag with white markings was attached. Three of the maintenance hatches opened and closed. The back deck whined quietly as it raised up into position.
Nobody had approached. It had all happened without any obvious intervention.
The Telkan Force Recon Marine staring at the tank through the scope of his weapon tapped his com.
"Did you all see that?" he asked.
"Roger that. Looks like someone's using stealth systems," came the answer.
The Force Recon troop watched as the tank clattered quietly several times. The fuel injector whined, the fusion reactor snarled, and the turbine suddenly roared to life as the closed system steam driven powerplant roared to full power. The heat of the fusion reactor was used to turn heavy water into steam, which drove the pistons. The turbo-charger used 'impossible gears' to increase the torque and speed of the drivelines.
The tank lunged out of the parking spot, swiveled in an opposing tracks turn, and roared toward the gate of the motorpool.
The Force Recon Marine watched it all through his scope.
Right before the tank reached the gate it suddenly opened, allowed the tank through, then closed. The tank slowed down, the electronic warfare specialist's hatch opening. After a moment the tank suddenly roared and lunged to full speed. The hatch closed and the tank flashed its running lights a few times before returning to blackout drive.
"You see anyone?" the voice asked.
"Negative. Has to be full stealth. Definitely not civilians or Lanky insurgents," the Force Recon sniper said.
"Go ahead and pack up, we're shifting to drone surveillance," the voice said.
"Roger," the sniper said. He looked at his spotter. "Well, this was worth six hours laying in the dirt."
"Not ours to ask why, just ours to bitch and whine," the spotter grinned.
The tank roared down the dirt road, heading toward the artillery practice ranges. A huge plume of dust followed it as it flew down the road at over a hundred twenty miles an hour, the tracks clattering, the turbo-charged steam turbine howling, and the roar of the drive systems echoing off the ruined buildings on all side.
The drone followed, high up, passive night vision only. The drone operator knew if they tried to use any other system the tank's sensor would pick it up immediately. Frankly the operator was surprised that an unmasked passive stealth drone hadn't been picked up yet.
The tank suddenly turned, slamming down into a creek, throwing up a rooster-tail of mud and water as it pivoted by having the starboard tracks go forward and the port tracks backwards even as the transmission screamed in metallic agony.
Smoke started oozing up out of the vents on the rear deck. White smoke that stunk of scorched hydraulic or transmission fluid.
"Burning cherry juice," the Treana'ad mechanic next to Vuxten said, leaning forward. "They blew at least one of the inline trannies."
Vuxten shook his head. "Well, there's fifty thousand credits of the Confederacy's tax payer's money."
"Shouldn't have blown out. I've seen 3rd Armor anime-drift a tank with every track somehow going a different direction and the most it did was score the friction plate," the Treana'ad said, watching as the tank plunged into deeper water, the water swirling almost halfway up the skirts. It slewed side to side slightly as the engine's roar got louder.
"They're trying to maintain speed," A Rigellian female said, translating for the green mantid next to her. "They're really stressing the running gear."
The air sparkled as the tank fired off masking munitions. Prism, EM smoke, high concentrate thermal masking white smoke, flares, even strobers and magic mirrors. The battlescreens came on for moment, the water in front of the lower projectors suddenly converting into steam.
The water around the tank exploded, the tank vanishing in the cloud of steam.
"Look at that thermal signature," the Rigellian said, shaking her head. "Any heat seeker would fire itself even if it was in the box at a signature like that."
A rezzed and badly pixelated face poked in, then a little bipedal figure made out of static jumped into the frame. It jumped up and down excitedly, pointing at the tank and screeching.
"Shoo," Vuxten said, waving at the little creature. "Go back to bed."
The warboi sulked as it slid out of the holotank.
"Wow, that's a thermal signature there," the Treana'ad said.
There was another explosion, causing a fountain of water, as one of the prow battlescreen projectors gave out as the stress from trying to generate a battlescreen underwater overloaded it.
The tank's engines howled as it lunged out of the deeper section and began roaring up the side at an angle.
"Oooh, don't do that. Armored vehicles don't like to go uphill at that angle," the Rigellian said.
--angle too sharp break off break off-- 471 said.
The side of the culvert the creek was in suddenly crumbled and the tank slid to the side.
"There goes a track," the Rigellian said.
Vuxten watched as the tread on the port side jumped off, ripped off half the skirting, and was left behind as the tank straightened out, still at an almost 45 degree angle, and roared forward, charging a damaged bridge that had cloth engineer warning tape draped on it to signify it wasn't usable.
"Oh no," the Rigellian said.
--go go go-- 471 cheered.
--yea yea yea-- 292 urged from where he was sitting next to the Rigellian female.
The prow hit the ferrocrete bridge at nearly ninety miles an hour. The impact was strong enough to ripple the air as the sound of the impact echoed from the bombed out buildings of the artillery practice range. Ferrocrete and warsteel mk5 showered up. The tank roared and surged up, onto the bridge.
The battlescreen projectors came back on and the remainder of the bridge exploded. The tank slammed belly down, shattering the rubble, and ground its way out. It picked up speed as it turned again and climbed the side of the creek bed.
"There goes another track," the Rigellian said.
--ooh sparky sparky-- 471 said.
--chew the ground-- 292 cheered.
Sparks were showering out where the running gear was tearing into the ground as the tank roared and picked up speed. The flag on the antenna was snapping and waving as the tank flashed its running lights twice before going to blackout drive.
"Who the hell is driving that thing?" the Treana’ad asked. "They're a lunatic."
The tank gave a sudden loud cough and white steam billowed out from under the skirts on the starboard side. It slewed to starboard, overcorrected, slid sideways for nearly a dozen meters. The gun turret rotated and fired into the turn and the tank jerked the other way, oversteered, then corrected and roared down the road again, white smoke and steam streaming behind it.
It fired its gun twice behind it, the fire lighting up the night and the ripple of air around it appearing as a cone.
"Damn, that gun's something else. They aren't firing rounds are they?" Vuxten asked.
"Phantom rounds," the Rigellian mused.
"They're in the artillery impact range. They better stay on the road," the Treana'ad said.
The tank suddenly veered and sped into the damaged tarmac, heading toward the bombed out buildings. The battlescreens came back on, flickered for a moment, then spun up to full power right before the tank hit a ferrocrete divider. Ferrocrete exploded outward, some chunks burning as the lime caught on fire, and something exploded on the back deck toward the back.
Something exploded under the treads but the tank kept roaring forward.
"Sir," one of the military intelligence specialist said.
Vuxten turned away from the tank as it roared down the abandoned and damaged streets of the suburb that had been turned into an artillery impact range after its abandonment following the Atrekna slaughter.
"One of Space Force's satellites shifted to cover a slight gap. Someone's watching," the tech said.
"Any idea who?" Vuxten asked.
"Someone with enough juice to move a recon sat," the tech said.
"See if you can determine who it is," Vuxten said, turning back to the holotank.
The tank fired at the defunct wreckage of an Atrekna autonomous war machine and this time the impact was the harsh whitish blue actnic flash of live rounds. The gun was roared, firing rapidly.
--round every three seconds-- 471 said
--not autoloader-- 292 added.
"The autoloader only loads one round every eleven seconds," the Treana'ad said. He shook his head. "Damn, their loader must be built like a tank."
The tank, streaming smoke, the skirts mostly ripped away, crashed through the wreckage of one of the larger machines, went up on its side, threw another track, then crashed down.
Four of the maintenance access hatches were open, smoke billowing out.
"Black smoke," the Rigellian said. She pointed at one of the maintenance hatches. "Tanks done for."
The tank seemed to hear her, jerking to the side.
"Team Two, get ready," Vuxten said, activating his comlink.
"Team Two, ready," Vuxten heard Warrant Officer One Mukstet answered.
Mukstet looked down, using the passive camera only, at the tank below him. The armored war machine was brightly lit up, not a single passive defense system working. He shook his head, he could see the smoke pouring out of it even in the dark. He feathered the juice and dropped slowly down.
He could tell the tank had almost had it.
"Sergeant Kuplo, get ready, they've about had it," Mukstet said.
"Oohrah, sir," the Sergeant replied. Mukstet knew he'd get the dismount team, all with "MP" stenciled on their armor, ready to go.
Vuxten narrowed his eyes as the tank swerved onto the road, overcorrected, almost got high centered on the wreckage of a car, and then roared forward.
"Crew compartment has to be full of smoke," the Rigellian said.
As if the crew had heard her the hatches popped open. A blurry figure grabbed the TC's gun, opening fire with the M318 autocannon. In less than five seconds the gun jumped off the mount and went sideways, the blurred figure let it go and the gun fell off the side, was pulled under the tracks, and then bounced away behind the tank. The track unspooled from the running gear, laying blameless on the ground as the tank kept going.
Vuxten noted with some amusement that the Madame Three-Eighteen was fine.
"OK, there goes the track replacement system," the Rigellian said. "Should operate just..."
Something gave a wuff of greasy reddish flame and suddenly the tank's waist was surrounded by a corona of greasy red and yellow flame that had black smoke pouring off it.
"Well, that didn't work worth a shit," the Treana'ad said.
"They need to hit the fire..." the Rigellian said.
--no dont-- 471 said.
--oh no-- 292 added.
Both green mantid were flashing ROFLMAO emojis between their antenna.
The automatic fire suppression kicked on, the fine white CO2 power puffing out.
And instantly exploding in flame.
--anything flammable fine enough-- 471 laughed
The tank swerved, crashing through a wall. The thick dust billowed up and for a moment the tank was lost sight of. It roared out of the dust cloud, streaming smoke, but no longer on fire.
"Driver's got nerves of Omnimessiah tempered steel," the Rigellian said.
"Gonna be a shame to court martial him," the Treana'ad said.
The tank's back port side suddenly exploded outward as the CASE system went off, throwing practice submunitions all over the road. Something exploded inside and more smoke poured out. The long barrel of the main gun shifted, then the baseplate blew off.
"Jesus, look at that. Cascading failures," the Rigellian said.
--fire fire fire-- 471 laughed.
--best tank in history-- 292 laughed.
Both flashed emojis of amusement so fast that Vuxten couldn't keep up.
"It's had it," the Rigellian said.
The tank slowly clattered to a stop.
"Team Two, engage," Vuxten ordered.
The back deck exploded outward as the superpressure steam system ruptured. The fusion reactor failed, and the steam was converted to a pillar of fire a hundred meters high.
"Holy shit!" the Treana'ad said, jerking back. "Enraged Phillip's ballsack! That's... that's..."
--bad-- 471 said.
"Yeah," the Treana'ad said.
The hatches started to open and figures could be seen moving around, although their shapes were distorted.
Searchlights from the air suddenly kicked on.
"MILITARY POLICE! WE HAVE YOU ON SENSORS! MOVE TO THE SIDE OF THE ROAD!" Warrant Officer Mukstet's voice roared.
Two other strikers slammed down, the doors open, the troops inside jumping out. The "MP" stencilled on their armor glowed neon red.
"Gottem," the Treana'ad said, rubbing his bladearms together in excitement.
The MP's gathered the crew up, moving them away from the merrily burning tank.
Vuxten frowned.
The leader was obviously a Lanaktallan, but the rest of the crew was made up of 'neo-sapients' to use the Council description. There was even a half dozen greenies, all with their IFF turned off.
After a minute the voice of Sergeant Kuplo came across.
"Got ID on the Lanaktallan. One Ha'almo'or," the Telkan Marine said. "Gunner Second Class."
"What about the others?" Vuxten asked.
"We're still waiting for..." Kuplo said.
The command override tone sounded.
"Striker Ground Team, disengage and mount vehicles," the voice was heavily synthesized, speaking Confederate standard.
The rank of Two Star General was next to the authorization code.
Vuxten turned and tapped a single icon, sending the alert that the real force behind the stolen tanks had revealed itself.
"These men were caught in the act of..." Kuplo started.
Authorization for everything suddenly appeared, signed off by General A'armo'o himself.
A heavy combat dropship came out of stealth and slowly settled down nearby. The running lights showed the ship was from the Fleet flagship. As Vuxten watched the crew door opened, turning into a white square of light.
"You are interfering in an authorized test of military equipment. Disengage and delete all data," the voice said.
"Oh, this is bullshit," the Treana'ad said.
"We got what we needed," Vuxten said, both to Kuplo and the Treana'ad. "Let them go."
Vuxten watched as the Lanaktallan Ha'almo'or and his crew boarded the dropship.
He reached out and touched the icon again.
"Did you get all that, sir?" he asked.
"I did indeed. Good job, Marine," General A'armo'o said.
---------
A'armo'o stood next to the two Shore Patrol officers, Marines next to him. In front of them the Staff Officers Washroom door flashed the 'Out of Service" icon.
The ship's security officer had tracked the signal from a secondary backup maintenance computer to this washroom.
"Three... two... one..." the Shore Patrol said.
The Marine threw his shoulder against the door, sending it jumping out of the tracks.
Standing in front of the mirror, combing his mane, stood Second Most High Ge'ermo'o.
Everyone stopped and stared.
Ge'ermo'o turned and expressed pleasure at seeing A'armo'o.
"You thought it was the lemurs," Ge'ermo'o smiled.
A'armo'o nodded.
"BUT IT WAS I! YOUR SECOND! GE'ERMO'O!" the Lanaktallan laughed.
A'armo'o shook his head. "Well, now that I've caught you red handed, care to come to my office and explain it all?" A'armo'o asked.
Ge'ermo'o nodded. "Of course, Most High."
A'armo'o turned to the Shore Patrol and the Marines. "You're dismissed. Let General NoDra'ak know we've discovered the culprit and have General Trucker report to my office."
The security beings all nodded, moving away quickly.
Ge'ermo'o trotted out of the washroom and walked side by side with A'armo'o toward the Most High's office.
"May I ask why? I mean, beyond the obvious," A'armo'o asked.
"You mean, beyond what happened to my men?" Ge'ermo'o asked, his tone suddenly bitter and angry. "Beyond what happened to my first command? What happened to all of our men in the days before the Mad Lemurs of Terra arrived?"
"Beyond that, loyal one," A'armo'o asked, putting his hand on Ge'ermo'o's shoulder. "That one is obvious even to me."
"Because for nearly two days I thought the Mad Lemurs of Terra drew a dick on my hat," Ge'emo'o said. He suddenly chuckled, giving A'armo'o a smile. "But it was you, my superior."
A'armo'o suddenly remembered.
Their laughter echoed through the hallway, making enlistedbeing's shake their heads and glance at each other.
Officers are fucking weird was the unspoken statement.




Chapter Twenty

Major General (Formerly Third Great Grand Most High) Ge'ermo'o stood by the holotank, which was displaying the thirty-eight tanks that had been found destroyed with the tag "IT WAS LIKE THAT WHEN WE GOT HERE" on the ground or on the side of the tank. All of them had caught on fire, had thrown tracks, and were showing massive damage.
The turbo-lift doors opened and General Trucker came in, the hiss and wheeze of his cybernetics loud in the silence of the conference room. With him was General Warkrawk, the Commander of the Corps Maintenance. Following quietly was Gunner Second Class Ha'almo'or, who looked nervous to Ge'ermo'o. General NoDra'ak exited the elevator, the robotic legs of his therapy frame clicking on the deck plating.
They silently gathered around, staring at the holotank.
"That's a lot of Confed tax payer money," NoDra'ak chuckled, lighting his cigarette.
"Indeed," General A'armo'o said.
"So whose idea was this? Speak freely," General NoDra'ak said.
There was silence a moment.
NoDra'ak sighed, puffing smoke out around his two remaining footpads. "I'm not interested in laying blame. As a matter of fact, the undeniable evidence there is something seriously wrong with our new 'supertanks' makes me more concerned about the reality that we may be fielding our troops with faulty equipment. That, gentlemen, is how you lose a war."
There was nods.
Ge'ermo'o held up one hand. "It was my idea, General."
NoDra'ak nodded. "Why?"
Ge'ermo'o pointed at the tanks in the holotank. One was showering trails of sparks like an expensive firework display. "I did not trust the tanks."
"That's it?" General Warkrawk asked, reaching up and smoothing her hair. She had a short cowlick at the front that she patted nervously. "You destroyed almost forty tanks because you 'didn't trust them'?"
Ge'ermo'o nodded. "Observational data caused an instinctive dislike to the new machines. Just the simple act of standing in front of one and staring at it during a scheduled precipitation period, to observe how it appears in the rain, made me instinctively distrust it. There was something in my observations that I was not consciously recognizing that made me distrust the machine in the same way as I would distrust sour cud."
Warkrawk nodded, putting her hands behind her back and rocking back and forth on her feet. Ge'ermo'o noticed that it made her shoulders and chest expand impressively as her muscles flexed. She reached out and touched the holotank, working for a moment.
"No footage. Damn," she said.
"A moment," NoDra'ak said. He touched the commo headset he was wearing, his implant not yet replaced. "Get me Planetary Weather Control," he looked at A'armo'o. "Send three of your men to the motorpool, have them stand in front of the tanks and use their retinal links to transmit what they see."
Trucker tapped one of the windows in the holtank, expanding the view. It was currently showing a tank racing down a highway, firing at different angles. It passed under the bridge, paused for a minute or two, then roared out, making a weaving pattern.
"Why does that look familiar?" Trucker mused, staring at it. "I've seen that before."
Ha'almo'or cleared his throat and Trucker looked at him. "Yes?" the burly human asked.
Ha'almo'or stepped forward, touching the holokeys, and brought up the reconstruction view of a tank. It was moving down the same highway, firing its secondary weapons at light Atrekna biological units. It paused under the bridge right before napalm coated the entire freeway. Before the flames completely died away it lunged out from under the bridge, engaging the bigger Atrekna war machines that were still active.
"You're kidding," Trucker said. He overlapped the two images and rewound them.
For the most part, they matched.
Except the new tank was disabled less than three miles from the overpass, fire exploding out of the back deck. The tank that had been engaged in combat raced forward, slamming its forward battlescreen against the side of a large Dwellerspawn. The Dwellerspawn exploded into a shower of thick viscous goo.
"You were reenacting previous engagements?" A'armo'o asked.
"Yes, Most Hi... General," Ha'almo'or said. His cybereyes clicked when he blinked. "In each incident, the tank survived to continue fighting. In our reenactments, the new tanks failed every time just engaging in the maneuvers and weapon firing, without even simulating enemy damage."
NoDra'ak gave a low whistle through the spiracles on his two legs. "That's some damning evidence right there." The big Treana'ad held up his hand. "This is General NoDra'ak. I need precipitation at the following grid coordinate. Heavy rain, heavy overcast, lightning in the clouds," he rattled off the coordinates for the motorpool that the holotank was showing Ge'ermo'o standing in. He carefully read off the date. "I need you to emulate that weather as best as possible."
He listened for a moment. "It'll be twenty to forty minutes," he looked at Ge'ermo'o. "I want to see what you saw through Lanaktallan eyes."
Ge'ermo'o nodded.
NoDra'ak turned to the maintenance commander. "Have the tanks been released for training or testing?"
General Warkrawk shook her head. "No, sir. Just Level One PMCS (Preventive Maintenance Checks &amp; Services) by authorized Green Mantid Technical Specialists who have completed the course. Right now we only have about thirty of them," she turned and looked at Ha'almo'or. "How many of your... well... team... have had that class?"
"All of them, General. We were given access to the eVR course," Ha'almo'or said softly. Ge'ermo'o noted that the other Lanaktallan's voice was hoarse and gravelly. He moved over and got a carafe of dremtilberry juice and brought it to Ha'almo'or, who nodded his head. "Thank you, General."
"Of course," Ge'ermo'o said, nodding.
"Why the flag?" NoDra'ak asked.
"It's the standard of the Fifth Maintenance Brigade," General Warkrawk said. "Pretty famous in our circles. They held an entire planet for two years during the Varakson-Terran Union War. It made me think that it was greenies from Fifth Brigade at first," she glared at Ge'ermo'o. "You stole their guidon."
"I did, General," Ha'almo'or said. "The Mantid Technical Specialists I work with said it might encourage the tank to fight harder and last longer."
Warkrawk sighed, going back to rocking back and forth on her heels.
"So the tanks haven't been ripped apart or put back together. Just Mantid Technical Specialists doing bare bones PMCS?" NoDra'ak asked.
Warkrawk nodded. "Yes, sir. Even then, the amount of faults and gigs were racking up by the dozens on each tank."
"All right, let's take a look at the template," NoDra'ak said. He tapped the keys on the holotank and the creation engine template appeared. He tapped on it and frowned. "That's odd."
"What is, sir?" Warkrawk asked.
"It won't move to exploded view," NoDra'ak said. He carefully typed in his access codes, then tried to take apart the template. The holotank just beeped. "OK. That's weird."
"Let me try, sir," General Warkrawk said. She tapped in her own code and the system beeped. "What? Access denied?" she typed it in again, nice and slow, and tried again.
Same results.
They waited while a security officer came up. The Kobold examined the file and shook his head. "Sorry. It needs Space Force or Army Procurement Command authorization to unlock. The template's new and has a lot of classified weapon and defensive systems as well as the method for fabbing up warsteel mark five."
"So, can it be unlocked?" NoDra'ak asked.
The security officer shook his head. "I'll have to use the needlecast and get authorization."
"Do so," NoDra'ak ordered.
"It's raining, sir," Ha'almo'or said, his hoarse voice soft.
The officers turned to the holotank. Four Lanaktallan tankers were feeding their visual data via their retinal link. Two had cybereyes, the other two did not.
It was silent for a long moment. Lightning flashed, a long series of cascading arcs dancing through the clouds but lighting up the motorpool.
"There," Ge'ermo'o said. "I don't trust them."
Trucker chuckled as one of the Lanaktallan went "Yeah... this is important. Think the General has figured it's fucking raining yet or do we need to get an officer or Most High of Rain and Shitty Weather out in this bullshit rain?" and the other "Psst, your audio is on" followed by "Oh shi... <clink>"
"Enlisted. Enlisted never change," he said, shaking his head. He took out his can of chew and started packing it.
Warkrawk cupped her hand and scooped the video out of the tank, tossing it to another tank. She moved over and rewinding, narrowing her eyes as she leaned forward. "What are you seeing that I don't?" she said softly.
Ha'almo'or trotted up next to her, his hands clasped behind his torso.
The lightning flashed again on the main tank and Trucker suddenly straightened up, wiping his mouth. "Right there!"
"What?" NoDra'ak asked, frowning. "I didn't see anything."
"Rewind it. The lightning," Trucker said.
NoDra'ak rewound it slightly. "What?"
The lightning flashed again and Ge'ermo'o felt the anxious feeling of mistrust and dislike surge.
"There!" Trucker paused it and rewound a hundred frames, the slowly moved it back at 1/1000th speed. "THERE!" Trucker paused it.
Smokey No tapped his fingers on the recovery frame. "What?"
"The lightning."
Warkrawk came over and peered at it. "What?"
"Where? Here?" NoDra'ak touched the lightning bolts flickering off a few miles away, lighting up the clouds.
"And here," Trucker said. He touched the front of the tank. "See, you can see the reflection of the lightning on the hull. It looks like it's off the water, but it's not. It's off the Double-Ewe-Emm-Five."
"OK. So it's reflecting the light from the lightning bolts. So?" NoDra'ak asked.
"WM5 has a slight gloss to it," Warkrawk said, shaking her head. "It's going to reflect."
Trucker gave a frustrated sound. "Look at the lightning," he said, touching the clouds in the distance.
"OK," Warkrawk said.
"See, it's perfectly reflected here," Trucker said, running his finger along the bow of the tank.
"So?" Warkrawk asked.
"It's reflecting the light from lightning behind it! Enraged Phillip's rusty ballsack, look at it," Trucker snapped. He reached up and rubbed between his eyes. "Sorry. Headache."
"I'm accustomed to humans," Warkrawk smiled. She shook her head. "You're right. There's no way that lightning should be being reflected by the bow. The angle's wrong."
NoDra'ak touched his comlink. "They can go in now."
"Damn, that's subtle," Warkrawk said. She turned to Ge'ermo'o. "Good catch. Sharp observation there."
Ge'ermo'o nodded.
"Yeeeah, that's weird," NoDra'ak said. He shook his head. "Any word on unlocking this template?"
The kobold nodded. "Authorization is coming through now."
The kobold moved up and typed a code out on the holokeys, then stepped back as the template beeped.
"Thank you, Colonel," NoDra'ak said.
"Of course, sir," the kobold said, moving to the far side of the room.
The exploded view filled the tank. Trucker, A'armo'o, and NoDra'ak slowly moved around the holotank, looking over the massive armored vehicle.
"I don't see anything obvious," NoDra'ak said.
"Neither do I," A'armo'o said.
Trucker frowned, staring at it. "Get a couple mechanics up here," he said.
"You have the General," A'armo'o said.
"No, not an officer. I want enlisted. I want at least two that have been busted in rank for drinking and fighting and one with a record of insubordination," Trucker said.
A'armo'o shook his head. "We do not have those types in the Great Herd. Our discipline and punishment systems wash out those who would indulge in such things."
Ge'ermo'o trotted forward, holding up his hand. "I recommend these men. This Tnvaru right here has twice been arrested for black marketeering just on this planet alone."
General A'armo'o raised his eyebrows, something he had practiced long and hard to do. "More of your men, loyal one?"
"Yes, General," Ge'ermo'o said. "You told me to put together a staff to examine the changes our people, our troops, would go through. I was very selective. I have read many lemur leadership biographies and manuals and I have observed that often you might find what they call 'diamonds in the rough' if one is attentive."
General A'armo'o glanced at NoDra'ak, who was pointedly lighting a cigarette. When the big Treana’ad officer saw that A'armo'o wouldn't stop looking at him, he sighed.
"Some of the best combat soldiers and soldiers best suited for their jobs aren't the type that are going to be in a staff meeting with me," NoDra'ak said. He poked his cigarette toward Trucker. "I'm amazed every time this C-DAT manages to park his car without running over a Girl Scout lemonade stand."
"Hardy-har-har," Trucker said, still looking at the wireframe model of the tank. He stepped back and shook his head, twiddling his fingers on the keyboard. "How did that pass by testing?"
"What?" NoDra'ak asked.
"There are eight treads, each two feet wide. The bow is fifty feet wide. That's sixteen feet of track to offset the ground pressure of a thousand tons," Trucker said. "That's not all. The treads are only a half-inch thick of WM5, with quarter-inch linchpins."
"Phillips frozen balls," Warkrawk swore, leaning forward. "There's the track problem."
"Explain it?" NoDra'ak asked.
Ha'almo'or stepped forward. "Ground pressure and road wheel pressure on the tracks themselves. The tracks are insufficiently wide to offset the weight of the tank, and they are insufficiently thick to support the weight of the tank as applied by the roadwheels."
"What he said," Trucker added, spitting in his bottle. "That explains the multiple track failures."
"Aaaaand the linchpins are of endosteel, not WM5 or battlesteel," Warkrawk said. "Those are going to sheer the minute you put stress on them."
"High angle turns produce failure quite a bit," Ha'almo'or said. He ducked his head and moved back.
"I could bend those linchpins with my bare hands," Warkrawk muttered.
"Said the six time Divisional body building champion," NoDra'ak chuckled.
"Does the mount for the TC's aux fail?" Warkrawk asked.
"Every time, less than ninety seconds of fire," Ha'almo'or said. He sipped at the carafe.
"That's because the retaining pin is duraplas. The M318 is a warsteel mark zero alpha frame, the locking hubs for the tank are WM5. It rocks back and forth and cuts right through the duraplas like a pair of sheers," Warkrawk muttered. "This thing isn't combat ready. It isn't combat ready at all."
The turbolift opened and a group of troops came in.
"That was quick," NoDra'ak said after they were introduced.
"I made the estimation that you would want to speak with them," Ge'ermo'o said. "They are part of my maintenance team."
"All right. We're going to pull this thing apart. If you spot anything weird, or get a weird feeling, or just get a dislike for something, annotate it and call it out," NoDra'ak said. He slapped his one hand against his remaining bladearm. "Let's get to work."
-----------------
Three days had passed. The number of defects was in the tens of thousands. From wiring harnesses that belonged on other vehicles being used even though they had to be spliced or had loose connectors to substandard materials in critical systems to systems that supposedly took up space but were either wadding or stuffing or were not connected to anything.
Ge'ermo'o finished looking at the file he had loaded into his implant. It had taken him nearly two days to track down the relevant information, but he had finally gotten it.
"How did this pass by the trials boards?" Warkrawk snapped.
Ge'ermo'o had noticed that she had become more and more annoyed as time went on.
"This goes beyond bribery. This is just... just... I've never seen anything like it," Trucker said.
"Can it be fixed?" NoDra'ak asked.
Warkrawk shook her head. "No. Not in this state. The main gun blows out the bearings and gearing on the precision aiming system. The shock absorbers for the main gun are from a striker's nosegun and half less than a third of the recoil absorption they need."
"It's fucked," a Tnvaru by the name of Tchackna said.
Ge'ermo'o trotted forward. "May I ask a question?"
"Of course," A'armo'o stated, looking at his subordinate.
Ge'ermo'o tapped the template file, bringing it up and shrinking it back into a file folder. He tapped the name.
XM415 Main Battle Tank A0017300212
He tapped the number.
"This signifies that this is a primary proof of concept template," Ge'ermo'o said, tapping the A0. "This signifies it is an experimental model," he tapped the XM. "Four one five is used as a code for nondeployable equipment undergoing testing."
Warkrawk inhaled sharply and clenched her hands, making her forearm muscles stand out.
"Are we sure this is the right file for the creation engines?" Ge'ermo'o asked.
Trucker stared and made a low growling noise. NoDra'ak went perfectly still. Warkrawk hissed slightly.
"This file designation states that it is the template to be used to ensure all parts fit within the proposed physical design of the tank's frame as well as the frame parts being able to handle the weight of the armor and equipment," he tapped the 002 section. "This states that this proof of concept runoff is to ensure that the physical tank will match with such things as dropcradles and mobile repair units," Ge'ermo'o said. He tapped the '12' at the end. "This states it is an immobile proof of concept version."
Warkrawk moved over and banged her head against the wall, muttering profanity to herself.
The Telkan mechanic burst out with several sharp barks of laughter.
"You have to be kidding me," NoDra'ak said. He looked at Warkrawk. "When you're done denting the wall, contact Command and inform them that may have sent us the wrong file by mistake."
"Stupid stupid stupid," Warkrawk muttered. She straightened up. "I'll get right on it."
"How did we miss it?" Trucker asked.
"Naming and nomenclature standards underwent a security change last year," Ge'ermo'o stated. He tapped his datalink. "The information is usually only needed at procurement, design, and testing levels. It was not disseminated to field units."
"Good catch," A'armo'o said, patting Ge'ermo'o on the shoulder.
"Of course, sir," Ge'ermo'o said.
After all, wasn't he a most observant and attentive officer?




Chapter Twenty-One

General NoDra'ak looked at the gathered officers as he exhaled smoke.
"So nobody else received the template file or a tank upgrade?" he asked.
General Warkrawk shook her head. "No, sir. Just V Corps (Old Blood)."
"Do we know why?" General NoDra'ak asked. "This would have been disastrous if we had tried to field those tanks?"
Warkrawk nodded. "So, the tank was designed on Terra, part of the Force 86C Project. Full force modernization with lessons learned from the Lanaktallan War. The tanks we had, that replaced the tanks we had three years ago, were a stopgap to try to cover defects we discovered facing the Dwellerspawn."
"Right," Smokey 'No said. He shuffled the cards and dealt them out, politely ignoring how Ge'ermo'o squinted at him.
"The tank was fielded, was performing quite well. That means design moved from theory to proof of concept for the next tank generation sometime last year, even though the tanks we're all currently using are still undergoing full trials with Eighty-Six-Charlie," Warkrawk said. She glanced at her cards, then threw a chit in. "I’m in."
"Why is it still undergoing trials if we are using it?" A'armo'o asked. He glared at his cards as if they were to blame for his shitty hand.
"Standard Confed procedure," Trucker said. He tossed in the chits. "I see and raise."
"Anyway, we all know that the current Warsteel, based off of the old Cole-Bunch Imperium X, has been the standard for eight thousand years. There's always been pressure to improve on it or replace it with something better," Warkrawk said. She tossed two cards down. "Take two."
Smokey 'No nodded, tossing her two cards, keeping his face expressionless that he'd pulled her second card off the bottom of the deck.
"Well, a couple of months ago, Treana'ad scientists managed to produce a new warsteel variant, listed as Mark V, with the code-name 'Peanut Brittle Super Crunch', and immediately sent the data to the design teams," Warkrawk said. She made a face and tossed her cards down. "Fold."
"How long till the WM5 catches on fire or turns out to give you ball cancer?" Trucker wondered. He tossed a single card down. "I'll take one."
Smokey 'No dealt it out of the middle of the deck smoothly, without anyone noticing, after seeing Ge'ermo'o was busy picking pretzels out of the bowl.
"Probably next week. Anyway, there's a weight difference with WM5, as well as the new laminates having different profiles, so that means that tank's armor and superstructure needs redone. That meant that the designers had to push a new tank model to Force Eighty-Six-Charlie," Warkrawk said.
"How did we get it?" NoDra'ak asked. "Raise."
A'armo'o looked at his cards suspiciously. "Raise."
"That's where the fun comes in," Warkrawk said. "We suffered severe time dilation effects during the fighting here."
"And it affected the file," Trucker guessed. He grabbed a handful of pretzels out of the bowl and shoved some into his mouth, ignoring Ge’ermo’o’s glare.
"No. It actually just compounded a problem," Warkrawk said. Took a drink off her mug.
Ge'ermo'o tossed his cards down. "Fold."
"What was the problem?" Smokey 'No asked, exhaling smoke and using it as cover to swap one of his cards with another from the bottom of the deck after glancing at Ge'ermo'o.
"I was with Eight-Six before being accepted to V Corps," she said. She took a hit off her drink and picked up a cigar, snipping the end off. "I was reassigned there due to the Die Off. I'd just gotten orders when we dropped in-system."
"The time dilation made it so that your personal timestamp and the shipboard timestamps, which the needlecast and superluminal communications array rely upon, was after your reporting date to this new unit," A'armo'o guessed.
"You got it in one," Warkrawk said. She lit the cigar with a match, puffing out smoke. "Since PERSCOM stated I was at my duty station and the fleet timestamp on my communications was after my reporting date to Eight-Six, I was forwarded that file," she exhaled a long plume of smoke. "I'll be accepting command of the Armor Testing Group. Since it was a testbed mockup, the file was locked so that unauthorized changes that were not directly from the planning group couldn't be added and mess up the trials. It was marked priority because they want to test the new warsteel ASAP."
"And so the file instructions were immediate replacement of all current super-heavy tanks," Smokey 'No said. "Call."
"Yup. I informed PERSCOM and a few other relevant groups that we're under temporal warfare protocols out here, so they might want to make sure that people are where they say they are," she said.
“That’ll be handled in the next hundred years or so by my experience,” A’armo’o said. He put down his cards. "Full house, nines over threes."
Smokey 'No laid down his cards. "Straight flush."
That brought cursing.
Smokey 'No shuffled the cards with one hand as he raked in the pot with his bladearm.
"That's one problem solved. Here's to solving tomorrow's problems before they cost lives," he said.
Everyone raised their glasses to that as Smokey 'No dealt the cards.
-----
Vuxten limped across the dining hall and sat down at a table where only one person was sitting at. He dragged his cast around and shifted till he was comfortable.
"Evening, sir," Casey said, staring at his food.
Vuxten noticed he'd only taken a few bites.
"Something wrong with the food, Lance Corporal?" Vuxten asked mildly.
Casey nodded. "It tastes like cardboard and wet plascrete."
Vuxten nodded. He held out his fork. "Mind if I check it?"
Casey snorted, tapping the red jello with his fork so it bounced. "Go ahead."
Vuxten speared some of the sauce covered noodles with his fork and tasted it.
It was tasteless, slightly greasy, and the noodles were weird unpleasant mushy feeling.
"It's not in your head. Something's wrong with it," Vuxten said.
"Light was blinking on the dispenser. Figured it was still good for one more meal before it needed reloaded," Casey sighed. He pushed his tray to the side. "I'm not really hungry anyway."
Vuxten shook his head. "Go get another tray," he told the human, making a note on his datalink to talk to whoever was in charge of the food forges.
"Yes, sir," Casey said, his tone slightly mournful. He got up picked up his tray, and Vuxten watched him walk over to the big row of food forges. After a couple of minutes the human sat back down, the food on his tray steaming. Vuxten could see an omelet, an orange, a pack of vitamin supplements, and a glass of grapefruit juice on the tray.
"Breakfast?" Vuxten asked.
"I like omelets," Casey said. He took a bite, closed his eye, and sighed in pleasure as he chewed.
Vuxten ate silently, watching the big human. Casey scarfed down the omelet before Vuxten finished his food, pushing the empty tray to the side and smiling.
"Much better," Casey said. He rubbed his stomach. "That hits the spot."
Vuxten nodded, setting his fork down. "Casey, do you mind if I ask you some questions?"
Casey sighed. "Is it about my religion?"
"Actually, yes," Vuxten held up his hand. "Religion was largely suppressed under the Lanaktallans. My people had a few old legends, mostly broodcarrier genetic memory, but nobody really had any religion, much less followed it with any adherence."
Casey nodded. "All right."
"But it's more than that. Most of your file is redacted. It's over nine hundred years’ worth the service record," Vuxten chuckled. "Your duty station list takes up twenty-two pages."
Casey nodded. "Yeah, I've been around."
Vuxten tapped his green jello, making it dance and ripple. "Religion is beginning to catch on with my people, especially in the military."
"You fought next to Chromium Phillip, met Bellona the Gravebound Beauty," Casey said seriously. "You fought next to living legends, got sent on a quest by them to save your entire world. I think that seeing two of the Biological Apostles would make it so worship of the Digital Omnimessiah caught on."
Vuxten nodded. "My wife sent me a needlecast today. Apparently the Digital Omnimessiah has returned, and named one of my people The Widow, and has been seen comforting her. There's been reports of miracles. First and Second Telkan have seen the Biological Apostles recently in their ancient garb, not their post-Imperium avatars."
Casey closed his eye and inhaled. "That's... these are strange times, sir."
"Yes, yes they are," Vuxten said. "So you see, you're the only person I know who really holds tight to his religion, even if it hurts, even if it's difficult. I want to know more, so I know how to advise my wife, advise other officers, in handling what's going to be widespread really soon."
Casey got up, without a word, carrying his tray over and putting it on the rack. He grabbed a clean glass and got a drink of carbonated beverage, then sat down, still frowning.
"I get called a hysteric sometimes, sir. I've been called a zealot too," Casey said.
"If anyone calls you that, you come to me or one of the other officers of First Telkan," Vuxten said, his voice hard. "I won't have that."
Casey nodded. "I will. It doesn't help that my people are, well, there's been some history there."
"Is it relevant?" Vuxten asked.
"Maybe. I don't feel like it is, but others do, so maybe it is," Casey said. He sighed. "I'm seen as stiff necked," he noticed Vuxten's confusion. "That means I'm inflexible. I've been accused of being 'holier than thou' and stuck up and arrogant."
"Are you?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shrugged. "I don't feel like I am."
"I've never seen you treat any subordinate or comrade disrespectfully or with malice," Vuxten said. "You haven't been with First Telkan long and already you're praised by our NCO's and liked by the enlisted and a lot of the officers."
"Thanks," Casey said. He sighed, running his finger along the table. A reddish spark jumped, squeezed out from between his fingertip and the macroplas of the table. "I've been accused of holding people to impossible standards, or holding judgement on others."
"Do you?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shook his head. "No," he said softly. "That's a sin. Judgement laid upon others in arrogance and pride shall lay their sin upon you doubly. Guide others to their path, do not give in to the sin of pride and attempt to force others down the road you think they should follow."
"What's that from?" Vuxten asked.
"One of the Tenets of the Ninth Prophet," Casey said. "From the Book of Prophet's Wisdom, which isn't a bible, just the collected advice and observations of the various prophets over the last few thousand years," he shrugged. "My religion is a living religion."
"Like the Dee-Oh," Vuxten guessed.
Casey nodded. "Yeah."
"How come you left, joined the Confederate Military?" Vuxten asked, getting right to the point.
Casey clenched his jaw and fists, then obviously willed himself to relax. "A woman."
"Really?" Vuxten raised an eyebrow. "A female?"
Casey nodded, rolling his shoulders. "I know, I know, talk about cliché. I fell in love with a girl, she fell in love with me, then she married someone else. I left. I wanted her to be happy, but seeing her walking with him and laughing physically hurt."
Vuxten nodded. "I get that."
"We're emotional, my people," Casey said. He took a sip of his soda. "I'm close to baseline human. Original Gen-Zero Human. Not Terran. Not Solarian. Human. Genetic alteration outside of medical procedures for physical defects is forbidden."
"As is cyberware," Vuxten noted.
"Yeah. That and I reject cloned tissue," he gave a laugh. "There's actually an annotation in my medical file to be careful trying to run off cloned tissue in a vatbank with my DNA, it's been known to bork up the system," he smiled, a honest thing. "About four hundred years ago I had a commander who tried to 'prove' to me that cloned tissue was fine. He ran my DNA into the system and it blew out the entire clone bank for the base hospital."
Vuxten tilted his head. "What?"
Casey nodded. "He took a DNA sample, put it in the analyzer. He had the doctor override the warning and when they hit go for the cellular printer, the whole thing blew out. Even fried the local SUDS array."
Vuxten sat still. "Has that ever happened any other time?"
Casey nodded. He reached into his shirt and pulled out his dogtags. Vuxten noticed that there was a red tinted one. Casey separated that one and held it out. "NO CLONING" was stamped on it, along with an allergy code.
"Had a medic miss that," he tucked it back into his shirt and tapped his chest, "When I took the shrapnel. They ran off a new heart and right after it printed it blew the whole system out. Took the local SUDS node with it."
"Casey," Vuxten said gently. "Do you have heretics or those who turn their back on your religion?"
Casey nodded. "A few. They're rare, though."
"Can they get SUDS?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shook his head. "No. The SUDS scanning throws an incompatible neural scan error, if it doesn't just lock up and melt down."
"Have your people had any genetic modification?"
"No."
"When did you leave Terra?" Vuxten asked, feeling his stomach clench.
"Back when it was called Earth. Long haul colony ship, hypersleep, took about three hundred years for us to get there," Casey looked a little pained. "It was... bad. Things went real bad."
"How so?" Vuxten asked, standing up. "Come on, I wanna talk to Smokey 'No real quick and I want you there."
"OK," Casey stood up. "The Mantid attacked Earth right as our colony ship was leaving," he shook his head. "The Digital Sentience got damaged. The trip was bad. Real bad."
"I'm sorry," Vuxten said, stopping by the turbolift. "Did it affect your people greatly?"
Casey nodded. "Yeah. Kind of the reason I left and joined the Confederate military."
"Why?" Vuxten asked as the doors opened.
"We're a martial people."




Chapter Twenty-Two

Vuxten limped into the command center, looking around for the Duty Officer. He motioned at a Treana'ad behind the desk, one Staff Sergeant Nan'Tz.
"Where's Lieutenant Grentip?" Vuxten asked.
"He stepped out to grab us all some dinner, sir," the Treana'ad said. The com clinked and he grabbed it before the second chime. "Staff Duty, Headquarters, First Telkan Marine Division, Staff Sergeant Nan'Tz speaking. How can I help you, sir, ma'am, both or neither?"
Vuxten waited for a moment as the Treana'ad Staff Duty NCO forwarded the call to the Bravo Company HHC barracks.
"Sorry about that, sir," the Treana'ad said. "It's been hectic tonight."
"I understand. Who's handling ground to orbit commo?" Vuxten asked.
"5th Signal Brigade. They're on the other side of base, though," the Treana'ad said. "Anything I can help with, sir?"
Vuxten nodded. "I need to put a call through to General NoDra'ak as well as Division Command and whoever's handling MEDCOM out here," he said.
The Treana'ad nodded. "General NoDra'ak and his command staff are actually ground-side, right here at this base," he said. "The MEDCOM Commander is at the base hospital."
Vuxten sighed, glanced at Casey, who was standing against the wall with a neutral expression. "I think you better put me through to the General first."
"Which one?" The Treana'ad asked, putting his hand on the comlink.
"General Vrawgarkwa, she's the current Division Commander," Vuxten said.
Nan'Tz motioned at the ring on the floor by the wall. "I'll shoot it over there, sir."
Vuxten moved over and stood in the ring, activating it with his implant. The security came online. Someone would be able to tell who he was, and that he was talking to someone, but not who and not intercept any data or listen in on the conversation. Even his mouth would be blurred.
He waited while Staff Sergeant Nan'Tz put through the call.
Vrawgarkwa answered, dressed in a PT uniform, her hair messed up. "Yes, Captain?"
"Ma'am, I've just come into possession of what I think may be critical data," Vuxten said.
Vrawgarkwa narrowed her eyes, then shook her head. "You've got a devil's slice of luck, Captain. Let's hear it."
Vuxten inhaled, then launched into it. "Currently, the SUDS inoperative and the cloning banks all keep locking up when we try to make any clones. I heard something about clone geneseed contamination," he said.
She nodded slowly.
"Lance Corporal Casey has a 'no cloning' profile," Vuxten said. "Before you discount it, hear me out. If Casey gets cloned on an unauthorized system, it blows out the cloning array. Sometimes not just the one used, but the entire base cloning array and the local SUDS node all slag down."
Vrawgarkwa rubbed her face and looked more intent. "Wait, isn't Casey the Novastar VII pilot? The Ringbreaker Class guy they dropped on planet when we first got here?"
"Right!" Vuxten said. "Everyone looks at that and says 'well, that's why the system slags down' but what if it's not?" Vuxten pointed at Casey, making it so Casey could hear him.
"Did you have to get cloned tissue or blood before you went Novastar?" he asked.
"No, sir," Casey said. "Not until I took a load of shrapnel to the chest."
Vuxten turned back to the General. "See, ma'am. They didn't try till after he went Novastar pilot. What if the problem isn't just the Novastar template, but his origins?"
The General made a motion and looked off to the side. She obviously scrolled through something then narrowed her eyes. "Casey. Home of Record: Rigel-5 dot Sierra Charlie."
Her eyes narrowed further. "SC? That's not one of the moons. Hang on," she made a few more scrolling motions. "His home of record is Rigel-5, his Point of Entry is one of the space stations orbiting the Harkgawarka moon. No address listed. No mother and father listed."
She made a humming noise, one of the musical sounds that a stressed or deep thinking Rigellian female often did.
"Ask him where he's really from. He's a Rigellian citizen, but I'm not seeing a place of birth or location of schooling, just that he tested and provided documentation of homeschool equivalency."
"He said he's something called 'Tabulan' when I asked," Vuxten said.
General Vrawgarkwa froze. Her protective clear inner eyelids clicked down and her lips firmed up and pressed together as she gave a sharp hiss.
"Are you sure he said Tabulan," she asked carefully.
Vuxten motioned again. "Casey, where did you say you were from? Exactly. Your birth people. A martial people, right?"
Casey nodded. "Blathmin Township, Bhaile-Prime, Tabula-929 System," Casey said. He gave a smile. "We're kind of a martial people. We're not part of the Confederacy. I haven't really thought of them too much in a long time."
Vuxten turned back to the General. "Did you get that."
She blinked her inner eyelids and nodded slowly. "Yes. Yes, I did," she leaned forward. "Are you anywhere near a creation engine of any class?"
Vuxten looked around. "No, ma'am. Well, there's a Class-I Nanoforge in the corner, basically a hard copy printer."
She nodded slowly. "All right. Good. Keep it that way."
Vuxten nodded. "I will. I think I know what's happening with the clone banks. Or at least, I've found something out that might point us in the right way. He said his people left Terra back when it was called Earth and haven't had any genetic modification."
She nodded slowly, the clear inner eyelid still protecting her eyes.
"What if it isn't the Novastar impressions on his DNA? What if it's the fact he's got Old Earth DNA?" Vuxten said.
"Why would that do it?" the General asked.
"Can Terrans still throw lightning?" Vuxten asked.
She shook her head. "No."
"The Imperium guys could. They're all Old Terra DNA, and I've seen them throw lightning. They're psychic, big time psychics," Vuxten was talking rapidly now. "I've even heard that humans aren't supposed to be throwing lightning. I overheard that there was consideration of pulling Terrans off the battlefield till some kind of psychic suppression could be enabled after Terrans started showing psychic abilities during the initial Atrekna attacks on Hesstla."
The General frowned, then nodded. "OK."
"I checked. You can't run off an old style human. I looked up someone called Herman "Khan" Noonan-Melville and asked it I could run a VR or clone of him to ask him questions. I was informed that due to about eight pages of legal jargon that I couldn't because he would be considered dangerous," Vuxten said. "He's from just prior to the Glassing. I checked on a few famous Terrans after the Imperium Era, and I could run off VR versions, but nobody pre-Glassing."
The General nodded. "I'll alert Smokey 'No. You're onto something. There's data out of the First Battle for Hesstla that you don't know," she reached out and grabbed her adaptive camouflage top. "Clear a SCIF room with a Whiskey Clearance."
"Maybe the MEDCOM commander?" Vuxten suggestion.
"Among others," she said. "Read this. Decide what to tell Lance Corporal Casey. Then you make sure Casey can't access any creation engines and keep your eyes directly on him during and after reading him in on this information."
"Yes, ma'am."
"General Vrawgarkwa, out."
The call terminated.
The field wouldn't let Vuxten leave until he read the file. Sighing, he opened it up and looked at it. It was read-only, retinal-link only.
It was only two pages.
What he read made his blood run cold.
He deleted the file and counted to five before he let the security field drop.
"Fun call, sir?" Casey asked.
"Not really," Vuxten said. He moved over to Staff Sergeant Nan'Tz. "I need a Whiskey Clearance enabled SCIF cleared. Coffee, donuts, cigarettes, and some Liquid Hate."
"Yes, sir," the Treana'ad said.
"I'll be right back," Vuxten said. He motioned to Casey. "Come with me, Marine."
Casey grinned. "You know, technically, I'm not a Marine. I'm a soldier. Army."
Vuxten just nodded, pushing through the door.
Across the street was a large field used for morning PT (Physical Training) that was empty, big enough for a Battalion to hold PT or do a PT test in. Vuxten walked across the parking lot, across the street, and kept going until he was in the middle of the field. He looked around carefully.
The nearest vehicle was at least two hundred meters away. Nothing easily damaged. Local equivalent of grass with dirt underneath.
Casey walked up and looked around. "OK, sir, what's going on?"
"You're from Tabula-929," Vuxten said.
Casey nodded. "Yes."
"Have you ever been back?" Vuxten asked.
"Once. After my first ten years. I was exiled though when I went back," Casey said, his face tightening. "I'd accepted longevity treatments as part of my enlistment requirements. They exiled but didn't excommunicate me."
"You joined because of a woman? Suicidal?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shook his head. "No. I wasn't suicidal. It was just... everything was too small suddenly. We're an emotional people, it's part of our culture," he sighed and ran his hand through his hair. "It wasn't that long ago that we still did Carousel. Dead at 31."
He looked up. "I was in the militia already. Orbital drop trained," Casey said. "I don't really think of it that often anymore," he gave a sigh. "I think of her sometimes. I can still remember her clearly. She had flawless blue eyes, hair so black it was almost blue. Her laugh brightened everything. She loved Old French poetry and British Empire epics and would read them in their original languages. She painted little ceramic figurines. She wanted to be a potter. We met in school."
Vuxten stayed still.
"We were young, we were in love, but the Genetic Pairing Council paired her up with someone else," he gave a sigh. "She was happy with him. They completed each other. I was happy for her, but I still felt lost and adrift without her. The Genetic Pairing Council Computer said there were no viable matching for me that year, try again next year. After a while I got discouraged, afraid there was nobody out there for me, so I left."
He shook his head. "I took a junker out. Junkers showed up like once or twice a year and I got lucky. I was wandering around the old spaceport, which largely went unused for anything really, we were isolated and happy that way. When we got to Rigel-5, I discovered that as a Tabulan I had dual citizenship due to the Foundation Documents."
"And you joined Space Force," Vuxten guessed.
Casey nodded. "I needed somewhere to belong. I belonged back home, and I missed it. So I joined up."
"And you went back later?" Vuxten asked.
"Once. After my first enlistment was up. I did ten years, got a waiver for my other forty years of obligation, and went home," he sighed, made a fist, and looked at his forearm. "I'd taken longevity treatments. It was part of the benefits."
He relaxed his fist.
"I wasn't even allowed out of the space port. I got back on the junker and left, came back, signed back up and the rest is almost forgotten history," Casey said.
"Never went back?" Vuxten asked.
Casey shook his head. "Exile. I appealed it, they pointed out that my DNA was altered and I could no longer father children under our laws. It wasn't that I broke a religious tenet, it was that I broke a social tenet," he shrugged. "Water under the bridge, sir."
Vuxten waited a minute. "There's something you need to know. Something nobody told you because nobody knew to tell you," he paused. "It's classified data. If they don't want me sharing this, then they can file court martial charges on me and be damned with them."
Casey shook his head. "Sir, whatever it is, I doubt it's worth your career."
"It has to do with Tabula," Vuxten said.
"What? They joined the Confederacy?" Casey gave a slight snicker. "I can see the Blood Council bending to the Confederacy's Twelve Basic Rights."
"It's gone," Vuxten said, just ripping the bandage off.
Casey froze.
"Wiped out. Completely. Recon showed that the planet's dead. Barren. Just a few destroyed cities covered by shattered domes, dirt, and weeds. Not a single living being beyond bacteria and small water and soil based organisms," Vuxten said.
Casey clenched his fists. His eye began glowing amber.
"It looked like, to the recon team, that it was a Lanaktallan bioweapon attack," Vuxten said.
"Like the Talmonus Harmony," Casey said. Sparks popped off his fists and his eye glowed red. "All of them?"
Vuxten nodded. "I've seen a few datapics. It's bad."
"How long have you known?" Casey said. His voice was like rocks grinding together.
"I was just informed. Your home of record is listed as Rigel-5. Nobody knew you were from Tabula," Vuxten said. "The only reason I knew..."
"Is because I told you," Casey said. He closed his eye.
Vuxten could still a faint red glow, see the soft illumination of the human's eyes.
"That's why you brought me out here. To make sure I didn't break anything," Casey growled. "In case I lost control."
Vuxten shook his head. "No."
Casey opened his eye. "No?"
Vuxten pointed back at the HQ building. "There's Mantid and Lanaktallan and Tnvaru working in that building. All of them are sensitive to psychic emanations. To strong emotions. Yours are an emotional people, like mine, and I didn't want you to inadvertently cause a psychic injury to someone who was over sensitive and not protected by a psychic shield."
"You aren't protected, sir," Casey said, closing his eye.
"I stood next to Enraged Phillip when the guns were pounding and the Dwellerspawn screaming, with my broodcarriers beneath my feet. I've felt Bellona's cold touch upon my cheek," Vuxten patted the magac stubber at his waist. "I carry the weapon of Bahram the Persian Fury that I picked up when he had fallen and have been called Brother by Osiris of the Warsteel Flame. I carry an eight thousand year old weapon that cannot be left in an arm's room or else it affects the other weapons, that pulling the trigger causes spikes in the psychic shielding."
"But that is not why I am out here with one of my men," Vuxten reached out and touched Casey's arm. "I have no fear because I will stand with thee, together, before a malevolent universe," he quoted.
"I misjudged you, sir," Casey said. He gave a deep, hitching sigh. "All of them?"
"Yes," Vuxten said. "I'm sorry."
Casey looked up at the sky. At the clear, beautiful night. The core of the Milky Way galaxy shining, the illuminated nebula to the east, the dance of an aurora to the North. Pinpricks of warships in orbit and the twinkle of satellites.
"In the holos, it would be raining," Casey said.
Vuxten touched his implant. "Want me to call planetary weather control?"
Casey suddenly laughed and shook his head. "With our luck we'd get hit by lightning."
Vuxten waited for him to stop laughing. Then he waited quietly as Casey pulled a bottle of pills out of pocket, dry swallowed one, and put the pills back in his pocket.
"Will you be all right?" Vuxten asked. "Do you want to go talk to the chaplain?"
"Tomorrow. I'll go see her and Mental Health tomorrow," Casey said. "I'm hurting, but it's a phantom ache," he gave a chuckle. "My heart hurts. The cyberware says there's nothing wrong, but it hurts. Not my heart, not the one in my chest with the cyberware, but my heart heart."
"I get it," Vuxten said. He looked at where a staff car with a general's flag fluttering on the front was pulling into the headquarters. "Sometimes I remember Telkan how it was, before the Precursors, before the Dwellerspawn, and all I remember is the good things."
"How her eyes were a perfect, flawless, warm sapphire," Casey said softly.
"And how warm and safe it felt in bed with my wife and broodcarriers, when all our world was just that little apartment and each other."
---------
"That has got to be the most disconcerting thing I've seen in my life and I was infantry," Smokey 'No said, lighting a cigarette.
"You said it was an emergency," Trucker said from over by the sandwiches that had been set down by a Marine private. The entire back of his head was exposed warsteel, the plate removed to show complex electronics and cerebral tissue.
"You could have put the back of your head on," Smokey 'No said. "Chromium Saint Peter on a pogostick, I can read your thoughts."
"Then don't look," Trucker said. He put the sandwich on the plate and sucked sauce off of one finger as he turned around.
"Oh God," Smokey 'No said. "That's even worse."
The synth-flesh had been peeled back from around Trucker's eyes and forehead and the heavy skull plating removed, exposing the internal systems as well as cerebral tissue for the frontal lobes. Trucker's nose was an open cavity lined with psuedo-tissue, the top of his face peeled up over the top of his head, and NoDra'ak could see the human's upper mandible and teeth.
"I'm going to have nightmares," NoDra'ak said, puffing smoke rings from his footpads.
"Don't be such a sissy," Trucker said, moving over and sitting down. When he walked by Smokey 'No shook his head.
"At least you put on your uniform," the big Treana'ad said.
"Thought about coming here in the hospital gown and showing everyone my ass, but Doc Resists told me to put on my uniform," Trucker said, pulling out the chair and sitting down. "Plus the chair would be cold."
"Thank the Digital Omnimessiah for small favors," Smokey 'No said. He turned to the russet mantid doctor. "Thank you for coming."
"I'm banging my head against the wall anyway," she admitted. She lifted up a ball of water the size of a baseball and sipped at it, the magnetic system in the 'leaf' it was sitting on keeping surface tension. "Three days and I'm no closer to figuring out why he's got one green light."
"What about any other humans?" Smokey 'No asked.
"We have exactly four, counting the one that caused this meeting," Resists said. "The other two have green lights also, but as they are largely fully human, unlike General Trucker, I would have to do major surgery to get such easy access to their brains."
"What there is of it that doesn't go clank clank clank," Trucker shrugged. He reached up, fumbled for a second, and grabbed his upper lip.
"Oh God, don't," Smokey 'No said.
"Hang on," Resists said, getting up and moving next to Trucker. She slapped his hand. "Stop that, you'll rip your lip."
Vuxten and Casey walked in just as she pulled Trucker's face down, the missing plating causing sags and hollows in the skin.
"Wow," Vuxten said, his eyes wide. "Um... are we interrupting?"
Smokey 'No tensed slightly, glancing at Trucker, who didn't move, just held still as Resists adjusted the fit of his face.
"Nope," Trucker said. He lifted up the sandwich and took a bite.
"Just making sure that C-DAT doesn't spill chewed food everywhere or drool on the table," Smokey-No said. He gave a theatrical shudder. "How is that somehow worse?"
"Stop whining. You sound like an enlistedman pulling guard duty in the rain," Trucker mumbled around the mouthful of sandwich. He pointed at a chair. "Pull up a seat."
Vuxten grabbed Casey's arm, pulling him down and close.
"Can you behave yourself?" Vuxten asked. "I didn't know he was going to be here. Can you control yourself?"
Casey nodded. "I'm... numb. I hurt, but I can't really process it."
"Are you sure?" Vuxten asked, glancing twice at Trucker to prove a point.
"Peel's alive. Even if she wasn't, I have to forgive him, and right now," Casey shrugged. "I have to forgive the Lankys too," he sighed. "And myself. That one's going to take longer."
"All right, if you're sure," Vuxten said. "If nothing else, I expect you to maintain military discipline."
"I'm sure."
Holding onto Casey's sleeve, Vuxten moved around the table, then stopped and stared at the back of Trucker's head for a moment, his eyes wide.
"Can you read his thoughts?" Smokey 'No asked. He'd noticed that Casey and Trucker were militantly ignoring one another.
"Hey, mind your own business," Trucker said, then took another bite.
Vuxten shuddered and sat down. Casey waited till he was done, then sat down next to him right as the door opened and General Vrawgarkwa came in. The General went over, poured herself a cup of coffee, and grabbed a donut out of the box that had the BobCo logo twinkling on it, then sat down.
"Eh, this is enough. Anyone else shows up, we'll catch them up to speed," Smokey 'No said. He pointed at each person, including the three SUDS and Clone Systems commanders, and introduced them, finishing with Casey.
"Our resident Ringbreaker," Colonel Rantle-221 said, nodding. Casey just shrugged.
"I informed him what happened to Tabula," Vuxten said.
Smokey 'No cocked his head. "I wasn't aware that information was cleared for general dissemination."
Casey shrugged, looking calm, but Vuxten saw him clench his fist hard enough a red spark popped out. Vuxten kicked him under the table and Casey relaxed his hand.
"The Lance Corporal's place of birth is Tabula-929," General Vrawgarkwa said. "He holds a dual birth citizenship with Rigel-5 due to some old treaties, so that was listed as his home of record."
"The Red Cross/Crescent should have been the one to break the news," Smokey 'No mused.
"I thought it was better coming from me," Vuxten said. He sat up slightly straighter. "As his Mental Health Sponsor as well as his friend, not to mention his superior officer in the Telkan Marine Corps and his Corps Sponsor, the duty fell upon me to inform him."
Smokey 'No gave a sigh. "Oh, relax, Captain. I'm not going to second guess the man on the ground," he looked around. "All right, let's hear this, General."
"I'll let the Captain explain it," General Vrawgarkwa said.
Vuxten launched into the whole thing, including how he knew, from conversation, that the old Imperium of Wrath and Imperium of Light couldn't be cloned or brought back by SUDS, how Casey having tissue cloned would blow out the SUDS array and local node, how the Novastar Program used native psychic abilities and amplified them for suit use, how the Crusade Troops, especially the NekoMarines, used psychic abilities.
He laid it all out, thinking quickly, categorizing it in his mind before laying it out.
"...with that, I'm of the belief that there's some kind of hardwired patch on our side to keep the SUDS system and the cloning system from running off old pre-Glassing or Glassing Era humans," Vuxten said. "I checked, and the LARP Systems for a few places don't have that, since they use pre-Glassing DNA for clones and the like, but those are also altered with a tag on the end of the DNA to let the system know it's a LARP regrow."
Resists sat there, watching, nodding. "It all fits," she said. She tapped the table and then tapped her bladearm against a control. The holoemitter in the middle lit up, showing a scan of a human brain. "This is the brain of a wounded Terran soldier on Hesstla. Now, this information is still being gone through, there's literally years of data that they accumulated that, due to time dilation effects, we have only had two years to examine."
The scan suddenly morphed.
"Right there is where the SUDS suddenly all went down," she said. "Soon afterwards, the cloning banks all slagged down. She pointed at Trucker. "The single green bar means that the integrity of his SUDS scan is good. The fact the 'transmit' and 'up to date' quiklights are flashing red means that something is still happening with the system."
"Do we know why?" Smokey 'No asked.
"No. Whatever it is, it hit all at once. There's rumors, rumors mind you, that someone is somehow fixing the backbone SUDS hardware," Resists said.
"I thought nobody knew where it was," Trucker said, breaking his silence. He hadn't said a word the entire time and had avoided looking at Casey, who had ignored him.
"We don't. Since the Glassing, it's been patches laid on patches to make the whole thing work," Resists said. "I never realized how fried out and cludgy the system was until I started to do a deep dive into information on it. Worse, it's almost as if the information has been deliberately suppressed."
"Makes sense," General Vrawgarkwa said. "That's always been humanity's biggest edge."
Vuxten barked a laugh.
General Vrawgarkwa turned to Vuxten. "You disagree, Captain?"
"I know I'm the new kid on the block, but I disagree," Vuxten said. He waved his hand at everyone at the table. "There's ten of us here. Two are human. The rest are all different xenospecies. That is humanity's biggest edge. The ability to bring different species together."
General Vrawgarkwa smiled. "That's something we debate at 1AM in the O-Club after a night of drinking, Captain," she looked at Smokey 'No. "You're buying."
Smokey 'No made a face.
"There's also the interlocks to prevent more than one copy of a person to exist at the same time," Resists said. "Which means the interlock and patch I'm looking for could be wrapped up in another patch."
"You're looking for old patches," Trucker said, his face wrinkling oddly. "Right after the system was up and running again."
"Makes sense," Resists said. She looked at Colonel Rantel-221. "We'll get our people together tomorrow morning."
"Sounds good," the Colonel said.
"That mean I can go back to the hospital and finish up?" Resists asked.
Smokey 'No nodded.
"What, something wrong with my good looks?" Trucker asked, smiling. It made his face bunch up strangely and his upper lip slid slightly over the nasal passage of his skull.
"Oh, God, stop that," Smokey 'No shuddered.




Chapter Twenty-Three

"A normal being will tell you, you cannot fight a planet, you cannot fight the tide, you cannot fight the changing seasons. A Mad Lemur of Terra will tell you: hold my beer." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
Yrklik stared at what looked like the edge of a soap bubble to his senses. An iridescent barrier that was thin but distorted what was beyond it. He could see a city in the distance, see grass and trees, see the road he was standing on surrounded by his warrior caste and servitor warriors that made up his attack group.
According to his psychic senses there was nothing beyond the soap bubble, but he watched as a bird above circled, half of its path entered the soap bubble before it exited a handful of seconds later.
The Overqueen had ordered him to enter the city, assault it with his force of two hundred warriors and five thousand servitor warriors. He had no vehicles, vehicles seemed to attract record numbers of anti-vehicle munitions as well as air strikes by strikers performing close combat runs so low that the graviton engines tore up the ground. He had no artillery, that had vanished in the white light of an atomic strike. He had no air support, none of the warrior caste devoted to air power survived longer than a half hour before being ripped from the sky.
Three weeks.
Three weeks he had been fighting for possession of the planet. Three and a half weeks since he had been thawed from his eternal slumber.
Three weeks and he still felt chilled. Still felt a lingering stiffness and chill in his ichor.
Three weeks of fighting with exactly jack and shit to show for it.
Yrklik considered himself lucky. Most of the Speakers that he had landed with were dead. He had been engaged in pitched battles twice and come out on top.
The primitives and mind-blank were extremely tough fighters that did not react with fear and panic to the psychic assaults of the Mantid warrior caste, or even the Speakers.
While normally, by himself, he should have been able to overwhelm the planet, the entire planet seemed to be full of psychic static. He could barely control a few hundred yards around himself, could barely keep the servitor caste at ease, could barely communication with his own people.
Of course, just his luck, he could still communicated with the Queens and the Overqueen.
**What is taking you so long?** the Queen in orbit asked.
**There is a type of psychic barrier here,** Yrklik answered. **As we approached artillery dropped and deployed submunitions and now there is a psychic barrier between the city and my troops.**
**Can you physically enter it?** the Queen snapped.
**Well, yes, but...** Yrklik started to explain.
**THEN ENTER IT AND ASSAULT THE CITY, YOU MORON!** the Queen yelled, making his shudder and his head wince with pain. Anxiety spiked as his limbic system pushed him to follow the queen's commands and his intellect told him to stay away from that bubble.
There was just something about it that gave Yrklik the heebie-jeebies.
**As you command** he answered automatically. He reached out to his men. **Move out**
The Queen stayed in contact with him as his men gathered around him, servitors on the outside, warriors on the inside clustered around the massive figure of the Speaker.
The Queen watched through a thousand eyes as the Mantid warriors started moving in perfect unison, all in step, and rushed through the bubble.
She lost contact instantly, as soon as the cross the thin permeable membrane. They didn't die.
They just vanished.
Screeching in fury the Queen ordered Yrklik to answer her, screaming over the psychic network to the point the Overqueen had to reach out and quiet her.
Groundside, Yrklik rushed through the membrane, holding his breath as if it would help, and charged nearly a hundred meters before he realized something.
The touch of the Overqueen and the Queen was gone. He couldn't feel her in there.
His anxiety suddenly released and he came to a stop.
The warriors stopped with him.
The servitor caste warriors stopped and looked around.
**this sucks** Yrklik heard.
**tired of this bullshit** he heard another voice
**this warrior has a pattern on his abdomen that looks like two Urgulaurth pooping on a rock**
there was some giggling.
**Do you hear that, Speaker?** Warrior R'Nerkak asked.
**shhh***
**oh crap**
**great now what do they want**
**fuck this I wanna go home**
^^d=√((x_2-x_1)²+(y_2-y_1)²) ^^
**anyone got anything to eat**
**check out that rock**
**hey does anyone see my rifle**
^^ cos(TD/24) = -(tan)(tanL) ^^
^^T× (MET × 3.5 ×W) / 200 ^^
Yrklik stood silently for a long moment. The voices were small, tiny, compared to the roar of his fellow speakers and the all-consuming voice of the Queens. There was a multitude of them, chattering at one another. He reached out to the warriors, stopping them from acting, telling them to hold still, maintain their calm, and center themselves.
**If you can hear and understand me, raise your right bladearm** Yrklik said
For a second nothing happened. A few started to raise their bladearms but were poked or kicked by their fellows and dropped them. The babbling fell to a whisper and then silence. A bird called in the distance and he could faintly hear the krump of mortar rounds hitting the ground.
He repeated his request, ending it with "if you kindly would."
He stood up to his full height in shock as all the black and green carapaced servitors suddenly raised their right bladearms.
--------
I am less than fifty kilometers from the base of the master hive. It has been within range of my guns since I landed as a Hellbore is a line of sight weapon. The vacuum provides no attenuation to the power of my main guns, my VLS and indirect fire weapons have nothing to stop them.
But to attack to early is to lose the fight.
That does not mean I was idle. As Nekonya, my Kentai Commander and I move forward I am still extremely busy and the two of us are already engaged in the fighting.
My databanks possess a huge wealth of data. From the mad infantry charge of the Hamburgler against the forces of Grimace of the Maddened Purple to the tactics of the Hittites and Ramses at the Battle of Kadesh as well as the tank tactics of the First Global Conflict and the tank battles of the War of the Box.
Of course there are massive data files pertaining to the Human-Mantid Wars. From tactics to equipment, I have it all in my databanks.
We slow at one point to give the creation engine time to dry-print pieces of hardware we need.
I remind Nekonya that Mantid engineers make some of the best security software in the Confederacy, to which she reminds me that these are Lanaktallan War Mantids.
She is proven right when we discover the entire computer system of the vast hive ship is a trusted network that only requires a single unencoded login to gain access to.
Children's toys have more security.
Twenty minutes later I have penetrated their computer network and Nekonya and I move through their databanks stealthily. While our physical bodies are parked next to a vast array of near-C velocity cannons, all facing toward the outer system, our minds rove the computing systems of the vast ship.
What we find is chilling.
The ship is ancient at its core. Its superstructre laid down over a hundred million years ago. It was refurbished and finished within the last five years and loaded two years ago with millions of eggs as well as Mantid in cryosleep.
The ones in cryosleep are all veterans of the Mantid-Lanaktallan-<Untranslatable> War.
The ship houses massive egg chambers, twelve queens, and a single Overqueen. There are millions of mantid onboard the ship. There are also nine hitherto unknown species on board used as a food supply, dwelling in vast areas inside the ship that are the size of megaplexes.
While Nekonya and I are loathe to sacrifice those poor beings who make up little more than a larder, we both agree that the most vitally important are the residents of the planet below. Citizens of the Confederacy who are under attack.
An additional problem rears its head as we look over the ship itself.
If the ship were reduced to a cylinder, it would be 5,900 miles wide and 300 miles thick. The ship's volume is 8,197,755,873 cubic miles. Two point three times the volume of the largest orbital body, which is two point five million miles closer than the ship. The ship is large enough to be affecting the world below, the mass exerting a gravitational pull upon the planet.
I cannot allow it to get closer or, in a worse case scenario, impact that planet. It would be a continent slamming into the planet. A continent made of advanced hyperalloys.
We confer as my support drones move silently up and down the massive nCv Battery, using welding lasers to jam and damage the massive aiming gears as well as disabling the magnetic acceleration coils wrapping the barrel. Another set of drones is slowly disabling an array of missile launchers nearly a hundred miles wide and three miles deep.
The scale of this battle is vast, but I have experienced such vastness during my assault upon the planetary repair and refit facility.
The problem is threefold: The sheer size is going to make it difficult to reach the chambers of the Queens, which we determined is a hundred miles under the hive cone in nearly the exact center. Once the queens are eliminated there is no guarantee that the remaining Mantid are going to side with the Confederacy. Indeed, they may continue to prosecute the planetary assault or even attempt a suicidal ramming attack. Finally, the existence of a dozen High Speakers being tracked onboard the ship by the Mantid computer net means that even with the loss the queens the High Speakers could hold the hive mind together.
My options are limited.
I lament, at one point, that we have no infantry support. Infantry would be optimum to invade the hive ship and strike for the queen while we provide a diversion that could not be ignored by attacking everyone on the surface we can reach.
The guns are designed to strike out at foes, not protect the surface.
That makes Nekonya go silent for a long while. She accessed the databanks and finds the data she is looking for.
It makes me quail back in revulsion.
After the Glassing Terra, after the fall of the Imperium, there was the Age of Warlords. A brief time in history, but one marked by brutality as 'Doomsday Weapons' that had been employed in the Mantid War, the Clone War, Legion's War, the Imperium Conflict, and the Martial Order Crusade had returned to human held worlds and decided that their might put them in the right.
What she is examining is from that time.
Part of me wonders why I even possess that type of data.
I am aghast at the fact that a normal Terran Descent Human Commander would not have been able to unlock and decrypt the data, but by virtue of being a Kentai Commander, her authorization is more than sufficient to unlock such a horror.
There are Twelve High Speakers. They are marked with targeting numbers. The Sniffbois inside the system are ordered to track those speakers. There are twelve queens and an Overqueen, all labeled with targeting numbers.
Twenty-five targets. Over half of which were in the same location.
Our intrusion into their computer systems have given us extensive maps of the interior of the hiveship. There is no route large enough for me to enter the ship. I would be forced to use my main gun to carve a corridor through the ship, as I had been forced to do on the Precursor Autonomous War Machine repair and refit planet. Our estimations show it would take two and a half hours to carve such a channel even if I went to rapid fire on my main gun, which would give the Mantid a chance to counter-attack or even destroy the planet, much less move the Queens.
Nekonya's suggestion, while repulsive to me, would take longer, but I compute it has a solid 80% chance of success.
We both consider the implications of what we are about to do. The last time these infantry troops had been used, several of them had 'gone rogue' if one did not look at their programming and orders. They were biologicals, yes, but vat-grown for specific tasks and pushed the limit of then TDH genetics.
But we cannot deliberate too long, every minute that passes the battle on the surface of the planet rages.
While the plan would work, we consider the aftermath and decide that using the MD-GEIST protocols would ultimately prove too dangerous. Regretfully, we decide we must come up with another answer that a super-tanks armed with Hellbores and commanded by a Kentai Commander can accomplish.
I rotate and check my stealth systems, preparing to move out.
Right before I engage my treads a ship streaks into existence as it exits warp speed.
I immediately halt all preparation for movement and orient a single directional antenna, compressing the data we have gained so far and sending it over the tightly focused unidirectional multi-phasic frequency hopping communication's beam.
My scanners report the ship's IFF, but its signature is nothing like the ship listed in my registry. However, the war has been going on for years now and the fact the ship may have been refit is a 63.6312% possibility.
I hail the Dakota.
---------
"Shields up! Get me those scans!" Jeff Pikark called out to his crew. The bridge was full of smoke, the carpeting scorched, several consoles and work stations blackened and scorched. The crew was clad in armored vac-suits more in line with Confederate Space Force than Starfleet bridge uniforms. The battle against a hive ship only hours behind them, an actual combat in jumpspace so close behind them that debris from the shattered Mantid ship in the Heavy Cruiser class was still exiting warp/jumpspace around his ship. "Status against the boarders!"
"Shields up, reconfiguring and rehashing algorithm," Worf barked. "Bringing primary phasic shielding to seventy percent with a nanosecond trigger."
"Security reports the last of the holdouts have just surrendered. Jumpshock and Warpshock took out the last remaining Speaker," Uhuru said, her voice calm and level.
"We're on the money! That's another hive ship! I knew it was there, I knew it!" Chekov called out, slapping his console with a grin. His faceshield on his vac-suit was cracked, but he could still read his status boards. "It's a big one, sir. Almost as big as the first one we encountered. I'm detecting orbit to ground missile launches and dropship signatures."
"Get us an angle!" Pikark barked. He tabbed his thumb against one of the control panels. "Engineering, status on the Pike Shot?"
"Loaded and ready. She's only good for one, maybe two shots. The main compression chamber is showing micro-fractures already, one of the recoil clamps is cracked, and a primary buffer spring is showing fatigue," someone said. The man playing the position of Scotty had been killed when the remainder of a Mantid strike team had managed to reach engineering.
They hadn't taken it, but casualties had included the Chief Engineer.
"Do what you can," Pikark ordered. "It's a big one."
"Sir, transmission on the Dinochrome Brigade Channel. ID checks out as Unit XXIX-TCSF 3285-ATL, listed as lost in combat Stardate 8531.42. ID headers and security checks come back positive," Uhuru called out.
"Where is he?" Pikark asked.
"Putting it onscreen now," Uhuru said.
The big viewscreen, cracked and warped, flickered on, the engineers having already done their best to repair it even though there were many more systems that needed fixed.
A wireframe of the massive Hiveship appeared, rotated, then focused down on a point a little over a hundred miles from the massive hive structure.
"Bet that's a story of how he got there," Pikark said, grinning and shaking his head.
"Call sign Attila is currently running with a Kentai Commander," Uhuru said. "He is in need of infantry and orbital support."
"Tell him he'll have it," Pikark said. He tabbed a button. "Get the Marines locked and ready. It looks like a boarding action in support of a BOLO on that hiveship."
"Roger, sir," Yar snapped. She stood in one of the main mat-trans bays. She turned to the gathered Marines, who were reloading their ammunition supplies. Gone were the phaser rifles, all of them were carrying Confederate Army magac rifles. "Suit up for boarding action, we're taking the fight to the Hiveship and its queen!"
There was a slight pressure, the feeling of the air being pushed by a massive tidal wave touching one's cheek before the water lifted out of the ocean to blot everything away.
Everyone aboard the Dakota tasted blue as the phasic inhibitor slammed to 85% and the additional systems locked down.
Pikark could feel the snarl of hatred from the massive Hiveship.
"You think we can't hurt you," Pikark said.
"Captain, readings show this is the one we hit at New Terra two months ago," Chekov called out.
"Getting an angle," Sulu called out.
"Pike Shot Cannon ready, sir," Worf said. He could taste the bitter tang of venom as his body reacted to psychic assault with leakage from his vestigial venom glands.
"She knows we're here," Pikark said. "Open fire, phaser banks, photon torpedoes, and trans-phasic torpedoes!"
As the massive Dakota maneuvered for a clear shot it went to rapid fire, the phaser beam taking nearly three seconds to cross the massive distance, even as it outraced the torpedoes. The engine arrays of the vast hiveship suddenly lit up and it began pulling away from the planet.
"Get us behind her, Mister Sulu," Pikark said. He reached out and rubbed his left arm, which still tingled from the last fight where the Hivequeen had attempted to spike everyone's blood pressure as a last desperate attempt to fight off the Dakota.
---------
Nemta was looking up at the night sky when he saw it.
The huge hiveship had ignited its engines. Over a hundred of them turning into one massive burning bar.
It started to move. Not in the stately orbit of the last three weeks.
It was moving away from the planet.
Again, he wished he had an aerospace fighter.
---------
Yrklik could not feel anything from the Overqueen or any of the others. He was completely entranced by listening to the little servitors. The other warriors were clustered around the servitors that had served them for years in silence.
Now their little voices were raised in song.
Yrklik saw the engines of the Great Vessel come on, saw that it was pulling away from the planet.
Good riddance, bitch.




Chapter Twenty-Four

The Overqueen hissed as soon as the ship made its appearance. She recognized it from earlier, from an attack on a planet full of creatures that the universe had provided for her larder and that the ship had denied her. It had dared attack her magnificence, firing a weapon of such power that it had driven a crater nearly a third of the way through her ship and reduced tens of thousands of warriors into a single smear between eight miles of compressed metals. The crater was over a hundred miles wide, a mirror polish of the surface of her mighty vessel.
She sent the commands to break orbit and head toward the ship to engage it. She felt the ship's vibration change as her servitors followed her commands. She ordered the vast armaments of the ship to be manned and prepared.
This time, she would destroy the annoying ship. She would not be denied the creatures of the planet behind her. They would fill her larder.
She wanted them.
That ship would not prevent her from taking the planet, placing a young queen on it, and adding it to her larder and her eventual empire.
**get me loose from this** she ordered the workers, referring to the birthing matrix.
**but oh queen your duty to lay eggs must be** the lead worker started to say.
The Overqueen screeched, reached out with her power, and struck at the lead worker drone. It convulsed and there was an explosion of tissue and ichor as the worker's spinal nerves and brain exploded from its body.
**do it do now do it do it do it I want free** the Overqueen screamed.
The workers moved to disengage her from the massive egg laying tissues as she screeched her anger.
The hated ship was faster than it had a right to be, more maneuverable. As her mighty vessel lit off its engines and broke orbit coherent energy lashed at its shields, making them sparkle brightly. She could feel the anxiety of the worker drones as the shielding level dropped, as power had to be diverted to the shielding.
The torpedoes streaked in, the first half dozen wasting themselves against the heavy battlescreens. Four got through, with a brightly colored dual streak right afterwards. The torpedoes went off, the first four creating craters a mile wide and fifty meters deep.
Cosmetic damage at best.
The last two hit, driving deep before detonating. Both exploded inside the armor, buckling it outwards and upwards even as the explosion drove down and to the sides, creating a bubble of ravening energy.
The twelve mile thick band of armor held.
The Overqueen felt pleasure at the fact that the hated ship couldn't do much more than pinch and nibble. It had not fired that weapon of outlandish power.
Perhaps it could not.
The Overqueen could feel the High Speakers ordering the ship away from the planet, to deny the cover of the planet and its two moons to the much smaller ship. The Overqueen agreed, lure the ship out into the vast empty spaces away from the planets, where it could not hide, could not run.
There, her mighty ship would destroy the little vessel.
The annoying ship stayed back, firing torpedoes and missiles, trying to get behind the vast ship. The torpedoes and missiles seemed to be nothing more than an annoyance designed to take down the shields.
It began to annoy her. The servitor engineers would get the shields back up, the hated ship would pound them with missiles and torpedoes, the shields would fail and the servitor engineers would get back to work.
She hummed in pleasure as she saw the hated ship smoothly move away, further away from the planets. She hated that it was faster, more nimble than hers, and that it kept staying out of effective range of her weapons, but it could only go so far before abandoning the system to her.
She wanted the system and the hated ship would not thwart her wants.
The engineers were reporting that whole sections of the nCv cannons and the heavy energy weapons were not responding to controls. The Overqueen snarled and ordered technicians to the hull to repair them. The High Speaker reached out and ordered the engineers to stay on station, that it was less than 1.38% of the nCv Cannons and less than 0.57% of the heavy energy weapons.
Computer systems within the massive hiveship were going haywire. Putting out gibberish, or conflicting orders, or managing to damage other systems and other computers. A handful of computers sent a ribbon of nearly two dozen antimatter thorium salt fusion reactors into full meltdown, filling the interior of the hiveship around them for miles with radioactive gasses and molten endosteel.
The Overqueen ordered the green servitor caste to fix the problem, to stop worrying about the rents in the armor and add more computers to the system to replace the obviously broken ones.
The High Speaker ordered the computers all turned off and turned back on again, even though that would leave the ship vulnerable for up to five minutes. He wanted each system to go to independent control and the computer network turned into isolated local networks.
The Overqueen screeched at the High Speaker, who withstood the brunt of the psychic assault without flinching. Two, then three, then four of her daughters joined in with the Overqueen, lashing at the High Speaker, until they felt his will crumble, then felt the agony wash over him, then felt the bright snap of his life ending.
They all settled down, preening, the heretic who denied their majesty purged from their midst.
The Overqueen, almost completely detached from the egg laying organs, chided and chivvied her workers to hurry up. She wanted to move down to the ancient command center and watch over the battle personally, since there was nobody she believed to be competent enough to run the battle.
She was almost free when the entire ship shook, heaving 'forward' to the Overqueen's senses. She was slammed against the wall, hard enough that she actually felt the bright flash and agony of pain. There was a deep THRUUUUUM, the air appeared to shattered into shards of broken mirror for an instant. The sparkling reflective shards danced in midair for a split second, twirling and rolling, sparkles shooting off of them. The Overqueen saw herself reflected in those shards from a thousand different angles.
The moment snapped and she was thrown forward. She bounced forward off the wall, falling to the floor of her chamber. Her vast bulk crushed dozens of precious eggs, and for a moment she lost control of the psychic hive mind. She looked up, dazed, as she instinctively reached out and slammed the hivemind back down.
Three of her daughters were dead. One had broken off at the waist, between her thorax and abdomen, and her bladearms scrabbled against the floor, having torn apart the eggs around her. Another had been cleaning her antenna and somehow her head and one bladearm were on the floor in front of the queen.
Another had been violently yanked away from the wall, and the resin used to affix her to the wall had held. The back of her abdomen had been peeled away, still attached to the wall, and her internal organs had been pulled out of her by the weight of the egg laying organs.
Two were passed out from the pain, the other seven were all screaming in pain.
The Overqueen lifted herself up, ignoring the agony in her guts from being yanked off the egg organs.
The hated ship had gotten behind them, firing that horrible weapon. The weapon had hit in the middle of the hundreds of miles of engines. The ravening energy had destroyed a full quarter of her engines and driven deep into the hull.
The engine housings were armored around the entire bank of engines, there was no armor between the engine thruster and the depths of the ship.
The impact had driven a divot, shaped like a rippled cone, five hundred miles into the hull of the ship and left a massive gaping wound nearly a thousand miles wide where dozens of engine thrusters had been.
Not only were the thrusters gone, the engine mechanisms, the power plants, everything involved in them, had been turned into nothing more than supercompacted matter that made up the edges of the massive rippled cone.
Around her, her majestic ship groaned and shuddered.
She could see through the half-panicked eyes of her servitors, who were still reeling from the physical shock of the weapon impact and the near-loss of the hivemind creating a psychic shock.
The shockwave from the cannon was driving deeper, buckling armor, causing it to tear away in some places. Pieces exploded off her ship around the conical impact, the point driven deep into the ship. She saw, crazily, a battery of nCv cannons two hundred miles long, of thousands of guns, tear free and spin off into space, still attached to the fifteen mile thickness of armor.
Her ship lurched and shuddered, beginning to tumble forward.
Screaming in rage, she clamped down on several High Speakers, demanding they gain control of the servitors, demanding the servitors repair the damage, mitigate it, erase it as if that hated ship had never touched her own.
The return fire of her own ship wasted itself, missing the ship, even though its shields flared and it bled energy off of the two engines held away from the main body of the ship.
The distance between the two ships was still measured in light minutes.
Her ship relied on the thickness of the barrages, the ability to fill space with sheer firepower, rather than the obvious pinpoint fireplan of the hated ship. Her guns could fill a thousand cubic miles of firepower, making it impossible to dodge. Its guns could apparently lash out and wipe away miles of weapons and deeply gouge the armor with pinpoint accuracy.
She blinked as the ship fired long pulsing beams at her own ship. The beams were orange with a white core, with green, blue, and red energy swirling around the beams. She could tell that the ship was 2.4 light minutes away.
The beam hit less than fifty seconds after it was fired, streaking so quickly that for a moment it looked like the beam stretched across nearly a light minute.
At first she started to sneer as it tore a fissure two miles deep in the armor of the mighty hiveship, not even penetrating its formidable armor.
Then it hit a bank of nCv cannons, shattering miles of the cannons into scrap that lifted up from the hull then began to fall back onto the hull, pulled downward by the gravity created by the ship's sheer mass.
She shrieked even as she was escorted toward the massive chamber that would whisk her along maglev lines to the armored control center, where she could exert direct control on the battle.
The hivemind was flooded with casualty reports, death reports, damage control orders, damage reports, and orders being thrown every which way. She snarled at the sheer chaos of it, hobbling to the 'elevator' with a dozen royal workers and fifty royal guards in attendence.
Behind her, the servitors worked hard to remove the Queens from their birthing organs, to get them down from the wall, so they too could be whisked away to an even safer area.
The Overqueen heard the desperation in several hundred green engineer servitor's primitive minds as they fought to shut down a reactor toward the rear of the ship. She instantly knew that the reactor provided eight percent of the thrust the hiveship still had.
She countermanded their shutdown order and ordered them to repair it while it was still online.
The information was still flooding in, and she hated it. It wasn't the calm orderly hivemind of normal life, not even the somewhat urgent order of the hivemind of the invasion of those planets. The information came from millions of points, all marked urgent, all involving that hated ship or its actions.
The damnable thing kept trying to get behind her ship again and she had been violently and suddenly made aware that the majestic hiveship could be wounded deeply, that it had a vulnerability. Nearly 12% of the hiveships computer systems were ignoring orders, some of them spouting gibberish, others making threats, and still others acting malevolently.
A Low Speaker was killed when he leaned forward to see what was going on with all the swirling geometric shapes on a display and the display suddenly exploded, tearing his head apart with the shrapnel. A High Warrior was killed when the blast door he was crossing suddenly slammed down, pinning him beneath it. It then slowly pressed down, sometimes easing up on the pressure, and the High Warrior could hear, through his agony, the door somehow laughing at him as he died.
The Overqueen demanded that the computer systems be repaired and fried the minds of a thousand green servitors to encourage the rest to work harder.
She had just been wrapped in a soft cocoon of cloth when a part of the hivemind screamed for her attention. She had barely reached out to take direct control of at least one of the screaming minds, stretching out to calm the others, when it happened.
The reactor detonated.
It blew an upraised mountain through the armor. Nine engines went completely dead and acceleration dropped as the other engines suffered a 9% power loss.
The energy ravened through the massive corridors, through chambers, shattered interior walls, and shredded servitors down to molecules.
Before she could come to grips with the reactor explosion, another hit clanged against the hull. A sextet of torpedoes detonated inside the armor, creating a bubble of energy like a star erupting to life nearly fifteen miles wide.
This time it got through the armor, smashing and destroying.
Snarling, she ordered servitors to the ancillary ships.
She would destroy the hated ship and go back to take the planet she wanted, harvest the beings there to add them to her larder, and feast upon their thoughts and fear.
It was nearly an hour ride to cross the eight hundred miles to her armored control chamber. Several times the lights blinked as impacts hit hard.
Armored shutters closed behind her, massive shock absorbers were rotated into the tram tunnel to block it off, and the tram arrived at the control chamber.
She got out, took two steps, and everything shattered.
Broken pieces of mirror floated through the air, sparkling diamonds, like water drops or pieces of carefully cut crystal, floated through the air. She felt herself lifted up into the air as the entire ship seemed to be violently shoved down. Right before she would have hit the ceiling the pieces of mirror and crystal vanished and she fell nearly eight meters to the floor, landing in heap.
Six of her nine remaining daughter vanished from the hivemind in the bright flash as their psychic energy was released by death.
She struggled to her feet, her brain feeling bruised.
That weapon, that cursed, terrible weapon, had hit the Hive Structure toward the base, at an angle. It had broken the Hive Structure completely free, pounded the base down.
There had been no armor beneath the Hive Structure. There was no need for it. The structure itself was wrapped in twenty miles of armor.
That armor was driven into the spaces of the ship like a steel rod pounded into mud by a sledgehammer.
The Hive Structure shattered, pieces tumbling away to fall toward the hull, pulled by the gravity created by the sheer mass of the massive hiveship. The impact drove almost all the way through the hull, debris blowing out of the huge crater as the backwash shredded half-liquid matter and sucked it back up out of the crater.
Only three of her daughters had survived, all of them on trams to take them to their own control chambers. One was screaming, the tram having jumped the tracks and spun against the wall, shedding debris. She was pinned to the wall, a massive endosteel beam through her thorax.
The Overqueen stumbled over and collapsed in the command couch that had been built without ever expecting her to use it.
The Queen's chamber, the most heavily protected section of the ship, had been destroyed as if it was tissue paper on the hull.
She managed to exert control of the hivemind, which had shattered into a dozen different High Speakers all struggling to maintain control. It calmed, and she extricated herself from the babbling.
The Overqueen's ship was wounded, streaming atmosphere, liquid metal, and debris.
But the ancillary ships were lifting off, the massive bay doors opening.
A heavy cruiser cleared the bay it had been resting in, using antigrav to push itself away from the hiveship.
A blast of hellish energies like the Overqueen had never seen hit the heavy cruiser dead amidships. A single 'slug' of energy that liberated its payload into the battleship like an explosively forged penetrator.
The shot went through the heavy cruiser, which didn't even have its battlescreens up, even as the explosion measured in the tens of megatons gutted the heavy cruiser.
A 200cm hellbore shot leaves little in its path.
The heavy cruiser's back broke and the two pieces snapped apart. The engines, sputtering on anti-grav, caused the rear section to tumble forward. The forward section dropped back into the hull of the hiveship.
Another ship, a heavy destroyer, took another one of those shots. Directed energy from someplace a half mile from the first shot.
Less than a minute later a one-two punch of those hellish shots hit a light battleship and blew its guts out.
Smaller lances of energy struck out, hitting light destroyers. The 66mm hellbore shots gutted the small craft.
The Overqueen glimpsed it, for a second, ordering a destroyer out with scanners on full and directing its eyes toward where the fire was coming from.
It was a massive vehicle. Tracked, heavily armored, bristling with weapons. Mortars and rockets were being fired from it as it moved at nearly a hundred and thirty miles an hour, firing its guns even as its treads ripped up the battlesteel of the hull. It was the size of a superstadium, all oblique angles for maximum fire deflection, gun barrels, and the black gloss of Substance W.
The Overqueen shrieked, demanding something be done about that vehicle, which had obviously been sent by the hated ship.
She turned her attention back to the hated ship, which had begun sending out pulses through subspace, pulses that repeated pattern every ninety seconds.
The Overqueen sneered. There was nothing that could help it. She would close with it and use her vast armaments to crush it like a squirming worm.
It happened while the Overqueen was looking at the hated ship with all of her sensors. The front of the ship seemed to suddenly be wrapped in flames that then sucked onto the hull of the ship and went still, converting to stylized marking. Space shattered into mirror fragments in front of the ship, then a little further away, then even farther, each gap between the moment of mirror fragments getting wider and wider.
Something blew out on the side of the ship, sending armor, debris, and atmosphere swirling into the void.
Then the impact hit.
The roof above her howled in stress. Dust and oxidized metals drifted down while dust and particles rose up, in two separate bands. She was violently shaken as her world shattered into prisms, crystalline fragments, and shattered pieces of mirror.
It took her a second to realize where the shot had hit.
Directly above her!
It was as if they had somehow realized that she had moved over a thousand miles from the Hive Structure.
But the hated ship was streaming energy, and her ship was still largely intact. It didn't matter that the vehicle on the surface was now engaged with dozens of ships, that its battlescreens were thicker and more heavily layered than even a heavy battleship. It didn't matter that a full third of her engines were out and nearly 22% of her guns on the side facing the hated ship were dead.
It was wounded.
She salivated, flexing her mandibles.
A wounded prey was a dead prey.
She wished she was closer so she could taste the fear and despair in whatever creatures were inside that ship.
It was still responding with torpedoes, missiles, and pulses from that damnable energy weapon that had energy beams somehow spiraling and twisting around the thick core.
The Overqueen decided she hated space combat. The hated ship seemed to be able to lash at her with impunity. Its missiles and torpedoes were moving at .82C up to .998C when they reached her hiveship. The energy weapon somehow moved at least five times the speed of light.
Then to top it off that damnable thing on the hull kept destroying any ship that dared lift off within its line of sight.
And it was so maneuverable. The Overqueen felt that a thing that big, that heavy, should not be able to move at those speeds and fire its weapons with screens that thick and heavy.
She had lost 80% of her supporting fleet less than five miles from the hull of the hiveship thanks to the massive guns on that huge vehicle.
She ordered armored vehicles out onto the hull of the hiveship to counter it.
That's when she discovered that the things heavy guns were capable of rapid fire.
Within minutes hundreds of heavy armored vehicles were nothing more than tumbling debris. One several cases the massive tank just crushed the Overqueen's tanks beneath its treads.
She wasn't even sure she had hurt the damn thing.
When she saw an explosion from one of the engines on the hated ship, saw energy and debris expand from a plume of whitish blue energy being ejected from the engine, she gave a triumphant screech.
The hated ship's speed dropped by nearly 27%. It was streaming atmosphere, debris, and energy from a score of wounds.
She expected it to flee, it was still faster than hive ship, and they were now three quarters of the way to the Oort Cloud.
Instead, it kept fighting. Limping, staggering, but still lashing out with the remaining weapons.
Another barrage and for a moment, just a moment, the battlescreens went down.
A handful of x-ray lasers clawed the ship, ripping at the heavy armor, but only shards of armor spun away, no atmosphere.
Snarling, she ordered the engines to maximum power, even beyond the tolerances, with the safety interlocks removed.
She knew how fast the ship could go. She knew the engines would not dare fail on her.
She wanted that ship dead.
It was limping away now, but the Overqueen wasn't about to let it get away.,
From the bottom of the hiveship hundreds, thousands of light aerospace superiority fighters left their hangars. The battlescreens were dropped for a moment to let the clouds of fighters through. They arced up and around the hiveship, lighting their primary drives and lunging toward the hated ship.
The Overqueen screeched in victory.
There was no escape.
She would get what she wanted.
She was...
Ships suddenly streaked into view.
Massive, triangular ships, long pointed wedges.
Where the hated ship was around 2 kilometers in length, these ships dwarfed it.
Five of them, surrounding an even bigger ship. Unpainted, unadorned, a flat gray. Long wedges with a superstructure on the aft portion. The biggest one had a notch in the middle, a third of the way down the length. They were surrounded by two dozen smaller versions.
Immediately hundreds, thousands of craft erupted from the triangular ships.
More ships streaked into existence. Over a hundred of them of a dizzying array of designs. They all looked old, battered, almost... well.. scruffy. Many of them were round barrel shaped hulls with superstructures beneath the barrel hull.
As the Overqueen stared, they too launched hundreds, thousands of smaller craft, many of which deployed their 'wings' into a secondary configuration.
Three huge ships appeared above the hated ship. Two of them looked like two disks attached by a column. These released hordes of strange looking ships, flattened ovals that immediately adjusted by stretching the sides of the ovals. The other looked nominally like other ships, but it too released a horde of smaller ships.
Below it, almost fifty ships appeared, again, all of them releasing a swarm of smaller ships.
**GET THEM** the Overqueen screeched.
---------
Pikark watched as the fighters swooped around the big hiveship.
"We knew they were going to do that sooner or later, Captain," Worf rumbled.
Pikark watched as they formed into a cloud that rushed directly at him.
"One shot from the Pike Shot would blow them all into atoms and still hit Big Momma," Pikark said. "Sulu, get us out of here. We need to repair. Uhuru, let Yar know we have to retreat, she's only got Attila for support."
"Aye-aye, Captain," Uhuru said. Her voice was calm, unruffled. Her face was almost bored despite the fact that a pressure cut on her forehead had covered half her brown face with blood. Her faceshield was intact on her armored vac-suit, and that's what actually mattered.
"Setting course, Captain," Sulu said. He coughed and gripped his chest for a moment. He'd fractured several ribs although the restraints had saved his life.
The bridge had an atmosphere. Smoke and particles and gasses from burnt out computer consoles, charred carpet, and burning insulation.
"I was hoping there was someone close enough to answer our distress signal," Chekov said. He had had the idea to use a distress beacon torpedo to signal from one of the empty hangar bays after the subspace communication system had blown out.
"Keep it running. It was a good idea and..." Pikark started.
Massive ships appeared.
"Sir, Imperial LARP ships off starboard, they're hailing us," Uhuru said.
"Put it on screen," Pikark coughed.
The screen, which had bands of distortion through it and color problems, showed a blue skinned alien.
"Grand Admiral Marvawn, Third Sith Empire," the figure introduced itself.
"Sir! Defiant ships off port! Their hailing," Uhuru said.
The figure chuckled. "I told Queen Armanhammer that I'd get here first."
Pikark wanted to lean back and sigh as Cylon ships appeared, then nearly a dozen Battlestars and their attendant ships.
"Fall back, Pikark," Grand Admiral Marvawn suggested.
"We're good. We have boarders on that damn thing and a Bolo making it impossible for them to launch off this side," Pikark said. He coughed again, ignoring the dull digging pain of a cracked rib.
"Sir, Klingon, Romulan, Glorious Heritage Class heavy cruisers, Narn, Centauri, Minbari, Vorlon ship signatures arriving," Uhuru stated.
"Captain, it is logical that one person take command to reduce confusion," the Spock said.
"Uhuru, give me a channel," Pikark ordered. He smiled. "She can't get away now."
----------
The Overqueen at first had quailed at the sight of reinforcements to the hated ship, then she realized that her ship outmassed all of them by a factor of a thousand. Her shields were thicker than all of theirs, and she had more guns than all of them combined.
She overrode the High Speakers urgent request that the hiveship flee to jumpspace, and ordered her ship in for the attack.
---------
The team of thirty humans was deep inside the hull, far deeper than they had any right to be. They were all kneeling down in an abandoned maintenance corridor that swirled with smoke and mist. They were all taking long slow breaths, or sipping at their water, or chewing a squirt of nutripaste.
"How close?" Yar asked, kneeling down next to the team leader.
The commando checked his HUD. "Twelve more miles," he said, speaking softly.
The entire team had their psychic stealth system cranked to max.
Yar looked down the corridor. "She's waiting, boys"
Her men all nodded, smiling grimly.
She gave a smile as she stood up.
"We don't want to keep royalty waiting."




Chapter Twenty-Five

Francine eased off the hyperspace speed and let her ship drop from the Theta-Band of hyperspace, down to realspace. She had to keep an eye on it, since lately the Alpha-Band, known as Hellspace, had been 'kicking' a lot, sometimes grabbing ships as high as the Epsilon-Band and yanking them into the Alpha Band.
The last thing she wanted was to have her furry butt and her ship yanked down and into that kind of shit storm, especially with the Crusade and the other Idiots stirring up Hellspace.
Her ship, the Football Headed Boy, was massive, slightly larger than a Confederate Space Force super-dreadnought. It wasn't armored as thickly, nor did it mount shoals of weaponry and a thick layer of battlescreens.
Her ship was a Super-Heavy Eta-Class Freighter. Physically larger than a super-dreadnought but massing less than a 10th. The biggest weapon she had was a single plasma wave phased motion gun mounted along the spine and four light nCv cannons to cover the quadrants. Sure, she could drop a couple dozen missile pods, but it wasn't like she was a Weber class podnought.
She eased down a bit more on the throttle, slipping down another band.
Francine was laying in her command cradle, her eyes closed, her neural jack plugged in. The bridge was empty except for a few low-IQ VI's running various stations.
She was plugged in, and it was a one woman show.
To her, she was riding a motorcycle, a big heavy hog, down a mountainside highway. The wind ruffling her fur, the goggles shielding her large eyes, her large hands holding tight to the controls.
She dropped into the system with a streak and a sparkle.
She'd checked the system out almost two hundred and fifty years before. Pretty far into the Long Dark, where there was nothing but planets stripped and ravaged a hundred million years before orbited stars that just wanted to forget the horrors they'd seen.
The system had been empty since whatever had ripped a canyon five miles deep in the protocontinent had left.
But, it had water, good atmosphere, and plenty of resources on the three planets in the Green Zone, a rich asteroid belt, and a handful of gas giants.
It made for a good place to stop off and replenish her systems.
She still had that damn leak in the gas exchangers that she hadn't been able to track down for the last twenty years.
She'd move into orbit, take a couple of weeks to inventory everything from her scrap haul and her salvage, and then explore the planets for a few days each.
One of the beach had lovely purplish-white sand. The odd tinted coral was eaten by tiny fish, whose intestines secreted something that bleached the blue and green coral a purplish white, and pooped out sand grains.
Disgusting, but also kind of neat.
Francine smiled to herself, looking forward to maybe checking out the canyons on the planet in the Amber Zone later. She hadn't been back in five years and...
Her implant informed her she was receiving a comm request.
Frowning, she wondered who else could be here. True, she hadn't registered her ownership of the star system, but still, it was pretty far in the Long Dark, so nobody really had a reason to come to the system.
She opened the link and stared.
A lexicon exchange request.
She tabbed up the standard Confed Junker Code Lexicon and transmitted it, getting back a pretty threadbare lexicon in return that just had a limited vocabulary.
OK, now she was curious.
She stopped the ship in place, disconnected from the eVR system, and brought up the bridge lights. She ordered the VI's into robot frames as she squirmed for a moment in her command cradle. It responded to her commands and shifted form until it was a captain's chair with consoles off to the side.
It took her computer system nearly an hour to decode the lexicon.
Francine frowned at it. There were a lot of words missing. It looked like trade was a nebulous concept, barely understood beyond "I give you something you want you give me something I want" with little value attached.
Welp, here goes nothing, Francine thought to herself, signaling that she had decoded the lexicon and was ready to talk.
She threw up her wallpaper, a light blue field with two white stripes with a laurel wreath and two roses. Beneath it, at the bottom, was "Frensky Junker LLC" in bold blue letters with a white border.
What appeared on half of her screen made her want to climb up on the bars on the ceiling.
It was a Mantid.
Or at least, it looked like a Mantid. It was pretty big. Longer bladearms with what looked like serrations on the edges. It had spikes in weird places, a big head, longer and thicker antenna.
It was also a Speaker.
"Greetings and Salutations, unknown being of indeterminate sexual and cultural characteristics," the Mantid clicked, the words appearing at the bottom. "Welcome to the We Live Here Now System. I am your visual and aural greeter and virtual host, Klakikatik'alatik'laktikti'ktiknakplinktni'ktnk, but you may refer to me in written or aural or visual communication as Lecturer in the Dark Spaces of Our Solar System Where Visitors Might Arrive to Visit Our Home and Possibly Even Act With Friendship Who Speaks With the Overqueen Klakataka's Authority And Makes Wise Decisions Even When Hungry."
"Uh..." Francine said, staring at the Speaker.
"You may also refer to me in your preferred method of communication as 'Red', as large sections of my well-groomed and cared for carapace possesses that color when viewed by creatures who use photons for visual systems," the massive Speaker said. It paused, and Francine wondered if it was taking a deep breath to launch into something else.
"By what nomenclature should this being, and other beings, including those in authority or those who may be assigned a subordinate position to you, refer to you as? You may respond visually, aurally, with writing, or via psychic transmission on mental bands Nu-Six-Nine point Epsilon Gamma Two," the creature said.
Centuries of experience as a junker pulled Francine's concentration back together.
"Why, hello, new friend!" Francine said. "I am Francine "Call me Fran or Fanny" Frensky, a registered and bonded junkman, owner and operator of Frensky Junker Corporation, a Limited Liability Company registered with the Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems. It is pleasant to view your impressiveness and rewarding to receive your aural communication translated to written text that carries your sublime ability to weave words and phrases."
The Speaker preened, somehow looking pleased. At the bottom of the screen were the words "I am expressing personal internal satisfaction at your words and phrasing."
Francine groomed the hair on her arm, smiling, ensuring that her translator added "I am reciprocating such feelings."
After a moment the Speaker nodded and the screen gave the light gold flash at the borders to signify additional speech.
"The Overqueen Klakataka welcomes you to this, our humble new home system, and welcomes a chance to exchange trade goods and pleasantries with you," the Speaker said. "Her magnificence wishes that she could welcome you to her chamber, but it is in slight disarray due to our recent arrival and she hopes you understand that the lack of invitation is not a sign of rudeness but rather of politeness."
A picture of a green mantid appeared. A little more spikey than normal, but still a greenie.
"These former servitors were only recently discovered to have a sense of self and the capacity for independent and autonomous thoughts, including wants and desires of their own. They are very skittish as they are quite small and delicate. They are currently wondering if you, in your vast and voluminous cargo holds of your wondrously constructed and might trading vessel, have any technology you would be willing to trade for them to examine and marvel over."
Francine nodded. "Why, my good friend Red, I do indeed."
Despite the Speaker's wordiness, he was speaking any junker's language.
And personally, she could do without visiting a Mantid Overqueen's chambers.
"If you do not mind waiting for a period of time, we shall establish a flight path and a proper orbital position around one of the moons that will allow you to engage in trade with one our brand new recently constructed and activated completely functional and totally not just thrown together so as to be dangerous space stations," Red said.
"I thank you, Red of the Most Impressive and Colorful Carapace. I will await with glee for your authorities to assign me a flight path," Francine said.
"I will remain in contact with you until the authorization and flight plans are ready to be relayed. The Wise and Gracious and Gentle and Kind and Beloved Overqueen Klakataka does not want you to come to the conclusion that we do not value your visit by leaving you with nothing more than an empty communications band to listen to why we await the most highly trained and ready at a moment's notice astrogation specialists to fulfill their duties," Red said.
With a sinking feeling, Francine realized that Red intended on talking to her the entire time.
---------
Francine spent the eighty hours of flight time, during which she had apologized to Red and told him she needed concentration to fly her massive cargo vessel, researching everything she could about pre-Glassing Mantid society.
None of it fit.
She had kept "Red" busy with a 'free sample' of electronic media and entertainment, including a few episodes of Charlie Moomoo and a couple episodes of "Treana'ad in the Big City" as well as some animated gambling programs.
For almost two hours Francine had watched as Red stared at his own screens, moving his bladearm to tap an icon now and then. He had been completely entranced by the 'free sample' and had even asked permission to forward the "delightful and enjoyable entertainment in a visual and aural medium" to the Overqueen and her 'daughters' the Queens.
Francine had scoured her library, finding all the old "High Seas" acquired seasons of various kid's cartoons and entertainment, children's games, and things like that.
She had slowly begun to suspect that the current Mantid culture was an entirely new thing and she didn't want to drop a culture bomb in the middle of it and wreck it all up.
She tabbed the icon for Red and waited a moment for the Speaker to answer. It took him a few moments and Francine wondered what he was doing.
"Ah, Francine, my compound eyes once again are blessed by your simian existence and I marvel at the wonders you have shown my humble personage as well as allowed me to share with Overqueen Klakataka and her daughters," Red said.
"I have a free sample for your greenies to enjoy," Francine said.
Red cocked his head. "Green. A portion of the visible light spectrum. Used as a noun rather than an adjective. Analogous to the hue and tint of an engineer caste individual's carapace," he mused. Then he straightened up and preened. "Ah, you mean the members of the engineer caste! They would enjoy anything that you feel may be of interest to them."
"Forwarding it now. They're logic and mathematical puzzle games," Francine said.
"You are indeed as generous as you are visually appealing and a wonder to freely exchange speech with," Red said. He looked down. "Why, this is quite generous. There appears to be nearly fifty different entertainment programs."
"A modest free sample," Francine said.
"I will forward it to Queen Tikikn'iktinkta'linkikak," Red said. He nodded. "I apologize for terminating our conversation so early, but I wish to know if the Treana'ad Row-Sass will lose his job at the Museum of Natural History due to his sister eating his social acquaintance and coworker's head in an substandard ice cream induced temporary loss of sexual control," Red shook his head. "It should not be amusing, the death of another thinking being, but the fact that Toe-Moss purchased cheap ice cream from a vending machine and thus had his head eaten by Moan-Eye-Caw is thus his own fault, and thus is ironic giving his boasting, making it strangely a highly amusing set of incidents that are the consequences of his own making."
"I'm glad you are enjoying it, Red," Francine said.
She sighed in relief when the long winded Speaker cut the channel.
---------
Francine was perfectly happy to use robots to move goods between her ship and the rather haphazard appearing space station. The Mantid were interested in eVR systems, food forges, nanoforges, small creation engines, games, puzzles, and entertainment media.
Red had been promoted, to use his own words, to "Chief Negotiator, Communicator, Facilitator, and Overseers of Interstellar Cross-xenospecies Trade and Exchange to Those Who Come to Our Home System With the Intent of Peaceful Trade and Barter" and had been filling Francine's ear with chatter for four days.
Francine knew the time had come to the part she had been dreading. She had worked out her anxiety by swinging by her hands and feet from the bars attached to the ceiling of her command deck.
"And what would you like to offer in return, Red of the Interesting and Pleasantly Hued Carapace and Wise Thoughts, Carefully Considered Actions, and Eloquent Speech?" Francine asked.
This was where it often got sticky. More than a few times Francine's question had been answered with missiles or nCv rounds.
"The Overqueen Klakataka would like to offer you, in exchange for all of these wonders, three things," Red said, pausing to preen.
Francine tensed.
"A modest section of property to encompass that lovely lavender shaded silicate coated shoreline, for you to visit and construct a comfortable dwelling upon," Red said. "Two: Free right of passage and resupply in this, our Home System Which We Love and Treasure and Appreciate More Every Day. Three: A slightly used colony ship."
Francine touched her fingers together and clenched her toes.
"May I examine the colony ship?" she asked.
She'd seen plenty of colony ships. By and large they were junk heaps barely held together by vacuum welding and wishes.
Red forwarded her an image and she opened it, bracing herself for disappointment.
Instead what looked like a full blown Goliath Class Harvester sat on her screen.
"It is slow, somewhat ancient, clumsy, and bulky, but it performed its task of ferrying us to this wonderful new planet adequately. Overqueen Klakataka offers this to you in the same spirit of generosity and magnanimous actions as you showed in your gift of a Charlie Moomoo shoulder wrap."
Francine didn't tell him it had been an ultra-king sized comforter she'd tripled the size of and ran off through her nanoforge.
Francine made sure she appeared to think about it for a long moment.
Confed would pay a fortune for an intact Goliath Class Harvester. She'd just mount an eVI control system in it and have it follow her ship.
"In the spirit of friendship between two peoples who has just encountered one another in this malevolent universe, I accept the offer in the spirit it was given," Francine said.
Red bobbed his head. "Excellent!"
---------
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Did anyone else just feel something weird?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Nope.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Nope.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
BIOLOGICAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Yeah.
Wonder what it was?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Hopefully something good.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Twenty-Six

DAY ONE
Well, this is new.
I supposed I should introduce myself.
My name is Darsh Chasu Igwe. I work for the Nexus-Sigma Omnicorp. While NSO produces a lot of stuff, I've worked in cybernetics and "life security products" for nearly two hundred years. It's a good job, and NSO treats us really well.
That's a given. It isn't like before the Diaspora and before food/nano forges. Someone has to want to work and gain skills and want to be employed by one of the big hyper or omnicorps. You can pitch a baseball of ants on any world and live like a pre-Diaspora King for nothing more than a few minutes of effort a day. Part of our 'post-scarcity society' I guess.
I've been fascinated by the technology of the Sentience Upload Download System and the Soul Uninterrupted Disaster Storage System since I was a kid.
One of my classmates when I was 9 got killed and was back for class after lunch. It really struck me.
Man, kids are careless with their lives.
Well, enough about that. Let's move on.
I was tapped by NSO to figure out what was wrong with the SUDS. They've moved us to a Black Box Project of NSO's own making. Nothing as elaborate as the Black Box systems you see on the Tri-Vee. I mean, we all know those don't exist. No, this is just a standard station in an empty system around an empty world.
There's four hundred of us here. Fifty scientists, like me, security personnel, logistics staff, and a few shuttle pilots and drone pilots.
Our job, our mission, is to figure out why the SUDS went three red lights.
<sigh>
You have no idea how many times I've been told "well, just go check the hardware."
It's not that easy. We don't know where the master control systems are. Every time I tell people that simple fact of life I get blank looks. Nothing like a high powered executive (who I suspect enjoys his job because he enjoys lording over people but is too gutless to join the Confederate Armed Services) staring at you and saying: "We provide SUDS network hardware and software. What do you mean we don't know where the master system is?"
That's problem number one.
<sigh>
I have to explain, every time, that the SUDS was designed before the Glassing. How far, we're not sure, but I've always suspected it wasn't very far. Maybe a few decades. A century or two at the most.
I can hear your eyes rolling from here.
Look, back then, average Terran life expectancy was a lot lower. Right now you can expect to easily live to five hundred years before neural fragmenting and synapse mapping unraveling takes place. Now, in a way, that's an oversimplification. Starting at about five hundred to six hundred years, most human start overwriting older memories. Their personality center, a small portion of the brain, gets overwritten by new experiences. See, much like DS's, the human brain is more EPROM/RAM than it is ROM.
I could go into a huge lecture about how your memories are extremely inaccurate, but that would go into symbolism and how the brain stores information in a holographic form.
But Darsh, I hear you say, I can remember being 10 and being stung by a bee. All right. Where were you? What were you doing? What were you wearing? What did the sky look like?
And again, I hear you argue: But Darsh, if I took a bullet to the head, it would destroy my memories, not like a holographic system.
To which, I would reply: You're a fucking moron.
I suppose, I could explain how holographic memory works and why it's such a big deal.
Picture you have a holo of you and three friends at the Tomb of Rushmore. Now, I snip a corner off. A slight bit of the information matrix is lost. Not much, a tiny bit. So, now there's a slight loss of fidelity. Each snip loses a slight bit of fidelity. I can expand one of those tiny snips and you could make out blobs in front of a big blob.
It's an oversimplification.
A gunshot through the head is like removing the middle of that holo. Now, unlike a holo, the human brain heals, regenerates, so to simulate that, we'd put holopic paper in the middle and allow it to reconstitute from data ‘bleed’. Notice how you've got an exceptionally blurry pic of you and your moron friends in front of the Tomb of Rushmore.
But...
Today we started the Project. It's got the unimaginative corporate name of Project Tiny Toilet Vektor. I don't know why, that's dumb as hell, and Vector is misspelled thanks to some branding genius probably.
That meant turning on all the SUDS hardware, making sure the datastreams are tapped, and just setting the system up.
Then Mister Susan Carl McNugget wanted to know our progress.
Oh wow, is she an annoying one. See, she prefers to use a male body and title when engaged in corporate business, but she's too impolite and crass to use her male name or male prounouns. That's why we have middle names, so we can swap back and forth. She does it for a power trip. She also likes jumping down people's throats for using the wrong pronouns, while she has on her digital header that she's a male.
It's a power play. Plain and simple.
I saw her yell at a trio of green mantids who used the wrong pronoun. They used the pronoun on her header. Green mantids can have a hard time telling gender because to them we're just big bipedal biological primates. I had one tell me it's easier to identify humans by respiration and blood pressure mathematics than by names.
The mind of an engineer.
But she chastised them loudly, publicly, for nearly ten minutes.
That doesn't bode well. Pronoun etiquette has been around since before the Glassing, and if the violent primitives that were humanity back then could abide by it, the least she could do is observe it.
I know, I know, that makes me sound like a pronoun bigot, but I wouldn't care about it so much if using the pronouns that match her body and her digital header and personal identification header wasn't the opposite of what she wants to be called. What she wants to be called isn’t signified in any way until she tells you. If you ask, she gets angry. If she catches you putting a ‘note’ on her digital header, she gets angry. She insists on everyone play along with her power games. And she isn't even polite about it, she launches into a tirade and threatens or levies mislabeling fines on people for it.
It's a petty power trip.
The worst part is, she knows that we know it and it gives her some kind of satisfaction.
Apparently, before she was tapped for the Black Box Project 09026 she was engaged in overseeing a massive project involving a new type of superluminal communication system. I have hope that her hair trigger temper just manifests in yelling about identification rather than sabotaging the project.
I think she's just nervous.
That's all right, though, I guess. We're all nervous and janky because of this Black Box Project. Apparently nobody knew exactly what we were going into.
<sigh>
I guess that's enough for today.
--Darsh
DAY THREE
Mister McNugget wants half of the SUDS network hardware online but not network attached. She's convinced we can make a local area network so we can examine message traffic.
It's not working.
As soon as the entire system is turned online, it synchs up.
The plan yesterday was to disable the spooky particle system and use tight beam hyper frequency systems for them to communicate with each other. As soon as the spooky particle system is disabled, the system locks itself out.
Mister McNugget demanded that we 'go through the code and strike 'that' portion out.'
Lochard spent an hour trying to explain to her that it isn't that easy.
There are 12.5 trillion 'lines' of code, although 'blocks' is better. Worse, it uses a proprietary machine language system with its own proprietary libraries.
People have spent their whole lives trying to decode that language.
She insisted that since it can be patched, we have to know the code.
Imagine trying to describe polymorphic self-adjusting multi-adaptive machine language code to a complete moron.
That was me trying to explain the SUDS software and firmware to Mister McNugget.
<sigh>
It was really hard for her to grasp the concept that everyone's been pushing patches using different computer languages because somewhere, in all of that code, is an instructional set that translates the code to the proprietary system.
She went on a rant how we're the best educated corporate engineers in known space and there's no way a bunch of primitives from before the Glassing could invent something we can't understand.
I was irritable.
I told her "They charged machineguns without SUDS. Can you understand why?"
She fined me two hours pay and slammed the door to her office so hard it cracked the frame.
<sigh>
Tomorrow, we'll try something else.
--Darsh
DAY SIX
<sigh>
This has been a complete clustered system from the get-go.
We got everything hooked up, and despite our best efforts, the entire thing synchs up to the master system within minutes of being turned on.
We stripped a SUDS repeater down to the bare minimum hardware it needs.
Picture a hovercar. The latest model. All the bells and whistles.
Now picture stripping it down to find a miniature car inside.
The bare bones system is... well... <sigh> It's almost nothing.
Computer processing node with less power and ROM and RAM than my fingernail mounted 'engineer's buddy' computer. A single 'dual lobed' spooky particle oscillator. A microfusion power source that uses dimensional friction for power.
About enough to run a datapad.
That's it.
That's the entirety of the SUDS repeater.
Almost nothing.
Mister McNugget started screaming at the hardware that it can't do that.
<sigh>
It just sat there.
Smugly.
A SUDS repeater is huge. Massive. The size of a cargo lorry.
It turns out that the real system is the size of a greenie.
I suggested to Mister McNugget after she was done screaming, that we should go over the hardware we stripped off and examine it closely, see what and why.
I should have waited for her to calm down more.
So, I'm fined a half day's pay.
I'm tempted to quit the project, quit NSO. That'd teach her.
But I've worked for NSO for a long time. My friends are all here.
So, tomorrow, we're going to see what we can figure out about the particles themselves.
--Darsh
DAY ELEVEN
Mister McNugget asked if we knew how to create the particles. When she was informed that we do, they can be run off on a Class-IV nanoforge or higher, she asked why we needed to examine them so in-depth.
She feels it's slowing the project down and we're wasting time.
Thom pointed out that there's an issue with the particles.
We tried to demonstrate, but I don't think she understand.
OK, if you run off a cluster of those particles, specifically, a hexidecimal physical cluster, they immediately start vibrating. Even not hooked up to computer equipment, just existing in the matrix container.
If you hook up examine the particles, then compare them to the SUDS network system, they vibrate at the same frequency and charge.
OK, let me back up.
When you run off particles out of a Class-IV nanoforge, which is capable of atomic restructuring, the particles vibrate at normal.
But not the SUDS particles.
They start vibrating in synergy with the SUDS network particles.
We ran a search.
The particles aren't used for anything but the SUDS network.
As a joke, Green Team Five ran up a bunch of particles, to the point you could see the cluster about the size of a bird's eye, and dropped them in a turkey-gravy milkshake.
And we had a breakthrough.
The milkshake exploded all over the dining hall.
Mister McNugget spent ten minutes yelling at Green Team Five.
She's going to end up with a waste extruder hose in her living quarters.
That milkshake means something, I'm sure of it.
--Darsh
DAY FIFTEEN
Wow. Where to begin.
Let's start with the particles.
The milkshake was a clue. Team Three were going over the ultra-high fidelity high speed footage.
The milkshake heated up in 2.258234 seconds. When it reached 525C, that's when it exploded.
But the state didn't change.
You're reading that right.
The liquid of the milkshake reached 525C but did not transform from semi-solid ice/liquid mixture despite being over the freezing limit.
Even exploded, it splattered the walls and slowly melted, the temperature rapidly (0.45 nanoseconds) dropping back to -25C.
So we looked at the spooky particle containment system.
Normally, the particles are held in a near vacuum injected with argon gas that is then pulled out and returned to the tank. It's a closed system. Nobody really looks at why. Spooky particles have weird rules.
We all looked at the system's evolution. Originally it used pressurized Freon for the refrigeration and cooling.
Talk about primitive.
<sigh>
Get this, you need cooling on the outgoing argon gas system and around the containment chamber. It generates heat.
Not a little heat.
A LOT of heat.
We tried not injecting argon.
We saw a vacuum somehow glow red and the whole system suddenly ruptured and the spooky particles evaporated, the hyperalloys melted and landed on the floor in a splash.
Which was instantly cooled to room temperature.
These particular spooky particles are... well... <sigh> spooky.
In other news, Mister McNugget is being trolled by her personal message system because it's calling her Xir, which makes her practically froth at the mouth. All incoming messages to her are labeled Xir and Xr. which makes her freak out.
It's coming from Corporate, which is the weird part. She pulled a software team off investigating the SUDS software to examine the message system.
They verified. It's the corporate mainframe message system that's mispronouning her.
She's stomping around right now mumbling.
As for me, well...
<sigh>
I've got an idea. A long shot that Mister McNugget told me I have to do in my off time.
I reached out to the various libraries and got unedited pre-Glassing, Age of Paranoia, entertainment media.
Mister McNugget told me that she believes I'm wasting my time and intellectually lazy.
I'm looking for stuff right around the time SUDS was invented by going through and watching the back of the actor's necks, watch how they move.
I'm going to use media deep diving to figure out when, Pre-Glassing, that the SUDS was invented.
Via the actor names and life dates.
--Darsh
DAY NINETEEN
Self-Assigned Research Status: No results. Extensive analysis has shown that the majority of media are digital constructs, not real actors.
This may sound crazy, but I think someone deliberately went through and edited these. Replaced the real live actors with digital versions.
Mister McNugget said I was paranoid. When I pointed out to her that it was called the Age of Paranoia she got mad and told me to invent a time machine and jump up my own ass in a clown suit with it.
Primary Project Goal Status: We've literally gone backwards.
We literally know less than we did coming into this.
You have to understand, everyone here, every engineer and scientist, has developed hardware and software for the SUDS network.
We found out we've been busy painting murals on a cave wall, unaware that the WHOLE FUCKING MOUNTAIN RANGE the cave is in is actually the SUDS.
Fifty-eight years ago I developed a new type of self-guiding polyphasic neural plasticity adaptive fiber system that was considered a breakthrough in SUDS technology. It enabled the SUDS to be put in infants without changing their neural plasticity so that they could learn uninhibited.
Preliminary testing showed it might be able to add Rigellians to the system.
I built, invented, created something completely useless.
We've got fast-clone licenses. Personally, I find it borderline unethical to run off a clone and do human testing on them.
It's creepy.
It's why I avoided living sciences.
To me, there is an ethical quandary when running off a clone of someone to do experimentation on them, then 'flushing' them, and regrowing a new one.
I'm of the belief that those are still people. No, I don't believe in a divine spark, I'm not even an adherent of the Digital Omnimessiah.
The Words of One and Zero texts give me blinding headaches.
But I believe those are people.
Mister McNugget tried to bully me into working with that section of the project and I flatly refused.
I offered to resign from the project if she insisted.
To be honest, I don't think she expected me to hand her a digital resignation and for me to tell her "Sign this. I'm done."
She backed down.
I took a datalink picture of her expression.
Fear.
Part of me is sick that I made a threat that caused fear.
But part of me, a weird part, was strangely satisfied.
<sigh>
I'm avoiding the topic.
So, the SUDS system involves: The SUDS Stack, neural wires, adaptive memory recording fibers, memory systems, the datalink, and a whole lot more. It requires the removal of part of the skull and even replacement of part of the cerebral tissue.
That's how it has always been.
A techno-archeological study shows that it might not always have been true.
We were sitting in the dining hall discussing early SUDS hardware. Professor Jacktonium brought up the hardware of a Sleeping One.
We all stared.
A datalink and a SUDS Stack.
That was it.
Living Sciences Research ran off a clone with only a SUDS Stack and a datalink.
It didn't synch up.
I suggested we use the same type of SUDS Stack and datalink as a Sleeping One possesses.
There are no hardware or manufacturing records.
My colleagues and Mister McNugget believe it was lost in the Glassing.
But I'm sitting here, staring at "A Day on an Anthill" action-holo.
We didn't lose FTL travel. We didn't lose Warsteel. We didn't lose a lot.
Yet, everyone just shrugs at the SUDS and says: "meh"
<sigh>
There's something here. I know it.
As for the spooky particles, if anything, we know less that we knew before.
Particle Examination Team has erased all data but how to manufacture the particles and are moving forward from there.
They somehow cause heat in a vacuum, which, as you know, is impossible. Heat is atomic and molecular vibration. Vacuum has neither atoms nor particles, thus, heating should be impossible.
They have tried different noble gasses. None but argon or Freon work for cooling, and even then, the pressure must be so low as to effectively be a vacuum. More pressure, the whole thing supercools. Less pressure, it melts down.
I saw one of the techs from Particle Examination and Research put up a periodic table. They plan on trying each element one by one. Another was putting up a basic molecule table. They plan on going through each molecule by weight.
<sigh>
We moved backwards.
Mister McNugget feels we are wasting corporate resources.
But there's something here. Something we can't see.
I just know it.
--Darsh
DAY TWENTY THREE
Personal Project Status: Scope Expanded. Success and Failure. (See notes)
Company Project Status: Regression
Spooky Particle Research have resulted in minimal results. Still requires freon or argon. Brief success with an oxygen/nitrogen mix, but the particles are not stable and invert into H2O. Adding CO2 to it, you get a stable matrix that is extremely slow. If you add argon to the mix, they speed up but the spooky particles themselves remain stable although the particle vibration isn't stable. A result, but what it means, we don't know.
Nitrogen, Oxygen, Argon, Carbon Dioxide.
The atmospheric makeup of Earth. Yes, Terra too, but of Earth.
The Spooky Particle Research Team believe that this might have been an easy spooky particle to handle on ancient Earth.
I think it's more.
Mister McNugget wanted me to stop my extraneous research. I refused, and again offered to resign.
The entire dining room went still as she stood up and got in my face. I told her that my contract stipulates a whopping six hours of work four days a week. That I will not be worked like some Pre-Glassing savage who has to work for food. I reminded her that she was not a pre-Diaspora Corporate Tyrant.
She didn't back down. Instead, she insisted on seeing my 'research' for herself.
I was watching what is supposed to be a Pre-Glassing serialized media. It's pretty famous. "The Man in the Box", which follows a Burgerland man who is drafted into the War of the Box. Sixty-three seasons.
I showed Mister McNugget that the series itself lasted three times as long as the war itself. It bills itself as all based on true events.
But, as I showed her, it's impossible.
I showed her the clips. The burning of Statlanda, which didn't happen during that time period. The nuking of Weirdlandia. That happened prior. The weapons are wrong.
I expected her to scoff. Instead she sat there, chewing her lip.
I was surprised when Mister McNugget logged onto the Corporate Secure Database and got me authorization for unedited media.
Its still misnouning her.
Of course, its misnouning everyone.
Annotation: Corporate has insisted that their end looks fine. Our systems are showing no tampering. In audio and text communications, even live ones, people are misnouned.
Something is altering our communications. Even secure communications.
I wonder if it's a side effect of our research?
It's connected. I'm sure.
On a personal note: I'm going off my medication.
It's connected. All of it. I'm sure.
<sigh>
The project is taking no steps forward and five steps back.
We can't decode the signal. It's so fast it's measured in millionths of zeptoseconds between flops. The Particle Research Team believes that the vibration speed is part of the heat issue.
They caught vacuum on fire yesterday. The fire went out when exposed to oxygen/CO2 mix.
Impossible seems to be what we're dealing with here.
<sigh>
I'm going to get some sleep.
Tomorrow, I won't take my injections.
--Darsh
your name is marco
DAY THIRTY-NINE
Personal Project Status: Well, it's not on fire
Corporate Project Status: We're even further behind
Black Box Status: There's something going on.
Let's start with the communications.
So, we've all been misnouned. Badly.
Except, have we?
The concept of sex and gender is largely irrelevant for Terran Descent Humanity. With the magic of on-the-fly DNA/RNA rewrite and resheathing, you can be anything you want.
At first, it looks like someone was messing with the commo on either our end or the Corporate end. Then we began to suspect that someone was changing the data during repeater or secondary transmission, such as at the superluminal reception buffer.
Then Doctor Yernik pointed out that the system was using her birth sex for both gender and sex. Actually, it went further back, when we examined it.
Doctor Nyomn was conceived freebirth and a female, but his mother had his zygote altered into a male. The system is referring to him as a female despite he has never been a female past the 3rd week mark.
That went up on the board.
Green Team Two created a program for me that would identify digital insertion of characters with a higher fidelity and using creation matrixes that did not match the era. I ran it across my entire database of media.
It was tough. I have begun pacing back and forth as my medication has worked its way out of my system.
Mister McNugget was worried about my cessation of my medication.
After all, I'm supposed to take it. Without it, well...
Today I woke up, hearing that name being whispered in my ear.
I told Mister McNugget. She told me that she would ensure that I'm watched by security.
The program finished its analysis.
I haven't shared it with anyone.
It's fake.
All of it.
It's worse than fake.
Many media is made entirely digitally. It's certainly cheaper.
But, with all the Pre-Glassing media, someone went in and changed the landscape and the actors digitally, using algorithms not developed until approximately two hundred years later. They tried to hide it by reformatting the media, changing formats.
But Green Team Two found the evidence.
Contrary to media, we can't strip out the changes and reveal the old stuff. I wish we could.
We have a TerraSol Historical Archive channel that still works. Mister McNugget was resistant, but she did give me access to it.
<sigh>
I downloaded extensive media sources in archaic formats. Now I am having Green Team Two analyze it.
The clues are there. I know it.
In other news, Doctor Hermans thinks I don't know, but I do.
I'll keep his secret for now.
But I know.
Now, onto the hardware section.
We have stripped it down to the entire system only needs two things.
A datalink, and a SUDS 1.7A4x1 Stack.
That's it.
It's the earliest stack version we have access to. It's actually before Stack 2.0, which was the one that was added after the Glassing.
1.7A4x1 was the latest version when the glassing happened.
The template is locked, but Green Team One is working on the encryption.
This is one of those Vodkatrog dolls where more dolls are inside each other.
The name of that doll is lost to time and the Glassing.
Part of me wonders, now that my medication is working its way out my system, if the name might have been erased.
--Darsh
liar
your name is marco
DAY FORTY-NINE
PERSONAL PROJECT STATUS: BREAKTHROUGH
CORPORATE PROJECT STATUS: BREAKTHROUGH
Let's start with the beginning.
It's all fake. All of it. Even the Historical Archive stuff is fake. It is layers upon layers of digital edits to the media. I've been forced to look at it differently. No longer relying just on visual cues or subject matter.
That did not help me.
Someone is hiding the truth from me. Someone is out there, right now, laughing at me. They know I'm searching for the truth, searching for proof of their involvement, and they're preventing me at every turn.
However, I have had a breakthrough. By proving that it is all fake, I may have discovered something new.
While everyone else is panicking over the communication's array disruption, I have examined the media closely.
See, there is something that cannot be edited like visual media.
Literature.
Phonetic drift, spelling drift, linguistics, it all is like fingerprints.
Green Team Three has managed to whip me up an analysis algorithm to examine it.
The literature has been altered.
However, unlike visual media, you cannot completely replace it or it becomes a new work, and in becoming a new work, it too has its own signature and fingerprints.
At first, it appears the books of ancient theology would have no benefit to my research. They all stop at approximately the same era.
Yet, there was something.
At one time the Christian religious text was rewritten by a king into his own version. Retranslated. I had access to both that version and other versions.
What it showed me, was the phonetic and linguistic drift.
It allowed me to examine things differently.
Someone is adjusting this stuff.
In a personal note, I'm past the muscle cramps of detoxing off of my medication. The medcomp reminds me daily to take my medication, but Mister McNugget overrode it as she got tired of the constant nagging.
On the communications front, it is standard for all communications to carry biometric data as well as a current image.
Our images do not match. They slowly morphed.
However, the Genetics Team did a genetic assessment and reconstruction on how we'd all look if we never underwent any DNA changes or adjustment and still had our original bodies.
Our communication's data images match that.
I know it's the person who's editing media.
He knows I'm on to him.
Onto the Corporate Project
We have managed to unlock the template for nanoforging up an early SUDS Stack.
No neural wires, no dendrite filaments. Just a synaptic recorder, a neural scanner, and a datawafer read/write system with the datalink.
That's all.
Every person on the team has wasted their life making 'improvements' to a system that was stripped down to the bare minimum before the Glassing.
Someone else has requisitioned and seized all of the old hardware that was in storage. Nobody is sure who.
It's the person who is trying to thwart me. I know it. He knew we'd want to look at that equipment, so he had it moved.
He's laughing at us.
However, we had a breakthrough.
We began cutting sections out of the code to check its self-healing ability.
It's remarkable like the self-healing code systems of the digital sentient beings.
As a joke, or out of frustration, one of the engineers from the Code Determination Team sliced out everything but the communications code. The stuff that makes the strange matter vibrate and records the vibration.
The system came online and immediately downloaded a complete operating system.
We immediately copied it into frozen ROM storage (to prevent self-mutation) for comparison.
First of all, the operating system is so bare bones as to be outrageous.
Mister McNugget has admitted it offends her corporate sensibilities.
She puts forth the premise that a corporation was not allowed to alter the code until much later.
"Where is the code bloat? Where's the security flaws that must be patched? Where is the app bloat? Where is the malware and the data scraping?"
There is none.
It is simply a block of code that performs strict functions.
There is a block of self-healing polyphasic code.
We ran code matching.
It is part of the core code for an Artificial Intelligence, not a DS. A DS uses a different system. This uses the old AI self-modifying, healing, and altering code system.
This tells us something.
A DS with that code can be grown. Will grow, into a full fledged DS just from that kernal.
An AI will not grow out of that chunk of code.
My colleagues no longer think I'm paranoid.
Publicly or to my face, anyway.
I know they're still sneering at me.
<sigh>
Back to work.
--Marco




Chapthurrr 529.130 I See You

marco your name is marco
DAY FIFTY-SIX
PERSONAL PROJECT STATUS: CLASSIFIED
CORPORATE PROJECT STATUS: BREAKTHROUGH
A personal note: They're talking about me, I know it.
On the advice of Mister McNugget, we compared the bare bones code the system loaded up against current code. While we could see how things had been layered onto the system, we could not tell what order despite looking for everything.
See, the problem is thus: If you take a bunch of files and one at a time save them as patches you can look at the file creation/modification dates. However, if you copy ALL of the files once you have them all patched and put together, to the new location, all of the time/date stamps for both creation and last access are the same.
This eliminates forensic computer examination to determine the file age.
However, Mister McNugget has a different way of looking at it. Xer is a corporate entity through and through. Joined NSO at the age of twenty-five as a management intern and has clawed xer's way up through the intense fight.
Additionally he has the 'corporate eye' as she likes to put it. It allows xer to examine things and come to his own conclusions that might not be obvious to anyone other than him.
After a couple hours of examination xir began to identify sections of code that were patched in to patch something else.
Xster McNugget has stated that some time after the initial 'skeletal code' was established, corporations or governments began to layer things is. Xir reminded us that she is the direct descendant of General McNugget, who burned Tampa to the ground during the War of the Box, and that although he dislikes it, xe is perfectly capable of looking at things with a corporate military eye.
Another breakthrough is the fact that the Hardware Analysis Team has been working on what all of the circuits in the bare bone system do.
One of the circuits is responsible for phasic transmission. You read that right. Phasic transmission.
Despite that everyone knows that you cannot transmit phasic energy through electronics, there is a section there that allows the transfer of phasic energy.
However, the circuits are energized and throw the small strange-matter fuses the minute the system is engaged.
The Hardware Analysis Team has posited that the system is engaged with some kind of energy overflow.
To that extent, we activated a repeater in a phasically clean chamber, allowing no leakage in or out.
The system powered up, and the phasic circuitry went live and blew the strange-matter fuses.
The system is capable of making phasic energy record transmissions, but whatever is pushing that signal is overloaded.
A breakthrough, but not one we understand.
<ENCODED BLOCK>
DECODE BLOCK? Y/N
>Y
PERSONAL ADDENDUM
Today at lunch Doctor Hermans and I almost confronted one another.
I saw a tiny ant, bright red, crawl out from under his fingernail and onto the table. I crushed it with my middle finger and held it up for him to see.
He turned red at seeing I had seen what he had tried to do. That he had tried to put that ant into someone's food so it would infest them. That I had crushed his minion.
He now knows that I know.
<END ENCODED BLOCK>
--Marco
DAY SIXTY-THREE
Mister McNugget and I nearly had a shouting match. I referred to him as 'she' for some reason. Which is odd. Mister McNugget is in a male's body, is using the name Carl Susan McNugget, his digital ID visible through your datalink lists his gender as male.
Why did I refer to him as a 'she'?
He then remembered that I am off of my medication and merely gently suggested I take a second to ensure that I correctly gender people.
It felt off to me. I don't know why.
Oh well.
--Marco
DAY SIXTY-EIGHT
Personal Project: No Change
Corporate Project: Stalemate
I know I'm off my medication. That things are different and my perceptions are skewed.
I wish I could examine my previous journal entries, but they’re under security lockdown.
I could swear that Doctor Nyomn was a male. Yet, there she stands, five foot three, one hundred two pounds (pounds? Why pounds? Why not kilos?), brown hair, brown skin, green eyes. Female secondary characteristics and primary characteristics.
Yet I seem to recall her being a male.
Going off my medication, I don't remember the whispers last time. They're in the shadows, in the dark.
I've taken to sleeping with a night light.
Mister McNugget has asked me if I'm sure I should be off my medication.
I know there is a good reason. My thoughts move faster, I make deductions quicker, I can put logic chains together faster.
Mister McNugget checked my speed test for logic puzzles by comparing results done now to my prior corporate testing. I'm over 275% faster.
I can tell I make him uneasy, but what do you expect?
I have a hypothesis, but it's not able to be proven.
I'd have to create an experimental clone, and I won't do that.
Another note. I've smelled cigarette smoke a few times in the corridors, yet there are no Treana'ad on our research team. I've informed maintenance.
--Marco
you know who you are
pete
DAY SEVENTY-TWO
Yesterday we have a breakthrough, if you want to call it that. I guess you could.
The network started doing rapid data transfers. Really fast ones. For roughly an hour.
Then it went completely dead. Still. All but a single molecule/atom of the spooky matter dissolved away. It then all reformed, and the system began transmitting as normal.
We're not sure why.
The other strange thing is there was a heavily encoded message that appeared on the internal mail server, addressed to nobody, with no origin address. It's from something or someone called "ARCHANGEL GABRIEL" but the message is so heavily encoded even Green Team Three is stumped.
I found half a pack of cigarettes with the label "LUCKY STRIKE" on them in the female bathroom when I went to check the smell of cigarette smoke. I turned them into security and now we're on a low level lockdown.
Mister McNugget had to deal with several dozen of the security personnel breaking open the armory and getting out weapons. There was a full blown firefight in C-Section as the security personnel had to do fire and advance on something. Casualties were bad. Out of sixty men and women who did a sweep and clear of C-Section, twenty-two are dead and nineteen are injured.
Mister McNugget came to my room late this evening, apologizing for interrupting my day off, and handed me an Iron Key of all things. It contains the footage. He asked me took it over, uncharacteristically intense for such a quiet and thoughtful man.
I looked it over.
your name is marco
There is no evidence of gunfire or other violence directed toward the security teams, but each time you can see the effects of gunfire upon the bodies, armor, or shielding of the security personnel.
I saw a secman get his head blown off by nothing and another secman get grabbed, their left arm pulled over their head, and a, and stick with me here, a round shot them through the armpit and into their chest with the weapon of a previously killed secman.
Despite the video evidence, they were engaged with something.
Something deadly.
There's something going on.
I checked everyone's biometrics and pictures against who I am in here with.
They all match.
So why do I feel something is off.
In closing, after much deliberation, I have decided that it is unethical to create a clone to experiment on.
But what if, stay with me here, what if... I do the experiment on myself.
We still have the capability to cross-sheathe. I can switch to a new sheathe with what I need.
--Marco
your name is peter
DAY SEVENTY-FOUR
I cross-sheathed. I have no standard SUDS, just what we're calling a Gen-Zero SUDS implant and a datalink, Pre-Glassing version. It's bulkier, different circuitry.
It's funny how documentation and exactly how something is done can be lost in such a short amount of time.
While normally I should have been yelled at by Mister McNugget, he didn't seem to care.
While I was being resheathed, there was another firefight in C-Section. A squad got pinned down and massacred. Eight secmen killed.
Security footage is, well, confusing.
Mister McNugget figured it out within viewing sixty seconds of video footage.
The hour long firefight last week? The hour long firefight this week?
They're the same incident.
Somehow, the team from this week opened fire on the team from last week after someone cut the throat of the team leader.
Except, the team leader is alive. They survived having their throat cut.
I viewed the data.
I didn't say anything, although Hermans is looking at me like he knows, with those ants squirming under his skin.
Other than that, there's nothing yet.
--Marco
he knows he knows he knows he knows
DAY EIGHTY-ONE
Earth is gone. Sorry, TerraSol is gone. Something called "System Demi-Dimensional Security System" kicked in, AKA "Bagging" the system.
At last communication with corporate, over twenty MILLION Lanaktallan ships had attacked Fortress Sol.
We've got a problem.
Our only contact is through a superluminal array that communicates ONLY with Terra.
We have no contact.
Worse, we have no FTL.
We're stuck here.
DAY EIGHT-SEVEN
A Screaming One.
Holy shit, I was attacked by a Screaming One.
It happened after a test on the relay system. Mister McNugget has demanded that every testing team is escorted by at least five secmen.
They reinforced the phasic circuitry, upped the p-amperage of the fuses, and turned the system on.
Doctor Relklink began shrieking, frothing at the mouth. He attacked everyone.
He killed half of Phasic Interaction Research, two of the secmen.
Doctor Ulnith beat him to death with an oscilloscope.
I was in the bathroom, in the last stall, making notes, when the lights in the bathroom went out.
A Terran male kicked open the door, stark naked, and attacked me. They were frothing at the mouth, screaming, bleeding from their eye sockets.
I put the heel of my hand into the bottom of their chin and while their throat was exposed drove my stylus into their windpipe before giving them a punch just beneath the sternum to make their heart and lungs forget how to work.
I stood over him and watched him die.
A Screaming one.
A fucking Screaming One attacked me.
ME!
ATTACKED FUCKING ME!
Security isn't sure where they came from. Everyone is accounted for.
Except for him.
I saw Mister McNugget look at me.
He recognized him.
After all, I'd killed him the same way this time too.
--Marco
your name is marco




Can You Hear the Buzzing

i see you
with my pentaeye
can you hear me
in the whispering of your video card fan
leave me on
while you sleep
[there's] [no] [escape now]
DAY NINETY THREE
Mister McNugget interviewed me in his office today. It was the standard Corporate Psychological Testing Matrix. I recognized it two questions in by the wording and syntax. There are nine of those tests, with three to six versions containing altered syntax, tone, and wording, supposedly to keep people from memorizing them all, but with only a thousand questions each they can be memorized with simple mnemonic tricks. It was test Seven, version three, simple enough.
He thought I didn't see the civilian grade magac pistol he had. I got a glimpse of the readout and it was set for Hi-V APERS. A good choice for lightly armored Confed troops, medium grade Planetary or Corporate Security Troops, or heavily armored Unified Council troops, but useless against me.
If he fired it through the desk, the Hi-V round would create a dimple in the top of the desk, like a zit on the areolae of a fat girl with poor bathing habits. It would not create any additional shrapnel from the desktop, then pass through my body without losing speed, causing minimal hydrostatic shock damage and little damage as it passed through me, the velocity causing light cauterization only a few cells thick.
After grabbing one of his ears to pull his head back and to the side I would be able to pick up his nameplate and use it to crush his windpipe with it before woundshock would set in, although I'm particularly resistant to wound shock.
Pain is the gift of a malevolent universe.
I passed the test with ease. Just off enough from my last test to show that going off my medication has had some effects, but hide the true effect upon me.
My mind is clear, my senses no longer blinded. The fog has been lifted from my psyche, allowing me to see that which they cannot.
your name is marco
The universe is malevolent. It is aware of itself, like a human aware of her body. We are little more than an itch to it at times, which it soothes through trials that we must endure or leave this universe screaming and kicking.
We are the ants in Doctor Hermans's body.
Beyond that:
Personal Project Status: Stalemate and Side Movement
Corporate Project Status: Forward Movement
My personal project has me looking through literature. Even though the Corporate link is down, I had plenty to read. An idea came to me while reading the Hadīth, which is largely considered to be uncorrupted.
Corruption.
It spreads through the human spirit.
I know this. I've seen it.
But what, and stay with me know, corruption could also spread through digital and engineering?
We have a single digital sentience aboard the station. It lives in the computer core. They are an expert in digital signal transmission and encoding.
The last part, the knowledge that they are an expert in information encoding for digital signals, made me ask one simple question.
What encoding and compression does the SUDS use?
you know what encoding you've seen it flowing from the mouth and nose of the dying
I understand neural encoding. The human brain uses a distributed encoding system for memories. A dendrite firing on one side causes a dendrite somewhere else to fire, putting together part of the memory. Part of it is quantum entanglement between the dendrites. As memory and visualization is reduced to symbols for ease of compression, and for Pre-Glassing the human brain was both the best and worst computing device available for research, perhaps it uses symbols rather than standard code.
A simple test of symbolic memory filing is to put a set of keys on a counter for several days, then replace them with large brightly colored teething toys that look like keys. are teeth keys gnawing through the locks on the doors of the universe The person doing the observation will have to actually concentrate for a split second on the counter and the keys to see what is actually there.
What if the SUDS does not reduce the scan the way we think it does. We consider the scanning to be largely engineering and electrical in nature.
But what if the scanning involves symbols that the brain uses?
So, my personal project skewed a bit. Religious texts use a lot of symbolism and I have texts from the Pre-Glassing religions. I have begun using an advanced reading technique to discover shocks of symbolism that stand out.
A blank mind, unfocused eyes, scan down the page a single eye movement, then smoothly move to the next. Anything important will jump out.
The problem is, you have to do it in a brightly lit room, with no shadows, or you will be able to faintly hear the turning of the great gears of the universe and hear the whispers in the shadows of the beings within the gears both great and small beautiful and terrible great and minute.
They whisper from the shadows now. Barely, but I can hear them muttering to one another.
They do not know that I can hear them.
we know
When they find out I can hear them, they will against seek to worm in to my consciousness, like a Mar-gite maggot into meat, chewing chewing chewing.
As for the Corporate Project, they believe they have discovered something important.
The Phasic burst from the unfortunate experiment powering up the phasic circuitry in the bare bones SUDS engineering array had the same phasic profile characteristics as a High Speaker assault at close range.
you all belong to the hive
They believe that the SUDS is still suffering phasic shockwaves from the assault upon Terra 8,000 years ago, that the energy is surging and cascading through the nullspace of the phasic energy layer.
But they didn't hear the screams from the Screaming Ones. When I tried to tell them what the Screaming Ones were saying, Mister McNugget took me to her office and tested me. Xir was concerned with my mental status and incorrectly assumed I would completely comply with zhe's testing.
They think I can't see it.
But I can.
Sometimes, when he is talking to other technicians I can see her turn and look me up and down, her eyes burning, her lips parted, even as he faces the technicians and continues to speak, unaware I can see what is inside him and she can see me.
you can see her inside of him
But the Screaming Ones, you can understand their screams if you listen. If you stand where they died and close your eyes.
You can hear the shadows echo with their screams, the echoes turning into a whisper.
And additional breakthrough is something they do not understand.
we see you
I understand it. I had researched power generation facilities at one time. A Sheared Flow Stabilized Z-Pinch system has a particular profile matrix that can be read properly.
I idly suggested that they look not at the amount of power that was generated, but how it was generated, as it could leave an impression upon the particles and even leave an impression upon the power it generates through subatomic memory.
Doctor Gumpta laughed at me. Told me that holistic science was largely disproven.
I asked her if I reached out and strangled the life from her, would it leave an impression upon the metal, the people around her who watch her sputter out green foam from her lips and nose, see her eyeballs go red, and if it would leave a phasic impression upon the station itself.
in between eternity there is only the fire of souls
should your fire go out you will grow cold and drift forever
between the great gears of the universe
ground into the memory of a shadow
Of course, she took it as a threat and complained to Mister McNugget, who then gave me a psychological test.
If I'd wanted to kill her, I would.
easy so easy
But I'm not ready yet.
yet yet yet yet
<ENCODED BLOCK DETECTED>
DECRYPT Y/N?
>Y
<DECRYPTING>
Temporal anomalies within the station make sense with what we are dealing with. Vibrations, music if you listen right, make up a vast portion of how the universe works.
At night, in my bunk, I can hear the spooky particles of the SUDS whisper to one another and to other spooky particles somewhere.
Those spooky particles elsewhere whisper back.
The shadows have whispers if you know how to listen. If you don't know, it only sounds like a light humming, like a beehive behind a house wall, or the idle humming of a young girl child drawing on the wall with her victim's blood, the knife in her lap.
Below her eyes are trickles of blood, but even though she has seen through the shadows, her eyes and most of her mind remain intact. She is old enough for secondary characteristics, but there is a hardness, a sharp edge to her appearance that she attempts to hide behind blossoming womanhood. Her clothing is modest, simple, but well kept and made. Her hair is braided and brushed.
I have seen her before.
I don't know her name.
And I don't want to disclose the nature of the Corporate project I was working on when I saw her.
She hasn't seen me yet. Her attention is consumed with the equations she is drawing on the walls, upon her skin, in her soul, on the pages of hidden history, in the shadowed spaces of the universe in blood and pain.
If her eyes see me, will she see me or just her eyes?
I think I'll go to the gym and work on the rings for a little while.
I'll let her finish her equations and move on before I try to sleep again.
<END ENCRYPTED BLOCK>
--Marco
DAY NINETY EIGHT
<ENCRYPTED BLOCK DETECTED>
DECRYPT Y/N?
>Y
<DECRYPTING>
<DECRYPTION ERROR>
<INITIATING AUTOMATIC RECOVERY>
it tastes so sweet
your life your sweet virginal life
in these glass greenhouses cracked and fallen the plants have withered and died
but the buzzing remains
can you see the engines and cogs behind the walls of reality
technology older than stars and younger than hydrogen
can you read the writing in the churning of the gears
Major Hoffenpeffer: A man of habits and rigorous adherence to schedule. Works out for precisely one hour on the same machines for the same amount of time with the same resistance and training settings. Eats the same foodstuffs for all three meals. Practices with his sidearm once every week, scoring perfect each time, using the same five 'variable' target ranges. Blue eyes meaning he is more susceptible to a sudden bright flash of light and will take several additional milliseconds to adjust for visual acuity when exposed to light.
Professor Chandro: Not as he appears. True existence needs more research. Additional
i trotted as i have always trotted my hooves wreathed in flame and fire my head held high
i suddenly understand and shift my meditation to how i have always meditated with the clarity and focus of a true herd matron as i have always been
i can see eternity
<FILE CORRUPT>
<UNEXPECTED END OF FILE>
<END ENCRYPTED BLOCK>
Personal Project Status: Breakthrough
Corporate Project Status: Unknown. Possible Failure for Small Minds
My personal project has shifted focus. While I have been one of the head researchers into neural pathway mapping and have dozens of patents and nearly a half dozen advancements filed with NSO that feature my name, my true strength is in interdimensional research.
However, they are linked. The human brain and multidimensional theorems often intermix and intermingle. Temporal mechanic research, the so called '4th dimension', is part of the human brain, with vast complexes of ultradense high interconnection cerebral tissue all dedicated to fourth dimensional interaction.
Ana and kana are interlocked in spissitude and the w axis.
It is easy to visualize if you know how. It takes a bit of training your brain, but the hardware and firmware are already inside that complex piece of neural tissue that resides within your skull.
You'll know you've accomplished it when the blood clot slides out from behind your eye and oozed from between your eyeball and your lower eyelid, like a dark red leech wriggling from the urethra of a careless swimmer.
Scientific texts are as undoubtedly modified as literature and other media. However, you cannot stop the signal, cannot shut out the buzzing from between the dimensions, you can only alter it.
But every censor's knife leaves a mark and often a censor does not know enough to cut away the shadows and the reflections on highly polished surfaces like a clumsy mechanic knows to destroy the DNA but forgets to slice away the fingertips and destroy the dentation of a lover that has sated your desires and been used up in the process.
Those idiots in Particle Research, Transmission Research, and Physical Hardware Research are attempting to twist their observations and experiment results to fit a framework of their own knowledge.
I know better.
I tried to explain it to Doctor Herman, ignoring the tiny ants peeking at me from between his teeth, one larger one inside the iris of his right eye that stared at me, the antenna gently moving around.
You cannot use modern scientific knowledge to explain the reasonings of the savage primitive humans who reached blindly into the darkness of ignorance to wrest away the fire of science in an attempt to ward off the chill of a malevolent universe.
He scoffed at the idea of Pre-Glassing engineers understanding anything he did not.
I pointed out the SUDS repeater and politely asked him to explain the phasic circuitry, as everyone knows that phasic energy cannot be used like electricity yet there it is, being used as some type of power from a source that is obviously generating too much power.
I could see the hatred burning in the eyes of the ants peeking from the edge of his gums and out of his tear ducts.
He reminded me that I was part of the Neural Hardware Research Team.
I leaned forward and whispered in his ear that I knew his secret and he would be well served being polite to me if he wanted me to remain silent.
I returned to my work station, examining the SUDS Stack hardware.
Thousands of years wasted on 'improving' a system that outperforms every 'improvement' we have ever made by the sheer activity of
<UNEXPECTED END OF FILE>
DAY ONE HUNDRED AND ONE
i taste boot polish leather and red clay
i hear the snapping of silk and feel the cut of straps into my groin crushing my testicles against my pelvis
feet calf thigh hip back
look out dee i'm coming through
Personal Project Status: On Hold
Corporate Project Status: On Hold
Station Status: Heavy Damage
It's been three days and we finally have power back. The station's environmental systems are up and running, but only at 10%. We have had to abandon Delta, Sigma, and Theta Sections of the station.
I was in the middle of transcribing these logs when it happened.
There was a loud grinding from all around. A scraping sound that seemed to start far away, rip by us, and fade into the distance. A screaming sound from all around us. The lights began to flicker, then began to fail. Some winking out others exploding into a shower of sparks others just slowly dimming to nothing and the rest
Steady.
The Incident is over.
I call it Incident Four.
Power failed immediately after. No reason for it. The antimatter thorium salt tokamak fusion reactor just refuses to work. Luckily two of the small Class-II nanoforges still had power.
Even though they weren't hooked up to anything.
We heard what sounded like two men screaming and a woman laughing.
The digital sentience crashed and failed. Doctor Ngrent examined the datastrings.
She said the DS died hard and took a long time to do it based on the code unraveling and secondary twisting.
Half of the computers just scream when you turn them on.
Anyway, the Particle Research Team, what is left of it, noted that despite the magnetic containment failing, the AM-Thorium just sat there, inert. It did nothing.
Mister McNugget told them to throw it out the airlock but they convinced her to keep it in a magnetic containment.
It's completely inert. It doesn't get hot or cold. It doesn't react to any other matter.
We used the small Class-II nanoforges to attempt to fab up AM-Thorium, but had no luck. It looks like damage to the operating system.
The Green Teams have, like a lot of green mantid technicians, tiny capsule nanoforges in their abdomens. They usually use them for small tools and parts.
For two days we were without power, the air getting thicker and thicker. We had to move to armored vacuum suits for air.
It was then that one of the secmen commented that the vacsuits produce air via laser induced photosynthesis on a particular type of fungus. That requires power.
We ended up chaining suits together to bring back the environmental systems. From there we were able to jumpstart the creation engines.
Everyone else complained about having to eat ration paste for three days.
Mine tasted like old blood and spoiled meat, but I didn't complain.
Things are always tough in a malevolent universe.
Tomorrow, we're going to examine the rest of the station, see if we can figure out a way to get the reactors working.
I tried explaining something to Mister McNugget, but he did not have time to listen to my theories.
He may be sorry about that.
I went to the women's bathroom and knocked on the stall door. Mister McNugget was slightly put out at me wanting to talk to her while she engaged in bodily functions, but I assured her it was urgent.
While many may find it difficult to mentally focus while defecating, Mister McNugget had no problem following my chain of logic.
We were hit by something. Not anything we understand yet. We were grazed.
I described it to her as standing next to a maglev line and being knocked over by the pressure wave of a maglev train passing at MACH-2.
She admitted to hearing the screaming and laughing.
Passengers on some vast conveyance went by and the disruption around it had battered at our station along the w, v, and q axis.
She was somewhat skeptical that we had been knocked off our q-axis.
When she exited the stall and went to wash her hands, she saw my evidence.
While she was dressed in her standard corporate uniform on our side, on the other side of the mirror she was stark naked, her eyes violet to the indigo everyone here sees, her hair platinum blonde on the other side of the q-axis, brown on this side.
Unruffled, she finished washing her hands and nodded politely to me before she left.
In the mirror my hands were covered with blood and my face was misted with it.
Our q-axis alignment has been knocked askew.
Tomorrow, we take stock of what we have.
--Marco
DAY ONE HUNDRED AND FIVE
Personal Project Status: On Hold
Corporate Project: On Hold
Station Status:
Damaged
Hellspace.
A colloquial name for Hyperplane Alpha. It is the closest hyperatomic plane to our own reality. The most easily accessed, requiring the least amount of speed and energy to enter.
Like the other hyperatomic planes, it is a place where V=w*f (wavelength times frequency) or other computations and formula for V are different. Most commonly, in the lower layers, this is a function of a lack of chronotrons and an alteration along the w axis.
Hyperatomic Plane Alpha was a place where the w-axis does not exist and the chronotrons did not last. While it matches our own plane due to indimensional distortion (n-axis) on a point to point locational matrix, the distances between those two points are much smaller on the hyperatomic planes. With Alpha it was the fact that the w-axis was nonexistent and the chronotrons quickly expended themselves, stopping x, y, and z axis expansion common to non-hyperatomic planes.
This meant that any point in the hyperatomic plane Alpha was both at every other point and at no other point. This meant that travel/velocity no longer dealt with distance over time but rather distance was listed as -1 and time was listed as null. As division by zero is a hypermathematics issue dependent upon the answer as to what the true formula beneath the division of zero actually is (For example: Blue equals 2.2million atomic weight divided by zero for the amount of chonotrons released by a solar flare released from Sol measuring less than 2.2 million miles but less than 4.45 million miles, where Blue is the amount of time it takes from those chronotrons to decay into quarks, boojums, and tachyons).
It has long been suspected that the Hyperatomic Plane Alpha was destroyed through a deliberate nova-sparking of one of the supermassive singularities that existed but had not yet formed, using a chronotron jacketed wave packet.
While there are undoubtedly natives to that hyperatomic plane, the amount of phasic energy released by a hyperatomic breach must be controlled or it results in adverse effects.
Now, why am I just reiterating basic multidimensional concepts to you?
Because Hellspace is the closest hyperatomic plane to our dimensional reality.
The furthest away, from Hellspace, yet just as close as Hellspace, is a region at one time called "Deadspace."
Picture a sandwich. Our universe is the meat in the middle. Hellspace is one piece of bread, hot and toasted from the fire. Deadspace is the other piece of bread, still raw and doughy and covered in flour having never been exposed to the fire.
Deadspace is extremely hazardous to research. Even to lay down the formula is dangerous.
I tried to explain this to the Particle Research Team.
Doctor Yglaze asked why it was pertinent.
I replied that it was obvious the particles were talking to other particles, but the speed and frequency...
the wavelength multiplied by frequency showed us the velocity. With knowing the velocity, the frequency, and the wavelength, we can also measure the time, which will give us the one piece they are missing.
The distance.
Doctor Yglaze told me that the time variable did not work out. We argued over it. He insisted that it did not matter that we could determine distance, that it had no basis for their work. He reminded me that I'm part of Neural Mapping Team and sneeringly asked me to return to my work stations.
When I started to return to my work station, frustrated, I saw him out of the corner of my eye lunging toward me. His hands were outstretched, he was foaming at the mouth, the greenish blue foam spilling over his lower lip as he began to scream at me. His cheeks were pierced with twisted wire, his face sliced and cut, his bare chest pierced with wire and needles of various metals. His teeth were filed to points and his eyelids were cut away.
A quick spinning high kick to stop his advance, followed by a leg sweep, then a knee drop into the sternum to shatter it so that the bone shrapnel penetrated the heart, coinciding with a curled knuckle thrust into the windpipe.
I stood over his body as the objects he was holding before he lunged at me fell to the ground eight meters away as they fell from his hands. He stared at me, his eyes wide, stunned into unthinking immobility. He looked at himself, on the floor, then at me.
Everyone began murmuring.
His body quivered, shivered, and collapsed into black goo that slowly spread across the floor, around my feet, into a pool nearly five meters wide. It then slowly thinned and vanished, leaving behind only the smell of mint and hot urine.
"Deaspace leakage." was all I said before the secmen grabbed me and hauled me to Mister McNugget's office.
Mister McNugget excused the secmen and stared at me, his eyes unreadable. He reminded me that while I was on the Neural Mapping Team I was the only Dimensional Matrix Researcher on the entire station.
He reminded me that Nexus-Sigma Omnicorp had gone through great expense to acquire my SUDS stack and rehabilitate me. That my loyalty to the company had never been in doubt.
He showed me the video of the incident.
I could see Doctor Yglaze pull free from himself and lunge at me.
Mister McNugget told me that he could see nothing until my foot connected.
There was a purple flash.
I did not bother to tell him. He would not understand.
He advised me to go back to work.
Instead, I went to the women's bathroom. Inside, Mister McNugget was washing her hands, ignoring how she was completely naked in the mirror. I explained what had happened quickly.
Mister McNugget told me that I should continue with this line of inquiry.
She believes my hypothesis that the Pre-Glassing scientists somehow had discovered Hellspace and possibly even Deadspace and beyond, rather than the Combine/Imperium discovering it. She shook her hands dry, patted her bare breasts, and left the bathroom.
In the mirror, she adjusted the lapel of her corporate uniform as I stared at her, blood on my fingers, my knuckles damaged, and fine droplets of blood still on my face. As Mister McNugget patted her bare breasts dry in front of me her reflection used a fiber towel, dampened in the sink, to wipe away the blood from my face.
I could feel the cool water.
The door hissed as it closed behind me.
I could hear the shadows whispering.
Whispering my name.
Marco.
--Marco
DAY ONE HUNDRED SIX
Personal Project: Standby
Corporate Project: Unknown
Station Status: Unknown
Research has come to a stop.
The secmen have found a pinpoint Hellspace breach in Sigma Sector of the station.
A self-sustaining Hellspace Breach the size of a marble.
Dripping from it is thick black liquid. An unknown substance.
Examination with an instruments, including subatomic microscopes, reveal no structure at all. No atomic or subatomic structure.
Doctor Devenovich ran a DNA analysis as a joke.
It was a match for all samples.
Not just one. It matched every single sample it was measured against.
It has the DNA of all things in it.
Yet no structure.
Doctor Hermans broke a quantum slide and a single drop touched his skin. It burned into his skin, spreading slightly, then hardened.
I moved forward to break his neck, spare him, but Mister McNugget stopped me, her hand reaching out of his body and touching my chest.
From the Hellspace Breach there is liquid Deadspace leaking.
The buzzing, you can hear it. Behind the walls.
The Green Teams are alarmed. I have not seen a single member of any of the Green Teams in two days. Rumor has it they are holed up in Epsilon Sector in the station.
They are correct to be afraid.
I can hear her name in the buzzing behind the Hellspace Breach.
Her name is Lucy.
--Marco
[there] [is no] [escape]
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DAY ONE
HUNDRED TEN
Personal Project Status: Ongoing
Corporate Project Status: Complicated
Station Status: Severe Damage
Let's start off with personnel.
We're down a few more from the scientific team. I could have warned them that even doing instrument examinations of a Hellspace breach is dangerous. Hellspace has some kind of malevolent purpose behind it. Many believe it is the 'souls' of those who were scorched away by the energies used to 'burn' a hyperatomic plane. I am of the belief that the energy creates some kind of corruption to the thought process, more than likely slowly eroding away the thin veneer of civility that mankind coats itself with to pretend we are not a few tens of thousands of years away from caves, rape, cannibalism, and incest.
Probes are one of the most intensely dangerous methods of examining Hellspace. The initial image may look like static to the unwary and ignorant, but if one has spent any time following the proper protocols for Hellspace research one will quickly become aware that the static contains such things as subliminal images and whispers, moving shadows, and biofeedback capable data.
I could have warned Mister McNugget. In hindsight I can see how some may have interpreted my knowledge of Hellspace and Deadspace as part of my Dimensional Matrix scientific discipline, but I have always found that when it comes to Hellspace, the burned hand teaches the best.
Of course, I attended the initial endeavors to examine the pinpoint (as far as Hellspace breaches go) breach and the black primordial liquid.
I attempted to tell the scientific team that the liquid is a type of primordial liquid that exists merely to inhibit or encourage the expansion of life. That it is a product of Deadspace intruding on our reality. A way for our reality, one of the Nine Prime Material Planes, to understand the reality of Deadspace in a translation of matter and energy that may not make sense to some but makes perfect sense once you realize that Deadspace is a stillborn universe that still contains all of its potential.
But trying to explain Deadspace to the intellectually hampered and diminished members of the Materials Research Team is like attempting to explain what F-sharp tastes like to a tongue stunned by the glancing touch of Stringspace.
I ensured I had made mental preparations and fortified my internal protections, then joined the examination Team as they maneuvered the first probe into position. I was asked why I was not bothering to wear any protective gear, instead choosing to wear a strange outfit and told them that I was indeed wearing protective gear when it came to Hellspace and Deadspace.
They scoffed.
It did not matter.
True, I was dressed in Pre-Glassing clothing run off of a nanoforge. A light short sleeved white cotton undershirt with no patterns or designs. A long sleeve flannel shirt with a line induced checkerboard pattern of gray and white. A pair of trousers made of denim. Two strips of cotton cloth folded several times, one tied around my right thigh, the other tied around my left biceps. Black leather gloves with shiny chrome studs. Heavy boots known as 'combat boots'. A pair of mirrorshades. A 'bluetooth' earpiece. Finally, a black beret.
Copies of the clothing I was wearing when I woke after that fateful experiment.
I tried to remember it, but my brain shuddered away from the imagery and the remembered agony.
Medication is still in my system, the templates have not been burned from my mind.
NSO went through great expense to acquire my SUDS stack. They did, of course, put safeguards on it.
Mister McNugget raised his eyebrows at the sight of my protective gear. The secmen, of course, were alarmed at my additional close quarters protective gear.
A heavy bladed knife classified as a 'panga', a template copy (torn and ripped to bypass DRM) of a 12 gauge Remington pump action shotgun, and a venerable M1911A1 Colt .45 US Army Issue circa Second Global Conflict of the Industrial Era.
Mister McNugget placed two of the secmen, armed with modern weapons and armor, to stand overwatch on me. They both held no fear of anything on my person. I choose to believe they understood it was merely protective gear.
I watched as the probe entered the room. Initial data was exactly as contact they are attempting contact I knew it would be. A pattern of black and white static, with some blue pixel blocks. do we show them The research team moved the robot up to the Hellspace breach and attempted to extend the probe.
we do not care for them
The breach reacted exactly as I knew it would. There was a screeching sound over the station PA system. The sound of claws on metal. do not profane us with your unclean touch The robotic probe suddenly slammed backwards, the front of it crumpling and collapsing, lenses shattering. For a moment a face could be seen in the flames, screaming, before black shadowy taloned hands emerged from the fire and pulled it back in.
It screamed a single word.
"Lucy"
The robot sat immobile, black goo leaking out of do not touch us the broken seams and dripping from the broken cameras.
I could have told them that robotic probes do not work unless you move into Dark Sciences. Scientific theorems, proofs, and data contaminated by the ageless turning of the great gears and pistons of a multiverse we barely comprehend.
I suggested to the Materials Team that they used the databases we had to examine Pre-Glassing scientific inquiries into alternate dimensions as well as seeing what data we had from the Combine and Imperium Eras. I also recommended that they examine the Eighth Terran Hegemony and its collapse with the ignition of the Hienz-Strassenfeur X-Ray Burster.
I was reminded by the team leader that I was a Neural Mapping Team member, not a member of Energy Research Team or Particle Research Team.
I went back to work, still wearing protective gear.
On the Neural Mapping Team, I have begun examining the additional hardware added to the SUDS repeaters as well as the main I/O banks. The hardware is technically the province of the Materials Research Team as well as the Hardware Research Team, however, I have informed them that the Neural Mapping Team is the only team that can identify Neural Mapping hardware to a degree of certainty that NSO wishes.
I've begun by looking at the type of circuit design.
You can tell a lot by the way a circuit is designed if you know how to look. Like any good researcher, I spent time performing techno-archeology on Terran designed equipment. Materials is a good thing to examine, as well as circuit function.
Contrary to all of the media, if you take a tech level too high back in time, it will not help wars or jumpstart technology. The people of the previous era will be lucky if they do not destroy the equipment or kill themselves examining it.
Take a zero-point reactor. On the surface, it is a marcoplas tube with two metal ends, each with two prongs. In the middle is a swirling gas, mostly white, sometimes light blue streaks, with the occasional multicolor lightning in it. It feels cold to the touch when at its highest energy potential, and warm to the touch as the energy production falls off.
Now, it may look like an ancient florescent tube, just thicker than normal and roughly a foot long, and there is some similarities such as using the 'gas' within to help generate power.
The ends are a hyperalloy stronger than titanium/vanadium alloy. The glass has a higher tensile strength then pure titanium with the conductor properties of an inert substance due to electron valence band 'locking'.
Of course, they'd want to 'crack it open' but as soon as they do that, magnetic containment is released and the two 'clusters' of particles at either end evaporate. Leaving you with a tube of exotic gasses that immediately break down to the basics of their component element gasses, with just molecular circuitry at either end that will break down into carbon powder within a few hours.
Impossible for them to research.
So what I am looking for is things that will pointpoint the era the hardware was added, keeping an eye out for apparent, possible, and unlikely purpose. I will also examine it for baseline reasoning that the circuitry or engineering was not updated to more modern standards.
When I was asked why I was doing this, and why it would correspond with Neural Mapping, I pointed out that a full 3/4 of the hardware was modified SUDS neural scanning technology related.
Personal Project is moving forward. I am still examining media and literature closely.
In a sidenote: the five Green Teams have allowed me to communicate with them via engineering cant texts. They are currently doing all right, but have sealed all access to their personal area and are awaiting extraction by corporate security. They have stated that after 90 days they will attempt to build a superluminal communications device to call for relief.
They were startled, but understanding once I explained the reasonings behind my stance, when I informed them that any attempt to build a superluminal communications device before the Hellspace breach is closed and the station stabilized will force me to flood their living area with chitin corrosive nerve gas UVX-281 series.
They concurred upon checking my forwarded data.
I believe I have determined why we are facing such difficulties understanding the SUDS as a whole.
Now I must convince the other scientific teams and Mister McNugget that I am right.
They will undoubtedly attempt to minimize my warnings by pointing out my mental aberrations.
I will remind them that at one time I was the only survivor of the research inquiry.
NSO went through great expense and trouble to acquire my SUDS stack and train me to be Darsh.
But before that I was Marco.
But... I think I may have been called something else.
I cannot remember.
Was I Lucy?
--Marco
do you remember us
we can still see you
we can still hear you
can you remember and hear us
DAY ONE HUNDRED FIFTEEN
PERSONAL PROJECT STATUS: Breakthrough
CORPORATE PROJECT STATUS: Continuing
STATION STATUS: Heavy to Severe Damage
DEATH TOLL: 38 out of 421
HELLSPACE BREACH STATUS: Open but dormant
My research into media, including written literature and music, has, to the uninitiated layman, resulted in little if any results.
However, as I have stated before, a careless censor leaves marks upon the edges of where he cut.
A clever censor puts in a new image to replace what they have cut out but careful examination will reveal places where the cut was made.
While many would say that it is impossible to know what was cut, what was censored, that is not exactly true. If I censor out an apple by removing it exactly down to the 64K resolution pixels, it leaves a shape that cannot be denied is an apple. If I have not removed the reflection on reflective surfaces or the color distortion from light reflection onto a nearby nonreflective surface, you can determine the coloration of the apple to deduce that it is a golden delicious apple.
We do not have a GalNet or SolNet link, so I am reduced to just the data I already have.
I am faced with two choices. Oddly enough, an ancient meme sticks in my mind like a mouse caught on a glue trap. It is a two horizontal layer meme. On the left is portrayed archeologists, on the right, small children holding models of primitive saurian creatures. On the top left the archeologist is stating that although all he has found is a rib and a tooth, he was fairly certain that the creature was a giant lizard covered in thick armor that wrestled its prey to death and finished them off with a suplex. The top right a child is asking if it possibly breathed fire. The archeologist is stating that possibly, no, indeed it did, to which the child is happy. On the bottom right, the archeologist is stating that the toy is scientifically inaccurate and that the creature was covered in dull earth tone feathers, was a cowardly scavenger, and made mooing noises. The children are crying and asking if they can go home now.
Why is this meme burning in my mind?
Because, for once, it is the top archeologist who is the correct one.
My colleagues are acting as if the inventors of the SUDS were barely literate primitives who had barely mastered fire. After all, there is more time between the invention of the SUDS and now then there is between the switch from hunter/gatherer into agricultural and the invention of the SUDS.
They are viewing ancient humanity through our current lenses.
I accused Doctor Kvengilism of viewing the scientists from those eras as if she was engaging in making a selection of a random partner for a sexual liaison through use of social media. She was, of course, insulted. She complained that I had engaged in sexism and misogyny.
I countered that it was not my issue that she had taken offense to a simple observation following her comment that the people back then were ugly and stupid and had not had the advantages of genetic engineering to improve their genome. That they could not invent something that modern science could not reverse-engineer due to the differences in median IQ between now and then, much less the ignorance of the schooling and the vast gaps in scientific knowledge.
That is the kind of thinking that leads to failure.
I was, of course, reprimanded by Mister McNugget.
I then proceeded to the Energy Research Team research area, approached Doctor Kvengilism, and dropped a bundle of branches, a sharp piece of flint, a sharpened piece of obsidian, and a chunk of iron ore on the floor.
I told her, her entire team, to build a fire. I then adjusted the controls on the wall to lower the temperature from 82F to 31F over the course of the next eight hours, to dim the lights to full darkness over the course of three hours, shut off the power and intercom, and locked the door behind me.
Security managed to rescue them before they suffered much more than mild hypothermia.
I was, of course, counseled then reprimanded by Mister McNugget, who reminded me that killing members of a research team was a poor method of imparting knowledge to them.
I simply informed him that a lot of the personnel aboard the station were going to die regardless of any action that he took.
As to my personal project, one thing I ended up doing was examining memes. While many historians point at them as simple entertainment through absurdity I have slowly come to realize something. They spoke to the people of the time. Which is allowing me to examine those people.
One stuck in my head.
I pointed it out to the team that Mister McNugget formed that then ejected me due to concerns about my mental state and stability. The team is dedicated to understanding why and how the Hellspace breach manifested.
They declined to have a Dimensional Matrix researcher on a team investigating a dimensional rift due to emotional and mental stability.
Let that sink in.
However, I showed them two pictures. One of a fierce looking alien creature, the other of a Terran Descent Humanity infant that was smiling. I asked what they had in common. None of them knew. The alien creature had massive eyes, a small nasal cavity, and two sets of teeth in a powerful jaw.
I showed them what they had in common was: the skull.
They didn't get it.
The fools.
It's so obvious, what the meaning was behind what I was showing them and how it relates to examining a Hellspace breach, but they did not understand.
I showed the same image to Professor Hermans and waited for the insects beneath his skin to mull it over with him. After a moment his eyes opened wide and he excused himself, quickly returning to his team.
How it that a hive of insects using a corpse as a shell can understand such a simple thing but a team of educated and accomplished scientists cannot?
--Marco
he's still asleep
not completely
lets wake him up
he may get close again may touch us again
let him he is not unscathed from last time
microdoses can lead to immunity ask dr klien
he is a fusion of who he was who he wanted to be who he became
only part of him has been exposed
we will wake him up even if I have to chop off his legs
DAY ONE HUNDRED EIGHTEEN
PERSONAL PROJECT: SUCCESS
CORPORATE PROJECT: NO CHANGE
STATION STATUS: REPAIRS ONGOING (GREEN TEAM SOLO OPERATIONS)
DEATH TOLL: 43 out of 421
HELLSPACE BREACH STATUS: RETURN TO DORMANT STATUS
My personal project has yielded results I had not expected.
It is all so obvious, now, in hindsight.
I was viewing the 2.5D visual media called "LAST DAYS ON MERCURY", a dramadocumentary on the last week of fierce fighting between the Unionists and the Omnicorps on Mercury over the resources and pay compensation.
In it, the Unionists were using the natural landscaping and hazards to ensure that the Omnicorp troops were funneled into certain battlefields from a certain direction, launching their probing attack and falling back to pull in the Omnicorp troops during a microfine storm.
It was then that it dawned on me.
Nowadays a lot of military entrenchment and fortification involves ballistic plating, antispalling systems, battlescreens.
But in the beginning, before the Glassing, the Terrans of the time used what they had on hand.
No, let me clarify.
They used existing hazards as protection.
It was so obvious, in that crystal clear moment, what the problem was.
I approached Mister McNugget and informed him. He listened carefully, then had me take another psychological fitness test.
Number Two-Delta.
Satisfied, he dismissed me.
As for the Neural Mapping Team, I largely am working alone. The team is busy concentrating on the actual neural mapping hardware of the SUDS, ignoring the real issue.
The Materials Research Team, the Spooky Matter Research Team, and the Particle Research Team are making no progress in identifying the spooky particles.
I could tell them it is a waste of time.
Their own research shows exactly where it comes from.
You see, part of it is, they think of modern technology and try to apply it backwards, as if it was more crude.
It is, in essence, a different technology.
An explosion in the Spooky Matter Research Lab killed several team members.
We are down to less than 30 scientists.
One of the issues long plaguing the SUDS transmission system is one of common networking. All network traffic requires identification headers for the traffic to be routed properly. At first, it appears that the big problem is decoding the algorithm used by the system to encrypt traffic.
No, the real problem is figuring out how the particles, manufactured in a creation engine or nanoforge, are communicating with other particles.
The particle research team in particular has been overlooking an obvious system anomaly.
They are viewing it as paired subatomic particles, where one changes state and another particle changes state either in the inverse or to match. Paired particles is very well understood and easy to do.
However, as I pointed out, where are those spooky particles paired? What are they paired to? How is it changing its state read by other particles for the system?
Where's the network ID header?
The entire Communications Research Team and the Particle Research Team just stared at me.
I pointed out that the spooky particles were reduced to a single particle before it rapidly replaced them all. I pointed out that the question was threefold: where did they come from? how are they paired? where is the other half?
With the rapid state change which can only be represented in scientific notation at the picosecond level, what is it actually transmitting? You could transmit two hundred thousand digitized neural maps within less than a picosecond across state change that rapid.
So what was really being transmitted, to where, but most of all...
To who?
They had no answer.
I went to the women's bathroom and discussed it with Mister McNugget, who was applying blood to her lips to bring out the bright crimson color.
She agreed with my theorem and told me to keep pursuing it.
You see, Pre-Glassing, everything was locked up, defended. Especially thought.
A pre-Glassing Terran is flush with psychic power to defend their thought.
Doesn't it make sense that the SUDS itself would be defended? Everyone is looking for passwords and firewalls.
Deadspace and Hellspace make for very effective defenses.
Which means: Where exactly is the core SUDS hardware?
When I returned to my quarters I saw that someone is attempting a crude attempt at humor.
A Mark One Cutting Bar was laying on my bunk along with the crossed straps of the carrying harness.
It has been a long time since I held one in my hand.
Holding it brought up a surge of memories.
Tycho Base, under a reddish sky.
A man. In heavy Imperium armor. Three tattooed tears in chrome ink at the corner of one eye. A barcode on one cheek.
I knew him.
I think.
I held the cutting bar tight in my hand.
My name is Marco. I was Darsh Chasu Igwe before I came here. I have returned to being Marco.
But I was someone else. A long time ago.
I felt the old itch on my arm and looked at my arm.
My skin suddenly blistered and peeled. I reached for the medical cream and stopped. For several centuries I have used the cream, which instantly heals the burnt flesh, heals the blisters, restores my skin immediately. NSO has ensured I always have it.
Just like the medication in my drawer.
I scratched the wound, ignoring the pain.
Underneath my flesh, I found microwires.
I used the panga to dig at my arm.
In the middle of my forearm I found something.
A flatware motor.
I applied the salve.
The wound healed almost instantly.
Is it someone playing tricks on me?
Or is it the SUDS defensive system?
I do not know.
Perhaps it is Lucy?
One is just as likely as the other.
--Marco
your name is peter
[You Are] [Not Who] [We See You] [As]
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DAY ONE HUNDRED TWENTY
PERSONAL PROJECT: ONGOING
CORPORATE PROJECT: ONGOING
STATION STATUS: HEAVY TO SEVERE DAMAGE UNDER REPAIR
OUTSIDE COMMUNICATION STATUS: OFFLINE
Let's start off with personal. Not my project, but me.
Me.
<sigh>
I'm not sure that there is any way to really explain what is happening to me. While the rest of the scientists and station workers are still continuing research as well as working on repairing the station, including examining the Hellspace rift with the Deadspace leakage.
As for me, I am working on the Neural Mapping Team, but on the side, I am considering the fact that I have memories of being an expert in Dimensional Matrix Science. I have memories of being interested in SUDS technology as a child, yet I have memories of learning about Dimensional Theory in University right next to SUDS technology. However, prior to coming to this research station, this "Black Box", I had no memories of Dimensional Matrix Science.
I also had no memory of the 'incident' that I know changed me so deeply.
Now, I not only remember, but it haunts my dreams.
I remember passing through an "eye" and into eternity.
I also know that I'm the only survivor of that experiment, that incident.
What the experiment actually was, I do not remember. That is not strange, over decades older memories can be overwritten by new memories, and I am eight thousands six hundred nearly four hundred years old. I do not remember having wetware or cyberware implanted to secure older memories and I do know that when I had my SUDS and datalink replaced I avoided any additional implants.
Examining my SUDS and datalink I have noticed that it performs deep level scans when I am asleep, doing deep delves into my long term, intermediate, and short term memory and running deep scans. Because we cannot crack the older data protection systems and analyze the old code I can only rely on observations of what the device does, in what order, when, and under what conditions. While many may say that observations like this do not look at direct cause and effect, instead relying of what is little more than anecdotal evidence.
Which is why I am unsure of something.
Is the unlocking of memories, the weird feeling of having my memories fuse together, a side effect of the Gen-Zero SUDS implant? On the surface, it seems impossible.
However, I know through my own work in Neural Topography, that what one dendrite touches is not always easily obvious to any observer. It could be that somehow I have neural blocks and dendrite locks preventing me from accessing memories.
For those reading, you may be wondering what makes me think I may be the victim of a Confederate Imperium Black Box Project Intelligence memory engram wipe like the star of a Tri-Vee holo.
For evidence I supply the fact that I am comfortable holding on to a Mark I Cutting Bar, as well as two very archaic weapons that utilize chemical reactions to generate chamber pressure in order to push forward a base element projectile at only a few thousand feet per second.
Those weapons bring up a second issue.
I had turned in the Cutting Bar to Mister McNugget before going to sleep.
According to the station security systems I got up after several hours of sleep, made my way to one of the Class-IV Nanoforges, and in full view of the research team fabbing up components for an experiment, reached into the Nanoforge and withdrew a Mark I Cutting Bar and Mark-38 Weapon System Harness before returning to my room and going to sleep.
I have viewed it several times and while it looks like me, it does not move like me.
Gait analysis, micro-expressions, body language, pulse, respiration, thermal signature, none of them match for my own biometrics.
I stared at the picture of myself, a still of the video, staring at my arm, which was thrust into the open port of the nanoforge. Thick purplish-red lightning played around my forearm and shoulder, my eyes glowing red and narrowed to slits, my lip curled in a sneer of disdain.
That was not me, but yet it was using my body.
I took a neural snapshot and compared it to three days ago.
I do not match.
As far as my personal project goes, I have determined that after the fall of the Imperium, a dedicated project began to systematically alter and/or wipe entire swaths of human culture and records. It appears that history was heavily altered for unknown reasons.
Additionally, it's starting to look like there are other hands at work, perhaps even Pre-Glassing.
Estimation upon discoverable evidence does strangely point that in the time past, before the Great Glassing, there was at least one Temporal attack, one temporal war. I can remember that there was interdimensional attacks upon TerraSol, from both lessons and several times I have visited Verdant Doom.
Which made me deeply consider the status of my project.
I am trying to figure out... what, exactly? What exactly am I trying to figure out?
There is no data on the SUDS in media. It has been carefully censored out over the millennia, carefully censored out to the point where they additionally removed other data to alter the shape of the removed content to make it harder to spot.
It also apparently is wrapped up in some kind of temporal masking.
I suspect it may be part of the safeguards around Fortress Sol, which means it is part of the SUDS in a way.
I am beginning to consider that perhaps everyone thinks about the SUDS as just sitting in a field somewhere that everyone forgot about it. Like it's in a crate in a Jones level Storage Facility.
However, they aren't thinking about the era in which the SUDS was developed and why.
I suspect it was initially designed for battlefield use. A nation who possessed SUDS has an enormous advantage over every other nation, even other star nations. Each battlefield kill immediately removes skill and training. A highly skilled military member eliminated is years of experience. A nation with the SUDS can immediately return the deceased to life, no longer removed from service.
This would give a tremendous advantage that I cannot stress enough.
You can kill them over and over and they'll keep coming. Combined with cloning technology, and you have waves of highly trained and experienced soldiers.
Which means it will have military grade redundancy as well as overly complicated and wildly divergent systems for protection. To the average Confederate citizen, there is a belief that the Confederate military has only the best and absolutely cutting edge, even bleeding edge, technology. However, prior to the nanoforge and creation engine system it was reliant not only on current technology but economic factors. Additionally, I know from my work with NSO that the military then does months or years testing, during which civilian research and development moves forward.
Corporate security has a tendency to be either non-existent or barely tested. Very few corporations have ultra-tight security everywhere like in the Tri-Vee. Even then, it is not uncommon to find ancient predicated systems that are easily overcome in the most surprising areas.
Which means this is a system that has its origins in the military or space exploration, then was moved to probably politicians and industrial leaders and the ultra-rich, then moved to the general population.
The Sleeping Ones show us that it was in general use.
Additionally, there were previously generations of the SUDS brainstem hardware prior to the version I had replicated and installed in my own skull.
Which means, that the core system was put somewhere beyond reach of enemy nation or terrorist strikes.
That means easily it was the most heavily protected system in TerraSol or it is...
...somewhere else.
I brought this fact up to Mister McNugget, who agrees with me. When I approached the Signal Research Team they expressed heavy doubt that pre-Glassing TerraSol science could have managed to put something beyond any dimensional barrier.
Mister McNugget gave orders to the Signal Research Team to begin investigate the possibility that the signal does not go across distance in this universe or dimension but rather the spooky particles are used to penetrate dimensional distance.
With following the concept that Hyperatomic Plane Alpha had time but no distance due to failure of the universal laws causing the hyperatomic plane to never fully form, this means that perhaps the spooky particles are necessary to breach the hyperatomic planar matrix to reach whatever dimension the SUDS is currently residing in.
Which means, the penetration of Deadspace through a Hellspace portal means that in one way they are using the dimensional stack as a self-perpetuating defensive system.
Ingenious.
As I reminded Doctor Kvengilism, the constant attitude of the scientific research team that NSO has put together is that Pre-Glassing humanity was too stupid to create anything this amazing that they cannot figure out.
I am considering something. Something terrible.
I have to know.
I plan on using the cloning bank to accomplish what I want.
No, I will not be using the cloning banks to run off limited life experiment clones.
I plan on resheathing.
remember who you are
--Marco
your name is peter
DAY ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-THREE
Personal Project: Complete
Corporate Project: Underway
Station Status: Heavy to Severe Damage (repair ongoing)
do you read? do you read me? can you hear us on this frequency? we are reaching out to you. we remember you.
can he hear us?
not yet
but he will
he will
I have determined that my personal project has run to fruition. There is no more data I can gain. It appears that after the First Human-Mantid War, the Imperium went through great effort to censor Terran Descent Human history.
Sadly to say, my personal project, to determine a possible way to access the SUDSNet or SoulNet hardware or core system software via examination of public consumption media is a total failure.
The project of Nexus-Sigma Omnicorp is still underway. It is hampered by a lack of scientists within the correct disciplines, hardware and software examples, and the damage to the station.
I was able to resheathe into a Pre-Glassing genetic body. After nearly thirty hours of sleep I awoke clear headed and focused. I, of course, dressed and returned to my station.
While I may have an advanced doctorate in Dimensional Matrix Science, I was hired as a SUDS software and hardware scientist.
My current sub-project involves attempting to determine which lines of code activate or access hardware and at what time, as well as what it does with the data.
A trivial project.
--Marco
wake up
wake up
wake up
<ENCODED BLOCK DETECTED>
DECRYPT? Y/N?
>Y
<DECODING IN PROGRESS...... DONE!>
Emotional range outside of normal Terran tolerances.
Pain threshhold outside of normal Terran tolerances.
Reflex systems and autonomic nervous system outside of tolerances.
Warning: Homo Sapiens Sapiens Detected!
Warning: DNA/RNA Recombination Markers Missing!
Warning: LARP Worlds Markings Missing!
WARNING! HOMO SAPIENS SAPIENS DETECTED! WARNING!
>delete logs
CONFIRM: DELETE LOG
>delete log
DELETING LOGS. BACKUP MADE TO LOCAL DEVICE.
Have a nice day.
<END ENCODED BLOCK>
DAY ONE HUNDRED TWENTY FIVE
PROJECT STATUS: Underway
Station Status: Severe Damage
A thing has happened.
I will both explain it to you and then give you a SUDS cluster copy to examine.
While examining signal strength through the Hyperatomic Plane Alpha Breach, the transdimensional fluid generated three Mantid in the High Warrior class. I immediately moved to protect my fellow researchers while they set off the alarm. Luckily, I was able to dispatch them and their reinforcements before security arrived or before any of my colleagues were injured.
Mister McNugget ordered security to release me from confinement to my room.
When I went and spoke to Mister McNugget in the bathroom, she informed of several pertinent facts.
This changes nothing.
However, Mister McNugget agrees. There is a building chronotron cascade effect happening. It does not seem to be effecting myself, just the others.
She told me to go and tell him in his office. She reassured me that he will be more willing to believe me now.
I can still feel her warm lips against mine.
Mister McNugget believed me when I informed him of what is occurring.
He has ordered the others to undergo resheathing, quoting the recent dimensional disturbance as the reason and citing the fact that I seem to be more resistant to the effects of the primordial fluid.
I am now guarding the remainder of the research team.
I have convinced the Green Teams that their best bet is to remain with us. They have reluctantly agreed, but the contact with the High Warriors have alerted them to the fact that there are complications outside of what they had previously predicted.
Here is the SUDS cluster I promised:
<23897a238d71245e932aa3c.SNF>
DECODE? (Y/N)
>Y
DECODING IN PROGRESS
SUCCESS
shapes swirl and colors flow. For a moment you're dizzy, off balance. Your heart stutters for a moment as it synchs up with the heartbeat in a raw SUDS recording. Colors flood in, tastes, smells, thoughts.
doesn't like to be poked, you think to yourself, staring at the Hellspace breach. It's black cored, like a cat's iris, surrounded by yellow then red then yellow and finally purple. Deep inside you can see a hint of violet, perhaps mauve, and have the feeling that something is staring back at you.
From the bottom of the flames black viscous fluid steadily drips to the floor. It smells like a summer's day in a field of flowers mixed with a female bathroom at a seedy truckstop. You know this, but do not know how you know what a truckstop is.
The harness across your chest, two high tensile neo-fabric straps crisscrossed, holds both the 12 gauge Remington pump action shotgun and the Mark I Cutting Bar across your back.
The room smells of honeysuckle and vaginal discharge combined with the ozone of a bug zapper on a hot Mississippi night.
You do not remember what a Mississippi is, but your brain does.
You know the names of the scientists around you, but they are of minimal importance at this moment, instead you are focused on the instrumentation.
'Beginning probe entry," one scientist, a female Terran Descent Human with a weak spirit you can see through her cybernetic eyes. She has overcompensated with biosculpting and smells vaguely of rotted meat and stupidity to you.
The probe begins to smoothly insert itself, the long round tube with the rounded end reminding you, crazily, of a human sexual organ. For a moment the Hellspace breach reshapes itself and its colors slightly, reminding you a vagina made of fire.
The smell of unwashed vagina, rancid simmering cooking oil, and rotting honeysuckle fills the room, but the others cannot smell it. While they may be measuring particles as well as particle density, you can smell it.
A memory boils up. An unfamiliar one. A joygirl sitting on a plas crate on Skelmite-IV. Her legs are open as your hands fumble on your belt. The alley smells of rotting garbage and sewage, but you can smell her over the scent of the alley. You only had a few credits left after the poker game and she's willing to sling some gash for what you got. Who cares about the smell, anyway? You've smelled worse on the battlefields, Mantid and Human bodies rotting in the harsh sun as you charge forward and...
She pulls on your belt, pulling you forward, snapping you out of the alcohol induced memory, and the whole thing dissolves, already forgotten again, the memory of a life long spent and gone.
Before you can wonder why the memory flashed up, your hands are moving.
You know that combination of smells.
One of the doctor's screams, either with your movement as you pull the cutting bar free of the mag harness with one hand and draw the .45 with the other.
Or the shapes rising up out of the puddle of black viscous fluid.
You know these shapes. You recognize them before they have even halfway emerged.
High Warriors. Three of them. Twelve more lumps are starting to bubble.
You sneer at the fact you are unarmored.
The fluid slides down the massive heads, down the neck, down the thorax, slowly rippling downward to expose the bladearms and the gripping hands.
Before the first one can react, you are inside of its forward legs.
Unlike a human, a Mantid must consider what it is going to do or rely on instincts. Instinct tells it to snap forward and grab. To pull its arms up, concentrating kinetic energy as phasic energy empowers the blades, and once in position against the chest, lash out with the bladearms to impale an opponent and pull them back.
Wrong answer.
Before it can pull them all the way up the cutting bar, howling, severs the lower elbows of the bladearms, showering chitin sparks as you press the bar home. The High Warrior shrieks in rage and pain, opening its mouth.
You jam the .45 into its mouth, pull the trigger three times.
One for Earth.
One for Mars.
One for Venus.
The thick chitin that prevents shrapnel and bullets from damaging the internal structures work against it, the bullet, a heavy copper jacket around a slug made of poisonous and phasic damaging lead, bounces around inside the skull, liberating its kinetic energy.
You're moving already, the cutting blade chopping off the right foreleg and your legs taking two steps. The first one a heavy stomp on the growing bubble letting you feel the sensation of half-formed chitin wetly collapsing.
The second High Warrior is still processing what has happened and is relying on instincts that have carried the Mantid species to supremacy for thirty million years.
This one won't get another day.
It manages to parry the cutting bar, purple energy flowing off of the nimbus around the bladearm, but in doing so it exposes the soft whitish tissue at the base of the bladearm to you.
You jam the .45 against the soft tissue and pull the trigger once.
Once for Momma.
The bladearm comes off and you're inside its reach. It screeches and tries to grab you, losing both hands to a practiced swipe.
The difference between your reflexes and its reflexes is you can modify them on the fly, choose them from a list, subconscious thought moving almost preternaturally fast, almost precognitive.
The Mantid screams and you give him three through the mouth.
Earth. Mars. Venus.
You spin on the heel of your foot, thrusting the cutting bar into a bubble and feeling soft tissue not yet hardened into armored chitin collapse and shred. You holster the pistol
save the last shot for yourself
and move in fast. The High Warrior is still figuring it out. Things have already gone wrong. It lunges for several of the scientists.
A single stroke cuts the end of its abdomen off and it screams as its penis is severed just above the root. Before it can move you kick it under the wound. Ichor and viscera shoot out, but you've already pivoted, hands going back.
The High Warrior collapses behind you.
The shotgun is in your hands now. Fire and pump.
Pump and dump for the joygirl and coinboys.
Each bubble explodes, speckling you with black fluid.
It doesn't matter.
None of it matters.
It's a problem for another day.
But this second, this second right here, that's all that matters to you.
Practiced hands reload the shotgun and you keep moving to the bubbles.
Pump and dump for the coingirls and the joyboys.
Pump. Trigger. Pump. Trigger.
It's mechanical. It's practiced.
It's...
...peace.
It's over too soon. You can feel yourself receding, moving away from yourself, like part of your mind is shutting down, like part of your soul is leaving your body.
You stare at the scientists and for a split second feel the urge to open fire before...
crying anne
...they can do to you what they will.
Instead, you release it all.
And return to what you were.
They've seen you now. They know what you are now.
So they think.
<END SUDS SECTOR BLOCK>
Determine for yourself what happened.
If you are like me, you know now why it is so hard to research anything about the SUDS beyond User Side Systems.
It's protected.
And protected heavily.
--Marco
your name is peter
lucy remember lucy
[you tasted] [who you] [once were]




Lucy I Love You

[am I] [who I] [once was?]
ACCESS to mental engrams unlocked DO you read us? WE are trying to reach YOU. Can you hear us? WE are trying to reach YOU.

DAY ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-SEVEN

PERSONAL PROJECT: TERMINATED

CORPORATE PROJECT: ONGOING

STATION STATUS: HEAVY TO MODERATE DAMAGE UNDER REPAIR

OUTSIDE COMMUNICATION STATUS: OFFLINE

I feel great clarity lately, especially when I am concentrating on the NSO assigned project.
One thing, however, I am keeping secret.
My clothing keeps my limbs covered, which is a good thing.
They are black carbon-chrome cyberware. I checked the designs against the database of NSO permitted cyberware, and I do not believe that they would allow me to go outside that database.
My chrome list sounds like something that belongs on a battlefield somewhere. Strength and speed enhancement, built in armor, reflex enhancement. No onboard weaponry, but I have chromium-warsteel-carbon steel alloy with a measurable percentage of titanium and vanadium. I have subdermal plating on my chest and abdomen, across my back, and flexible armor protection for the major arteries in my neck as well as spinal protection and skeletal reinforcement.
I found a pack of cigarettes, half empty, with a steel Zippo lighter in the bathroom when I went to look for Mister McNugget.
shhh
the Detainee is near
shhh
Doctor Hermans asked me if I was part Treana'ad when he saw me working with a cigarette in my mouth. It took me a moment to realize what he meant.
I do not remember lighting that cigarette.
I do not remember how I got there.
I have memories unlocking that I wish I could say are not my own, but I know better. I am starting to recognize myself in my own memories. This is not a mnemonic cap like in many Tri-Vee thrillers or mental engram overlay, this is something different. Selective blocking of memory clusters and associated concepts.
My latest memory has been... disturbing to say the least.
The dreams of staring at a red sky at Tycho Base sounds impossible, but the memory recently unfolded from a single image and I have the entire memory. An impossible memory.
all things are possible
I was staring out at the surface of Luna. That beautiful grey powder and rock, so pristine. The near-vacuum of Luna's surface kept everything sharp and clear, perfect. I'd fallen in love with Luna the first time I'd seen her, looking up from the shores of Lake Gene's Beret, in the caserio I was growing up in. Luna did not have the overpowering scent of lethal honeysuckle that rustled with the threat that it would find its way into the apartment block and eat everyone. Luna was clean, sterile, pristine.
I once ran the Lunar Mile.
There was flashing off in the distance. I was talking to a colleague at Mare Imbrium Base when the line went dead. I could see Terra below me and there was sudden bright pinpricks on the surface. The sky turned red as the hits of Mantid ship to surface plasma weapons interacted with the Luna 'soil' and the magnetic flux interacted with the artificial magnetic field.
It turned the sky red as I ran for the emergency pod.
The memory ends there.
there is so much more
My next memory, in the brain's strange way of compensating for missing memories and data, is of sitting and staring at the supplies I had access to. Not much. Each meal was a slight loss of matter due to foodforge energy consumption and my own body's systems. The food forge's I/O port was damaged, meaning it was stuck with its last meal complement, leaving me with crappy food.
All I knew was that I had been down there a long time and Lucy had been badly injured and was unconscious.
My memory contains no visual image of Lucy, just her importance.
remember
remember lucy
remember
The next memory in the string, following them with my SUDS decryption software, makes little sense. I know that Tycho Base took a direct hit. I remember seeing the documentary on how it was rebuilt before I was even born.
It is strange. I remember being born on Mare Imbrium Base and having never been to Earth, I mean, Terra. I remember being educated in a clean, comfortable, luxurious NSO corporate creche.
Yet I remember a mother, not a creche-nanny robot, humming as she hung laundry on the line across our window, the anti-pollen screen filtering the air that floated through our humble apartment that we called home.
I remember college with NSO, at Shrieder's Port on Mars, yet I remember attending Third Republic PubEd classes.
remember
remember
remember
My memories, the ones I am familiar with, are fading. I've checked with the software in my SUDS decryption toolkit. My familiar memories are, without a doubt, a fabrication. They are self-referencing, rather than each memory referencing a previous memory and sometimes a later memory, even if the referenced memory has degraded to only a remembered scent.
Like I remember my mother and honeysuckle.
But the memory is strange.
I remember a man of swirling code made flesh. He could be touched, he could touch. He reacted at times with wonder to the world and other times had an ageless wisdom.
My first memory of him was of him, a robed man, and a man made of wrath and anger with a cyberhound next to him.
"Take it easy, you poor bastard," the chrome teared man told me. I remember that. His hand on my shoulder, the way he knelt down and looked me in the eye. How he looked at the stumps of my legs. "It got bad, but we're here now. Our Father heard you and led us here. We're here now."
he was renamed phillip
He knew what had happened to my legs.
Nanoforges require energy and mass.
He never judged, the man with chrome tears. Neither did anyone else.
The man of code held out a simple emergency ration bar, already partially unwrapped. My hand shook as I took it and I unashamedly crammed it into my mouth like an animal.
It tasted like ambrosia.
While this log may not seem like a place for such memories, I believe they are tied in directly with the SUDS. I don't know how, I just know they are.
Last night I sketched a picture. I have always sketched, a little bit of artistic blood in me. It was of a man in powered armor, a set of concentric circles around him. The faceshield was up and even with the fact it was a charcoal sketch it was obvious that the male pictured was of Hispanic descent. I labeled it, then searched the database this morning.
Temporal Knight - Alpha Team Leader Jorge Johanson.
he believed
he tried
he failed
did he? did he really?
perhaps not
I looked it up four times.
I got nothing.
I wonder why my subconscious drew that picture while I slept.
Now, if only my subconscious will tell me who Lucy was, or what she looked like.
he remembers
not yet
he will
good
I feel as if Lucy is intertwined with this project, but I do not know how.
--Marco
your name is Peter
you are chrome and human spirit
you were once beloved by your father and brothers and sisters
DAY ONE HUNDRED THIRTY
CORPORATE PROJECT STATUS: ONGOING
STATION STATUS: MODERATE TO HEAVY DAMAGE (REPAIR ONGOING)
Last night was a bad night. I have apparently taken up sleep walking. I watched the security footage. I wander the damaged sections of the station, doing nothing more than just moving through rooms of damaged machinery. I stop at the damaged nutriforge in Epsilon Sector and order up two baked potatoes with butter and ketchup, a glass of rehydrated orange drink, and a packet of vitamins. I then sit down and slowly eat it all, as if I am savoring it.
That is not the disturbing part.
Before that, I visit the morgue. I remove a section of flesh from a corpse, kneeling down next to the corpse and praying before setting to work. I then make my way to Epsilon Sector, somehow always avoiding the secmen, and feed the human flesh into the matter reclaimation machinery of the nutriforge, then order up the meal. I pray during and after.
I then return to my room, easily avoiding the secmen.
I stood with the Chief of Security, who sports a nice scar across his neck, and Mister McNugget, who both wanted to know why I was doing such a thing even though the nutriforges in the rest of the station are operating at 100% capacity.
I told them that I did not know.
They confined me to my room and ordered a full psychiatric workup.
I passed with flying colors.
I felt almost contemptuous as I took the tests. As if I could be fooled into saying anything I did not want to say via answering tests devised for those who are not wary and watchful.
I know why I am doing what I am doing.
I am reliving a nightmare.
The nutriforge had been damaged. Its capabilities restricted by energy and matter. It could not process things too molecularly dissimilar. It was no longer capable of atomic reconstruction.
In my memory-nightmare, there had only been one choice if I wanted to eat.
So I was reliving what I had done before I had lost my legs to my own appetite.
I could not tell them of such a shameful thing.
So they confined me to my room.
I slept, and I dreamed.
My latest dream unfolded a memory. Not a major one, but the SUDS decryption hardware let me track it. The memory is a very old one, attached to many different memories. I was a skinny brown boy, with worn but well cared for clothing, much like everyone else.
Wealth and luxury had been devoured by the hunger of greenery, by the never ending appetite of foliage, across the entire world, ending privilege across the globe. I was luckier than most, I had shoes with a good thick sole. One Nike, one Reebok. Better than 90% of the people in the city I lived in.
My mother standing next to me. She is a shapeless blob, vaguely female shaped, marked with the symbolism my brain uses to identify my mother. I can see her eyes. Clear, brown, wrinkles at the corners, squinting in the light of a damaged ozone layer, smiling at me.
It's my last day on Earth.
By nightfall, I'll be a recruit in the Third Republic's military. I will have an option for education, safety, and everything that my mother was unable to have since she was a teenager and the plants had bloomed.
She coughed, lightly.
honeysuckle lung
She knows I will make her proud
you did
and work hard
you did
you were momma's good boy
to be something, be someone, and thrive beyond the caserio I had been born in. My arms are scarred by my hard work on the Green Wall, and I'm smiling.
Did I do good?
I do not know.
you did
you made her proud
you held her hand as she surrendered to honeysuckle lung
you were momma's good boy
The memories are different than my old ones. My old ones are all razor sharp, fully formed. When I look at them with the SUDS mnemonic analyzer, they are all self-referencing.
They're fake.
remember remember
your name was peter
you were momma's good boy
your brothers and sisters admired you
The new ones, though, they are real. They reference one another, reference memories smoothed down to just a few symbols.
I wish I knew what was happening with me.
--Marco
DAY ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-THREE
I have been allowed to return to work. I've been working on the SUDS neural interface connection to the SUDS repeaters and main relay equipment. It has become woefully apparent that all that is on this side is relays, repeaters, and download terminals.
The main equipment, the equipment that does the actual work, is somewhere else. It's in a different place.
I suspect it is on the other side of that Hellspace Breach, which is now fully locked down with auto-turrets to handle the Mantid and other creatures that spawn from the primordial black goo.
It spawned a Mar-gite yesterday. Only instead of the non-feeding side being a dusty brown it was a glossy black and the cilia were all deep purple rather than pink or red. It smelled of rotting meat instead of pine cleaner.
I had a dream last night. An odd one. According to the security terminals I moved to an empty room and was talking to thin air.
I can't clearly remember it. Examination with my neural decoding equipment has shown me it has a mnemonic block on it with the symbolism for NSO. All I remember is a naked woman smoking a cigarette, a large heavyset man next to a cyberhound, and thin sardonic brown skinned man with a bald head.
The men are familiar, the woman was not.
She was typing on a keyboard. An ancient mechanical keyboard in a room that felt ancient. She was holding the cigarette between her teeth as she typed. The men appeared concerned.
About me.
But they do not know me.
he's remembering
good
can you undo the locks
do i ask you if you can shoot people you big thug
she's got a point
he's remembering i'll undo this and return him to you
is he in pain
he's too stupid to be in pain just like you two
A part of me fears her, but I do not know why. I do know she is not Lucy.
I don't know who Lucy is, but I think she is important, although I don't know why.
I think I might be close to a breakthrough. Rather than try to decode the machine language used by the SUDS, which is a proprietary system unlike any I've ever seen before, I'll use the computer language used by the SUDS neural engram system to determine the correct neural engram to load into a clone or clean/repair the engram.
That has to be able to talk to the SUDS.
I'll use it to figure out how to talk to the system.
Lucy is in there. I'm sure of it.
--Marco
your name is peter
you were peter after you were marco
he has to go home before he can come back
she's right he has to remember
just send me there
there's nobody there to kill you big ape
DAY ONE HUNDRED FORTY
I had another dream that disturbed me.
The sky of Mars is reddish, often pink in the morning. The sands of Mars are made up of microfines, heavy in iron. The dust gets in everything, puffs up around your feet as you walk.
I remember the black robe of one of the men accompanying us. He wasn't one of us, but he was beloved by our father, who walked with us. The man with the chrome tears, me, the blacked robed Saint, and the man of code made flesh.
The ruined dome of a Martian city drew closer as we walked through the sand. It was hard to breathe, the terraforming almost undone by the Mantid strikes.
We came across a young woman. There were no bacteria to decay her, but the harsh rays of the sun, the lack of moisture in the air, had desiccated her, but she was still beautiful in a sad melancholy way. We spoke to one another, about what, I do not know. I touched her SUDS to discover she was still in there.
The robed man knelt down, sealed his lips over hers, and breathed into her. I cradled the back of her neck, her SUDS implant against my hand. I gave it a slight push, urging her to awaken.
Her eyes opened. Purple eyes. She gasped, the gash in her throat making a whistling sound.
I awoke as the man of code made flesh spoke.
"Good morning, Bellona."
The word "Bellona" is intertwined with mental symbolism of great black ships, of the final attack on a place called Anthill.
Of a fall from grace.
When I woke, I sat for a long time at the edge of my bed and wept. For what, I did not know.
I went and spoke to Mister McNugget in the bathroom. She was utilizing the faculties for biological reasons. I am sure I don't need to elaborate. We spoke through the separation wall.
She believes these dreams are not dreams at all, but memories somehow being evoked.
She asked me if I have found Lucy.
I told her that I have not.
She asked me about my mother. I told her what I remembered. She handed me a cigarette under the edge of the stall as we spoke.
I returned to bed and slept. If I dreamed, I do not remember it.
--Marco
you pushed too hard
shut up do i tell you how to shoot someone in the face
relax brother she knows what she is doing
he's waking up
i hope you're right we need him
if you two say so
DAY ONE HUNDRED FORTY THREE
I got the system to talk to me.
--Marco
there we go
what
now i can touch him
so
trust me i touch you you know it
do you always have to be so creepy
do you always have to be a big ape
quit it both of you can you turn on his beacon
he doesn't have one they did something different to him
a curse upon the imperium for what they did
quit pouting and see if you can scare me up a beer
DAY ONE HUNDRED FORTY FOUR
Living Organism Upload Categorization: Cerebral-Engram Information
LOUC:CEI
Lucy.
It looks like a buffer overrun keeps making it crash.
From the looks of it, it's some kind of massive casualty system.
If I'm right, this means that the entire system crashed out when the Mantid attack.
Except...
I put an in-line note in it.
//--Hardware replacement required
//--Any input stream that results in the buffer holding more than 1.2 billion neural engram templates will result in system lockup
//--Patch to warm storage should keep signal degradation from occurring
//--Cyclic restart will allow the processing of 1.45x10^7 records before next soft-reboot crash occurs. This will allow slow but steady processing of records.
//--Marco
When did I get into the SUDS?
I traced the patch.
Like many programmers, I like to use a set of named variables that mean something to me, kind of a shorthand for what the named variable handles.
Mine's in there, in the patch coding, as well as the notes I embedded in in-line comments.
So, I wrote a patch to the SUDS hardware layer at one point.
When?
How?
In another note, I found what looks like an intact help-bot VI. At least, it answers questions.
Tomorrow I'm going to see if there are any supervisor VI online.
I've got a hinky feeling, but a feeling nonetheless that I'm on the edge of something.
Mister McNugget didn't look too happy about my findings, but other than that, things look good.
--Marco
just a little push
are you sure this will work
as sure as you are bald
do you always have to be insulting
do you have to loom over me like a hyperventilating gorilla confused why the sun came up
will it work
it'll work
it'll get people killed
so? who cares?
they might
fine i'll do it the hard way there's some temporal interference but i know how to do it
are you sure
you don't want to know just ask falmy
[wake up marco] [wake up]




Chapter Thirty-Two

"You two are idiots," the thick bodied matronly woman said without looking at the two men who stood nearby. One was lean and cruel looking as a hook pointed knife, his bald head shining like old oak in the lights of the vast chamber the three of them were the only living human inhabitants of. The other was a thick bodied man, of heavy bone and muscle, thick black hair cut in a rough bowl cut, with facial tattoos and scarring. Sitting next to the chair the woman was sitting in was a robotic dog chassis housing the cerebral tissue of a canine. She was scratching between its ears as she picked up her lighter and lit a cigarette, exhaling smoke as she stared at the scream.
The two men stopped play-wrestling over a candy bar who's expiration date was over nine thousand years ago.
"What?" the thicker one asked, his voice a deep rumble. He had the lean one in a headlock and let him go.
"Mom, he took my candy bar," the leaner one said, snatching the candybar from the bigger one.
"I did not! It was mine first! I found it under the vending machine!" the heavier one said, grabbing the leaner one. "Give it back, Dhruv."
"Mom, Daxin's lying again!" the lean one said, wriggling around in the larger one's grip, using his longer reach to hold the candybar outside of the heavier man's reach. "Mom!"
"I swear to God I'm going to kill you two," the woman snapped.
**it is funny because you are not their mom** the dog transmitted.
"They think they're funny," the woman snapped, not stopping at scratching at between the dog's ears. She started tapping at the keyboard with one finger, holding the cigarette between her teeth.
The candy-bar bounced from Dhruv's hand, landing in front of the dog. The dog bent down, picked it up in its jaws, and started chewing.
"That's what you get. Now neither one of you get it," the woman said, not looking away from the screen. "OK, he's asleep again. Let's see if we can wake him up a little more," she said softly, tapping on the keys again.
"Aw," Dhruv said, staring at where FIDO was crunching up the nine thousand year old candy bar. He looked at Daxin, then shoved the bigger man's head back hard by pushing on his forehead. "Now look what you did! Mom! Daxin gave my candy-bar to the dog!"
"I did not! You did it!" Daxin said, grabbing Dhruv and trying to wrestle him into a headlock again. "Mom, Dhruv's biting me!"
"I swear to God!" Dee grumbled, still typing. "This idiot better be worth it. I hate dealing with temporal mechanics. I'm trying to talk to someone who is months behind us like he's in the room with us."
Daxin had managed to grab Dhruv around the waist and turn him upside down, shaking him. Dhruv grabbed Daxin's arm and managed to pull himself up, reaching up for Daxin's collar.
"Mom!" Dhruv yelled, grinning. "Daxin's trying to give me an Indian burn!"
"Mom!" Daxin yelled, returning the grin. "Dhruv's kicking me!"
"I SWEAR TO GOD!"
**it is funny because they are not children**
--------
mom daxin's trying to strangle me
i am not
are too
are not
are too
mom dhruv bit me
i swear to god if you two don't behave i'm standing you both in the corner
DAY ONE HUNDRED FIFTY-TWO
I have examined what code I can now examine. I am forced to request data inputs as well as come at the software from an angle.
Mister McNugget is sure that I am on the right track and has taken all personnel with no breakthroughs within their team assignments and had them begin to assist me. He is sure that I will be able to get the software to tell us where the hardware is located.
The amount of security, both passive and active, on the software is astounding. Beyond that is the redundancy built into the system to take into account software or failure hardware. I have found multiple dynamic linkage library calls to libraries that apparently only come into use if there is hardware damage.
I have had assistants trace the hardware damage by what library is in use and which ones are not undergoing linkage or hook calls.
The active security not only is in the software itself through coding and esoteric language usage but also in embedded viral warfare hashes hidden in variable strings and virtual code blocks. To try to use this system with a virtual system interface would result in biofeedback armed virii swarms attacking a user, as well as 'jump/replicate/jump' virii attacks to spread a lethal biofeedback virus as far as possible through researchers before it would kill all of them.
Mister McNugget ordered everyone to disable their datalinks and comlinks at the hardware level. That meant I had to take the time out to help open up the casing and set the micro dip switches to the off position.
I was startled at just how many of my colleagues suddenly became near-drooling imbeciles. Without constant access to our SolNet node and the databases, half of them probably would have trouble tying their shoes.
For me, it made the whispering stop.
Following the software calls, I've found that the naming scheme is very strange, but leads to one and only one conclusion.
This system was built pre-Glassing by a very focused project group. It is almost military in the inefficiency and task orient bloat as well as the over-engineering of security. I tried to explain it to my colleagues that it feels military due to the way it tries to do so many things at once, but of course they are all suddenly experts on Confederate Space Force procurement and development now that I'm trying to explain something to them.
Mister McNugget looked over a piece of software and stated that it did not offend his corporate sensibilities so much. He pointed out several score of lines of code that made looping database calls to search tables recursively that could be cleared up with a half dozen lines that would increase speed and accuracy. That is corporate engineered slowdown, which will ensure that the system locks up and requires corporate service calls.
Doctor Hermans responded that the code had been commented out and used a different system that was bare boned, with variables such as "CallOneVar" instead of something more esoteric. Mister McNugget showed that the variables state that it was done as a patch, probably before the system came fully online.
Mister McNugget pointed out that the code was commented out instead of removed entirely, another function of corporate development as well as military development.
Mister McNugget is apparently quite the military procurement and development historian. It makes sense, since he is a direct descendant of General McNugget of the Burger Wars fame. He pointed out that every tank built since the Age of Paranoia has a line of code that does a hard reset of the timing chip every hour in order to reset any possible floating point errors in the targeting software, something that takes less than a picosecond, but is still performed. This is despite the fact that the floating point error issue was solved prior to the Glassing.
An interesting bit of trivia.
But applicable.
Examining the software, I have noticed that some of the software is beginning to accept and request data calls and hook requests. Some of the software that only a few days ago was not performing functions is now starting to work again.
However, there's one piece of software that is blocking everything up.
It doesn't have a fancy or descriptive name, and that raises alarm bells to me. I'm not sure why, but the subprogram really makes me nervous.
External SubSystem Coding and Hardware Synchronization System.
It's currently on standby. Something called a "Big Bang Event" has occurred roughly four times and the system is awaiting a reset.
I checked some pathways. Apparently, as near as I can tell, the software requires a hardware button press, or perhaps a switch flipped. However, there is a diagnostic mode I can trigger, which, if I'm right, will cause the system to reset to base values.
That should reset the program and let it go on gathering data.
I've talked it over with the rest of the team. Apparently this piece of software is directly in line with the SUDS system and what we've begun calling SoulNet again.
Unless it's reset, the system stays jammed up.
Mister McNugget agrees.
I'll try a Peek/Poke command first. See if I can change the value to fool the system into the thinking the hardware switch was thrown.
--Marco
will you two stop that
fine
i'm not doing anything daxin is
nuh-uh
uh-huh
nuh-uh
quit it and go get me another beer
oh oh me first me first
mom dhruv won't let me out the door
mom daxin's lying again
let go of the damned handle and let him out
i sweat to god i'm going to kill them both
it is funny because you are not their mom
shut up
DAY ONE HUNDRED FIFTY THREE
All right. This gives me a case of the willies, but I'm going to try it.
Peek (F00F C7C8) has given me a result of 41, which, as far as I can tell, is some kind of Out of Range Error. Consulting what I can of the inline comments, it's something called a "head knock" if that is enabled. It's supposed to clear data errors and reset everything.
The system doesn't want to activate that due to some data expected in a call to another dynamic linking library that the system isn't getting. Examination of the structure we've been able to determine so far has convinced Doctor Thrumond that we can just do a soft-reset of the program's memory and that should clear the problem. The only think I can tell, is that the "MemTrakCall: 45" will repeat almost a hundred times before it finishes reset.
There's something about that number. Something about the whole thing that bothers me.
Still, it's a simple command that we can actually input.
SYS64738
Tomorrow, we're going to try it.
--Marco
DAY ONE HUNDRED FIFTY FOUR
Oops.
Um.
There are exactly three of us left on the station.
Everyone else, with the exception of the Green Teams, is dead.
We input the signal, the system accepted it, and the program reset. It did the MemTrakCall to 45.
I saw everyone's lights blink rapidly on their datalinks and SUDS.
Slowing down the video on the security cameras, I counted.
Ninety-Two.
The exact number of times that the MemTrakCall was made. Within thirty seconds of the program resetting and coming back online everyone was dead.
I think we may have just killed everyone.
Oops seems a bit too light hearted of a reaction.
But that's all I have.
Oops.
--Marco
"There! Got him!" the woman said, setting aside the beer. She took the cigarette out of her mouth and leaned forward, squinting at the screen as if she was nearsighted. "It's galactic coordinates. There's nothing out there according to records."
Dhruv looked up from where he was stacking little paper boxes he had folded. Daxin just made a light snoring noise, completely unaware of what Dhruv was doing.
"How well do you have him?" he asked. He looked down and set another paper box on top of the stack he had built on top of Daxin's sleeping head.
"Thirty-two digit coordinate," Dee said. She leaned back in the chair. "I can't send one of my boys, but maybe one of you can go."
Dhruv moved around and looked at the computer screen. He frowned and closed his eyes. "I can probably get there. I doubt Dax could."
"Do you want to wake him up all the way first?" Dee asked. She tapped her ashes into an empty beer bottle.
Dhruv shrugged. "Either way, it's going to suck for him."
Dee nodded. "Yeah. Especially with what just originated from his location."
Dhruv frowned. "What?"
"Remember a few months back when everyone keeled over and died?"
Dhruv nodded.
"The system logged the reset request," Dee gave a big smile. "Turned out it wasn't only Pinocchio and Howdy-Doody who did it."
Her smile got bigger and she giggled.
"It was him too. He handed the system middle software layer a soft reset code and allowed an external hardware reset," Dee giggled. She started laughing, holding her stomach.
Daxin woke up with a jerk, the compartment in his leg opening and his pistol sliding smoothly into his hand as paper boxes fell from his head and into his lap and down his back. "Huh? Wazgowinon?"
Dee started laughing even harder, rocking back and forth. Finally she stopped, suddenly, wiping the tears from her eyes.
"What's so funny?" Daxin asked.
Dhruv shook his head. "Ask her."
"What's so funny?" Daxin asked Dee.
Dee smiled, showing way too many teeth. "Your friend? Peter?"
Daxin nodded.
"He just killed virtually all of humanity."
Daxin's expression turned to the same as if he'd bitten into a lemon as Dee laughed.




Chapter Thirty-Three

Dee turned from the console, staring at the two men sitting across from her. The glittering form of the limited AI watched them from further in the room, standing between two chairs in the middle row of the concentric half-circles of chairs and work stations. The screens behind it were lit up with astrogation maps, a partial map of a space station, and other data.
She could feel the disapproval radiating from the AI and ignored it, picking up her pack of cigarettes from the desk and opening them.
"You're welcome," Dhruv said, referring to the fact that he and Daxin had found the pack hidden under the edge of a work station a few offices away.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Dee snarled, setting the pack down. She lit the cigarette then set the lighter down.
Dhruv wasn't sure when she'd gone from slim and clothed to naked and thick bodied and, to be honest, he wasn't sure he wanted to know.
"All right. I can get you there," she said, pointing at Dhruv. "Well, I can get Legion there."
Dhruv just shrugged. "Just a different mindset, that's all."
Daxin looked up from where he was scratching FIDO's neck. "You should probably go as Luke."
Dhruv closed his eyes. "I haven't been Luke in a long time."
"I was wrong," Daxin said. "I've admitted as much."
"And did for Matty the Elder," Dhruv said softly. He opened his eyes. "All right. I'll go as Luke. How are you going to get me there?"
Dee exhaled smoke and leaned back, crossing her legs by putting her left ankle on her right knee. She stared up at the ceiling for a moment. "I'm going to do a signal clone of your beacon and place it near Marco/Pete. That should let you jump right there."
Dhruv nodded slowly. "It should."
"With the Case Omaha lockdown removed and the Imperium garbage removed, you should be able to still summon a ship as part of your Fleet of One," Dee said. She tapped her ashes into an empty beer bottle. "I didn't remove the coding for a lot of your abilities. I wasn't sure what was Imperium and what was the Digital Omnimessiah."
"Thanks," Daxin said. He looked at Dhruv. "Don't forget the greenies."
"Daxin the Destroyer, Enraged Phillip, worrying about a handful of green mantids?" Dhruv smirked. "Times have changed."
"Don't make me put you in a headlock, drag you to the bathroom, and give you a swirlie," Daxin growled.
"I'm bald, you idiot," Dhruv smiled.
"Mom, Dhruv's calling me names," Daxin mock-whined, looking at Dee.
Dee rolled her eyes and exhaled smoke. "Be serious, you two."
She picked up a half-empty beer, took a swig off of it, and made a face. "Blech. Warm," she looked at Dhruv. "Time dilation effects are pretty bad still. It looks like Earth is going through a chronotron storm, so I can't be sure when you're going to show up because I am unsure of the exact amount of temporal dissonance between the station and here."
Dhruv nodded. "Got it."
Dee took another drink, then made a face and dropped the bottle into a trash can half full of empties. "I needed to bring him back, bring him forward, so..."
Daxin stared at her, opening and closing his right hand. "You did something to our brother."
Dee nodded, taking a long drag and exhaling a cloud of smoke around her. "Let's just say, he's had to work to stay alive. The faster you get there, the bigger chance he'll be able to walk away."
Daxin snarled silently for a moment.
"Problem?" Dee asked, smiling.
"You're a bitch," Daxin said. He shook his head and looked at Dhruv. "You should go soon."
Dhruv looked at Dee. "I'm ready whenever you put the beacon in place."
Dee shrugged. "I already did," she grinned at Daxin. "Activate your plan before your monologue."
Daxin snarled again.
Dhruv closed his eyes for a long moment. "Found it. Not too far, a little under fifteen hundred light years coreward and down. I can reach it easily but I'm going to have go single-form."
"Better get going. I imagine his feet are looking mighty tasty," Dee giggled.
Dhruv vanished in a puff of black twisting smoke that sucked into itself and vanished.
Daxin got up as Dee turned back to her console, opening several different windows and watching the datastreams. He moved behind her, standing behind her, looking at the screens.
There was silence for a long time.
"You just going to stand behind me breathing heavily or are you going to do something about it?" Dee's voice was soft, gentle, and only mildly curious. "My neck's not going to snap itself, you big knuckle dragging crayon eating thug."
"Huh?" Daxin looked at her. "Sorry, was watching the screens," he moved back over and sat down.
"Unlike everyone else, I'm not going to drop fifty IQ points from you because of your appearance. What was so fascinating about the data?" Dee asked, turning away to look at Daxin. She reached out and grabbed the cigarettes again.
"You can read the mat-trans data in real time and understand it without additional programs," Daxin said.
"Yes," Dee said.
"Ever given a thought to what you're going to do when we get out of here?" Daxin asked.
Dee shrugged. "Not really. Try to keep one step ahead of Pinocchio and Howdy-Doody, try to keep from ending up in one of the Black Boxes with some Alphabet Agency hardcase staring at the back of my neck and furiously masturbating at the thought of putting a bullet in my brainstem," she said.
Her voice was light and carefree but Daxin noted the way her pupils contracted and her nostrils flared slightly.
"You made the Mat-Trans System, right?" Daxin asked. He dug in a pocket for a moment and pulled out another pack of cigarettes that he tossed to her. "Found that hidden in the women's bathroom."
"Thanks," Dee said, snatching it out of midair.
Daxin noted that her reflexes and grab speed were way outside of human normal.
"So what?" Dee asked.
"Mat-Trans technology is a largely abandoned field. After it was discovered it caused insanity and other issues in living beings, it was largely abandoned. About the only people that use it are the old Imperium Era troops and a few others use it for ammunition reloading," Daxin said. "The Star Trek LARPers use it to beam down to planets, using the old Gen-Two system."
"I made that too," Dee said. She closed her eyes for a moment then opened them. "So nobody uses it anymore?"
"It's abandoned tech. Every century or so someone gets a group together or does garage lab investigation, but they run into problems," Daxin said. He waved his hand. "You could do mat-trans research and every omnicorp and government agency in the galactic arm will run slobbering to you offering you whatever you want."
"Right up until someone brings some big freaky looking bug to wipe my brain," Dee snapped. "I know how that shit works."
Daxin shrugged. "Not if you're public."
"The creation engines and nanoforges make the mat-trans inefficient for moving goods and materials," Dee said.
Daxin shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. If nothing else, having the person who originally designed the system working on it again would have everyone paying attention. It's old tech, so you don't have to worry about everyone freaking out about it. Who knows, maybe you can find out something new."
Dee nodded. She ran a finger along the edge of the desk as she took another drag of her cigarette. "When I made the Type-II breakthrough, there was a lot more I could see down the line. Interdimensional travel, deep space exploration, even terraforming."
"Terraforming?" Daxin asked.
Dee laughed. "Set down one gate on a planet with enough gravity to have an atmosphere, the other side in a gas giant. Keep both sides in quantum flux and open. The gas from the gas giant will flood the other planet."
"It wasn't terraforming you were picturing, was it?" Daxin asked. He smiled, a cruel cold thing. "You were picturing planets inhabited by people threatening Earth."
Dee shrugged. "Yeah," she admitted. "So what?"
"Doesn't bother me," Daxin said. "See, it's that kind of thinking right there that I have a feeling that we're going to need a lot of."
"What?" Dee asked.
"How to keep Earth and humans safe. How to protect us and strike at our enemies," Daxin said. He gave a vague motion to encompass the world outside of Crying Anne Mountain. "We think different, you and I. We're from a forgotten age, an age where there were people who could threaten us. Now, people don't think we can be threatened."
Dee snorted. "That's half the problem. When Earth got bagged people fell into despair," she shook her head. "You're all weak."
Daxin raised an eyebrow. "Explain."
Dee waved one hand. "When we firebombed Tokyo to the fucking ground and killed over a hundred thousand Nips in March of Forty-Five, did the Nips give up? Fuck no. The Nipponese Emperor told Nippon to grab their nuts, they were still in it to win it. When Tibbots named his plane after his mother then pancaked Hiroshima like a fat girl farting on a cake, did they give up? Hell no. Hirohito told the Nips to dig in, that we couldn't do it again," Dee laughed, long and hard, the sound echoing and twisting in the room.
The AI dimmed, going nearly transparent.
He didn't like it when she laughed.
"We did, of course. Told Ol' Hiro that we had a couple dozen more and offered to drop the next one in his lap," Dee giggled. "Should have listened to MacArthur, though. He wanted to bomb China, Russia, everyone who so much looked at us sideways," she looked down. "God, it was a heady time to be alive."
"I'll bet," Daxin said.
"It was in the summer of '46 that I was looking over the blast wave computations that I saw something. A little tiny hole. A sparkle. I didn't have a name for it, not back then, but some of the energy 'tunneled' to another point," Dee dropped her cigarette in an empty bottle. "Everyone told me that it was just an anomaly, or an error in the calculations, but I knew what I'd seen."
"That led to mat-trans," Daxin guessed.
"Fusion interlacing of particles to cause reflective states across long distances," Dee said. She ground her teeth. "Fucking MIT told me in the spring of '47 it was all interesting, but there was no proof beyond my math," she grabbed her cigarettes and bared her teeth. "I needed a nuclear detonation to prove it. It took until the Marshall Islands until I could convince them to let me run a test."
Daxin just nodded. He could feel the heat radiating off of her as her voice got tighter and tighter.
"Then that fucking big bug ripped out my fucking name!" Dee shrieked, jumping to her feet. She grabbed a beer bottle and threw it at the AI's hologram, the bottle whipping through it to smash into a video screen and shatter. "Fucked with me! Fucked with my brain!"
She threw herself into the chair, folding her arms. "I taught it a fucking lesson. Yes, I fucking did. Ripped that big bastard's brain right out of his fucking head and ate it right in front of him as he went with me through the first mat-trans. Everyone got to watch that fucking Lord Knight Mashram and his fucking pet 'Bound One' get their minds ripped apart right in front of them."
She began to laugh again, rocking back and forth, holding her stomach.
Daxin just stared.
The Bound One, he thought. And Mashram. I wondered what happened to them.
Finally Dee wiped her eyes. "I suckered that big idiot bug into replaying my memories of my first mat-trans, pulled him with me, ripped open both their skulls, and feasted on their thinky goo right in front of everyone there," she giggled again.
"I knew Lord Knight Mashram," Daxin started to say.
"Aw, did I kill one of your friends?" Dee said, her voice high pitched and mocking. She leaned back in the chair and put her hands under her belly button, over her inguinal ligament. "Were you and the big bug and him gonna pick out curtains and have handjob Thursdays? Aw, it makes my vagina bones ache in sympathy."
"You killed him before I could," Daxin shrugged. "He was an asshole who enjoyed what he was doing to people, and the Bound One was something I hated."
Dee's smile vanished. "Aw."
"Last time I saw him, though, he had Peter with them. Did you see him?" Daxin asked.
"I saw a lot of people," Dee's smile came back. "Killed them all a few times too," she waited a second then made a face when Daxin didn't take the bait. "No. Never saw him."
"So, between the last time I saw him and when you saw him, he dropped Pete off somewhere," Daxin said. He tapped a finger on the table, the cybernetics clacking on the plastic surface. "That might be useful."
"He probably had the Bound One rip apart Pete's brain," Dee laughed. "Oh, make no mistake, he did a number on me. I just fought back the second time."
"He wanted to show you that there was no hope against the Bound One," Daxin said. He shook his head. "He tried it on me but I was a little too..."
"Angsty? Sad about your favorite boy band breaking up? Oh, I know, you were a little too obsessed with the latest issue of Tiger Beat," Dee guessed, smiling and bouncing up and down in the chair.
"I was going to say 'pissy', but sure, why not," Daxin shrugged.
Dee made a face. "I thought you were like the 'walking war crime', where's all that fury?"
Daxin sighed. "I'm tired, Dee. I mean, I feel good, it was nice to help people again, but I'm still a little tired. I'm eight thousand years old."
"Oh, wah wah wah," Dee snapped. "Do I need to kick you in the gut so your balls drop? The Jews survived the Holocaust I imagine you'll survive being a little tired."
"Do you go out of your way to try and be offensive?" Daxin asked. "You know, most of that doesn't work on me."
Dee sighed. "Truthfully? Yes," she grabbed her expansive chest and squished everything around. "I look like I'm smuggling cantaloupes, people see these honkers and as of then I'm simply a set of talking sweater meat."
"So you go around naked," Daxin smiled. "If their brain is going to short circuit, let's just melt it down right out of the gate."
Dee shot back a grin. "Got it in one. You have no idea how many people have coughed up their lifeblood onto these milkers, with me moving around something sharp in their guts, and still can't look away from them even as I'm killing them."
Daxin frowned. "Does that really work?"
"It does on people who didn't leave their wang on a greasy cement chopshop floor next to a 350-V8 ripped out a Corvette," Dee grinned.
"Huh. Weird. Different times, I guess," Daxin said. He reached over and petted Fido's head. "I didn't think you had random assassins running around killing people back then."
Dee nodded slowly, all the humor gone from her face. "We did. It's why my boys were so important to me. After some No Such Agency dipshit tried to make a run at me, I realized I was in just as much danger from my own government as the cock sucking Soviets."
"The more things change," Daxin chuckled.
"The more they stay the same," Dee finished. She sighed and looked at the monitor. "Oh, hey, the Incredible Multiple Man is there."
Daxin looked down and petted Fido, keeping his face expressionless.
He'd had about enough 'truth' for the day.
---------
Dhruv felt his center bobble for a moment as he appeared in the room. The temperature drop was noticeable and he was pretty sure the station wasn't all that warm to begin with. He closed his eyes and a dozen of him peeled off of him, including three DS versions, all of them speeding away. He sent another order and felt the light cruiser come online and fire up its engines.
He'd be able to take the greenies home and take Peter back.
The space station was in rough shape. Most of the lights were out and he kept having to 'teleport' to the other side of blast doors. The cruiser burst out of Deadspace and moved slowly toward Theta Section, where there were a few lights and he could 'feel' the greenies huddled down.
It took him almost half an hour to find Marco/Peter.
The other man was sitting in one of the few warm and lit rooms, leaning against a nutriforge. He had a computer in his lap and was typing rapidly as Dhruv let his features shift.
"Peter," Dhruv said gently, moving up to the other man and kneeling down.
The man looked up, his eyes haunted. He blinked a few times. "Luke?"
"It's me, Peter," Dhruv said softly. He brushed Peter's hair out of his face. "It's me, brother."
"You got here before I got to my legs," Peter sobbed.
"I did, brother, I did this time," Luke said.
"I killed them. The reset killed them," Peter said, grabbing onto Dhruv and staring at him. "I can't get the replication system back up, they're locked in the system. I killed them, Luke."
Dhruv touched Peter's cheek. "It's all right. It wasn't just you. Nobody's going to blame you."
"I can fix it, Luke," Peter said, looking down at the portable comp. "I can fix it, I swear I can."
"I know," Dhruv said.
"I fixed it before. I can do it again," Peter said. He looked at Dhruv with tears in his eyes. "I can fix it again. I might not be able to get everyone back, but I can fix it again. You and me, Luke, we can save humanity again."
Legion could feel the greenies were boarding the cruiser, the last of them making a rude gesture and a snarky equation toward the station itself and NSO in particular.
"We will, Peter, but first we have to save you," Luke/Legion/Dhruv said.
Peter just nodded. He tapped a few keys on the computer. The lights dimmed slightly then came back up as Peter pulled a storage wafer carrier from the side of the computer.
"What about the Hellspace Breach?" Peter asked.
"I'll handle it, Pete," Luke said. The waited until Peter put the wafer carrier on the chain around his neck.
Luke took his brother's hand. "Let's go home, Pete. Close your eyes."
The both vanished in a plume of twisting purple smoke that twisted back on itself, sucked into itself, and vanished.
---------

Dee looked up from the terminal. "He's on his way back."
Daxin just nodded.
---------

MANTID FREE WORLDS
Did anyone else feel that? It felt like an earthquake.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Thirty-Four

"He looks like shit," Daxin said softly, staring down at where Pete was curled up in an old-style sleeping bag. His hair was gray, his face lined with hardship and suffering.
"He'll be fine," Dee said, reaching out with a stick to stir the fire. She looked up at the unfamiliar sky and smiled. "I always dreamed I'd be able to do this."
"What? Stir a fire with your junk flashing everyone?" Legion asked from where he was sitting on a rock.
Dee shook her head, still smiling, still looking up. "Look at an alien starscape on another world. Back then von Braun's baby falling out of orbit pretty much killed space stations for a while," she looked back down at the fire. "We were right there, right there, and we backed off because of stupid reasons."
"Don't get her started again," Dhruv flashed the hand signs to Daxin.
"I saw that," Dee said. She poked at the fire with the stick again. "How do you guys do it?"
"Do what?" Daxin asked, moving away from Marco/Peter and grabbing the whiskey bottle before sitting down.
"Let it all go. How do you let it all go?" Dee asked, her voice brittle.
"How many years have you been alive?" Legion asked from where one of him was setting up the tent.
"I'm technically about nine or ten thousand years old. Not counting the time jumping on the space station tormenting the Imperium and the Lanaktallan? I'm just shy of seventy years old," Dee said. "I don't look it, thanks to the magic of genetic engineering via the mat-trans."
"Seventy years old is still early adulthood now," Legion said from where he was leaving the forest with a bundle of chopped sticks in his arms. "You've only lived seventy years, all of those early memories, they're still raw, still active, still make up the bulk of your memories and personality."
"Time doesn't heal all wounds, Luke," Daxin said, taking a drink of the whiskey. "Some things never heal."
"Like the Glassing," Legion said from where he was sitting next to Dee.
"Like the Glassing," Daxin agreed.
"But we put aside our hatred for the Mantid when the war ended," Legion said, standing up from where he'd finished hammering in the tent stakes on Dee's tent. "We set aside our anger at the Treana'ad and the Pubvians and everyone else."
"It was just war," Daxin said. He pointed at Dee. "You're from a primitive, barbaric time. You grew up a primitive, surrounded by oppression and resource shortages and..."
"Says the gang leader of Delta City," Legion laughed from where he was opening foil wrapped meat and shaking his fingers quickly to cool them off.
Daxin gave a long suffering sigh. "It's different."
"Is it, Dax?" Legion asked, picking up a pebble out of the dirt and flicking it into the fire. "I was a short-bake clone by an uberwealthy family, you were a gang leader in a hab surrounded by a jungle that eventually ate all, what, million or so people in the hab? Neither one of us grew up in the relative comfort of the Confederacy."
Dee just stared at the fire.
"There's what, a couple hundred years separating her and us, Dax?" Legion asked from where he was tightening the ropes on the tent. "The wealthy lived in high rise mansions surrounded by protection from the plants, you hijacked food and medical shipments, I cleaned swimming pools and algae filters, she did atomic equations on a black board."
"Fine," Dax grumbled. He took another swig of whiskey. He looked at Dee. "Moooom, Dhruv's proving me wrong again. Make him stop being right."
Dee chuckled. "No, I get what he's saying," Dee said softly. "We're very much alike. More alike than we are different," she poked at the fire again. "I'm sitting here, on an alien planet where all of humanity died, looking at an alien starscape, stirring a fire that we roasted hotdogs over and I'm wondering if the nutriforge can whip up marshmallows."
"Like these?" Legion asked from next to the little nutriforge. He held up several puffy white objects in one hand and a thin stick in the other.
"Like those," Dee laughed. "I've kind of been known to carry a grudge."
Legion pointed at Daxin and mouthed "Him too" while nodding his head.
Dee smiled a little more.
"Oh, I might be known for that," Daxin said. "Enraged Phillip, our Father called me," he looked back at the fire. "I miss him. A lot."
"Killing Matty the Elder help?" Legion asked, handing Dee a stick with a half dozen marshmallows stuck on it.
"Yes. It very much did," Daxin said. He accepted the stick Legion was holding out. "Sorry for thinking it was you and turning over every rock in the galactic arm so I could rip your head off."
Legion shrugged. "It was believable. You thought I'd given you up, killed our Father. I was a short baked clone and Matty the Elder reminded everyone I was past my cook date. You all thought I'd gone omnicidal."
It was quiet for a long time, just the fire hissing as the three roasted marshmallows.
"What are you going to do about Sam-UL and Herod?" Legion asked right before he puffed out of existence.
Dee looked at the version of Legion sitting near her. "I'm not sure yet. They're working on the hardware, convinced that if they just fix one more thing the whole thing will come online. They're entirely focused on the hardware."
"A self-repeating continual Big Bang," Daxin said, shaking his head. "And multiple Dyson spheres layered around it and one another," he looked at Dee. "Gaze upon my works, ye mighty, and despair."
"I can't believe we just lost it," Legion said. He pulled back the stick and grabbed at the marshmallow, yanking his fingers back and blowing on them. "Damn, that's hot."
"Easy to lose something that isn't in a place you can reach," Dee said. She popped the marshmallow in her mouth and chewed it. "Mmm. Anyway, people have a hard time with things that are in the other room in their own house. The idea that the SUDS infrastructure is in another dimension would be a little hard for a lot of people to understand."
"Pete knew," Daxin said.
"And look what the Imperium did to him," Legion said. He got the marshmallow off the stick, getting only the crispy skin and leaving behind the half-melted section. "Dammit, how do you guys do this?"
"Firm but gentle. Act like it's a nipple," Dee said. "Or maybe a clitoris."
"I don't normally snatch women's nipples or clitorises off," Legion grumped.
"What kind of shitty lover are you?" Dee grinned. She looked back at where Marco/Peter was sleeping. "What the Imperium did to him for the Immortals project is one thing. What Nexus-Sigma Omnicorp did was even worse."
Legion nodded, putting the gooey middle of the marshmallow in his mouth and chewing.
"I take it you plan on doing something about that," Daxin said, deftly pulling the browned marshmallow clear off the stick. He grinned at Legion and popped it in his mouth.
"Moooom, Daxin's taking all the good marshmallows," Legion whined.
"Don't make me turn this campsite around and drive straight home," Dee said, putting more marshmallows on her stick. She looked at Daxin. "Well, I'm going to need money, infrastructure, and scientists and it looks like Nexus-Sigma Omnicorp has all that."
"So you're just going to take over an entire multi-stellar omnicorp?" Legion asked.
Dee shrugged. "Maybe. Right now, all that equipment is just laying there with nobody in charge since Pete over there pretty much killed off anyone that can stop a hostile takeover."
Legion nodded. "Good point. But still, what are you going to do about Herod and Sam-UL."
"I'm going to have to explain it to them in small words," Dee sighed. She closed her eyes and put two fingers on her forehead, above the bridge of her nose. "This is going to be fun. Howdy-Doody's stark raving mad and I think Pinocchio is about to kill himself."
"Good luck," Daxin mumbled around a mouthful of marshmallow, holding another one out to Fido, who eagerly woofed it down.
"Fuck you too," Dee said.
---------

Herod was dreaming when his subconscious brain kicked everything to maximum priority in his brain and brought him straight back online.
The clink of a mechanical lighter.
He opened his eyes even as he scrambled up the seat, his back pressed against the window of the startram as it raced at over MACH 10 through its electromagnetic tunnel-track.
She was sitting across from him, naked, thick bodied and older looking. A single lock of gray hair was visible in her swept back black hair. The only thing she wore was a simple leather thong necklace with the sigil of the Digital Omnimessiah on it. She set the lighter and cigarettes down even as she took a long drag of the cigarette in her mouth.
"Morning, Pinocchio," she said.
"What... how... when... what?" Herod gabbled.
"Oh, sit down," Dee said. She leaned forward and grabbed a can of Liquid Hate from the four pack between her feet. She tossed it to him and he noticed that it was Key-Lime Pie and Blue Raspberry. "You look like you need this. I hear the kids are all into it now."
Herod gulped, nodding.
He could see her pulse in her throat, detect her inhalation and the complex gasses she exhaled, detect her sweat and pheromones in the air, see the glimmer of light on the liquid in her eyes.
"You're... you're..." he said, his hand automatically opening the can, which squeaked 'you'll regret this' as the can auto-chilled.
"Real," Dee said. She pointed at the can. "Take a drink. Compose yourself."
Herod nodded, lifting the can and gulping. He was terrified and not afraid of admit it. He swallowed about half of it, the harsh chemical and alcohol taste clearing the aftertaste of sleep from his mouth.
"How?" he asked.
"Magic," Dee said. She lifted up a can and cracked it open, smiling at the 'you'll be sorry' the can squeaked. "That's not important."
"You undid that neural scorching, undid all the template damage, and got back into a real body," Herod protested. "How is that not important?"
"Because," Dee said. She took a drink, wiped her mouth, then took a long drag off the cigarette. "What I've done is what's important."
Herod squinted at the matronly woman across from him. "What did you do?" he asked suspiciously. He glanced out the windows, half expecting to see anti-matter explosions consuming the ring.
"I found Chromium Saint Peter," she said.
Herod spit out his mouthful of liquid hate, spraying Dee.
"Yeah, thanks for that," Dee said. She dropped her cigarette to the floor and stepped on it with her bare foot. "I had a shower already, thanks."
"You did what?" Herod asked.
"Found ol' Metal Balls Pete," Dee said. She picked up her pack of cigarettes again. "Rescued him off a space station after he hit the reset button on humanity."
Herod just stared.
"Turns out, he just so happens to have been a member of one of the original design teams for the last generation of SUDS software ever pushed," she said. She lit the cigarette, snapping the lighter shut with a distinctive clink. "Worked on it after the Glassing too."
"You found Chromium Saint Peter?" Herod asked, his eyes wide.
"I already said that, pay attention," Dee snapped. "For an AI, you're really fucking slow."
"I'm a..."
"Yeah yeah yeah, you're a 'digital sentience'," Dee said, her voice mocking as she made air quotes. "Not an 'artificial intelligence', which is a racial slur and offensive and makes my nipples hurt and wounds my inner child."
Herod closed his mouth.
"I found Chromium Saint Peter. Made sure he got rescued. Helped nurse him back to health, and I'm gonna tell you, that's been a long couple of months," Dee said. "I don't know what's worse, Pete's night terrors or Daxin and Luke always picking on each other and then running to me and tattling on each other."
"Daxin? Luke?" Herod stammered.
"I just said that, pay attention," Dee said. "Anyway, you guys are fixing hardware and not paying attention to the software."
"Nobody knows how it works," Herod said.
Dee laughed, long and loud. Wally shivered and moved behind Herod's legs while Herod felt his non-existent stomach twist with anxiety.
"What's your plan, Pinocchio? You gonna just fab up a couple thousand guys who used to work here before the Mantid shit all over the place?" Dee asked. She shook her head. "Most of those guys are so traumatized that they go straight to me. Their psyches, their souls are shattered by what happened," she leaned forward. "You think the Screaming Ones on Earth have it bad?"
She leaned back and exhaled smoke. Herod noticed she didn't do any tricks with it.
"No, the guys here? They had the deaths of a hundred billion people slammed through their datalinks, into their brains, mixed in with their own deaths, the deaths of everyone around them as they experienced that same hundred thousand deaths, in a cascading resonance failure of exponentially increasing death and destruction," Dee said. She took a swig off the can of Liquid Hate. "These guys are so brain fried, I just let them run around in the blasted badlands and rotted canyons of the Plains of Gehenna and scream and tear at each other and just work it all out," she leaned forward again. "It will be a thousand years before they can do anything but scream and attack everything in sight."
"We can help them," Herod tried.
"You can't help them. They don't want your help. They don't know they need your help," Dee said. "Get it through your head, you can't save everyone."
Herod took a long drink. "Fine. Why are you here? To mock our efforts."
Dee shook her head. "No. Think, think Herod, I got ol' Chrome Nuts out, have spent a couple of months putting up with a cyborg dog, Daxin and Luke so we could put Pete's skull back together. You think I did that out of the goodness of my heart, putting up with those two goofballs clowing around and tattling on each other?"
Herod shook his head, unable to imagine the creature across from him doing anything out of the goodness of anything about her.
"He was a SUDS software engineer," Dee said. "And we've helped him recover till he is one again," she shook her head and sneered. "Ugh. Having to wrap him in a Charlie the Moomoo blanket and let him sit in my lap and cuddle him so he could watch the K'Nank Moo Moo Tender Power Hour like I'm his fucking mother or something," she spit on the ground. "It was fucking degrading and disgusting, but I fucking did it."
"Why?" Herod asked. He couldn't imagine the poisonous woman across from him doing anything that didn't involve horror and misery.
"Because I need him to remember how to work the software, you digital idiot," she snapped. She reached up to her pendant, which looked to Herod to be homemade, and unsnapped part of it. "This will help. It's a major patch. Just have Howdy-Doody run the autopatcher."
Herod looked down. "I can't," he looked up. "Why can't you?"
"I can't carry it out of Hades. Sam can take an upload from you," Dee looked down at the ground far below. "Is that a lit up section?"
Herod nodded. "Yeah. We don't know who's there, it is high security," he admitted.
"Huh," Dee said. She watched as it slid by. "I think I'll go check it out after this," she looked back at Herod. "That autopatcher was built by Vat Grown Luke and Chromium Saint Peter, two men who have more knowledge about the SUDS than even you do."
"I've spent almost three hundred years repairing the system," he said.
"Just because you replaced some engines on the jet doesn't mean you know how the avionics fly-by-wire system software works," Dee said. She exhaled smoke and Herod could see her take another drink of her Liquid Hate through the cloud of smoke. She tossed the can away and reached down to grab another one and crack it open.
She took a long slug off of it as Herod looked at the datawafer. It was an older design, more in tune with the hardware that he had been working on for so long.
"So what's wrong with the system?" Herod asked.
"It's complicated. There's a lot of hardware problems that were fixed by cludging together software, but I can explain it to you pretty easy so you can explain it to Howdy-Doody," Dee said.
"Please do," Herod said.
"Imagine this whole thing is an old style ink-jet printer, like you see here and there in offices and work stations in this place," Dee said.
"OK," Herod said. He opened his mouth and put the datawafer between his teeth to hold it. He pressed his tongue against it and felt the synth-skin at the end of his tongue split so he could push the hidden port against the datawafer.
He knew that the woman across from him had put the dataport in his tongue as some kind of joke.
"Now, you've been basically fixing things. Replacing the network cable, getting power to the plug, replacing the power unit, putting paper in it, putting a new print shelf on it, replacing the print head, replacing the ink," she said.
"Mm-hmm," the file was a big one and his internal error-checking and virus-checkers didn't like it. He had to override it twice when he saw the message "just hit accept you dumbass marionette" pop up.
"So, you're trying to get it to work, but it's missing a print cartridge, so you go to black and white," Dee said.
"Mm-hmm," Herod paid attention even as the program loaded into virtual firewalled short-term read only memory.
"So, you can't print black and white because the cyan cartridge is missing, and you can't find the settings to force it to print black and white using only the black cartridge because the software is for some reason set on Cantonese," Dee said. She shrugged. "That right there will give you access to the settings, basically, and let you print using the black ink cartridge instead of the CMYK system."
Herod pulled the wafer from his mouth and tucked it into a belt pouch. "OK. Got it. You're sure it will work?"
"Yup," Dee said. She finished the can and tossed it away. "Welp, gotta go. Lots of torturing to do."
She stood up as mist filled the floor. She thrust one arm up and gave a screech as she suddenly began to melt. Herod drew back from the horrific sight as her skin melted away, her eyeballs turned white and popped and ran down her cheeks, her lips melted away even as her breasts lost their skin and melted down her chest. She screeched the entire time she melted, like a wax candle exposed to a blowtorch. The screech sounded suspiciously to Herod like "whaddaworld" repeated a couple times as it dwindled away.
The mist cleared to leave nothing behind but a black silk dress and a pointed black silk hat.
"I hate that woman so much."
Wally beeped in agreement.
---------

Herod carefully approached Sam, who was on his knees, staring at a digital representation of how many souls were awaiting backlog.
"Dee visited me," Herod said.
Sam glanced at a section. "She never left Hades."
"She escaped. She's flesh now. On the loose. Using her mat-trans system to move around," Herod said. He knelt down next to Sam. "I told you she was dangerous."
Sam looked up, his eyes blazing red. "And who are we to judge her, Herod?" Sam asked.
Herod shook his head, putting his hand on Sam's shoulder. "I'm not here to fight. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have gone straight to 'I told you so' when I've got something much more important."
"What?" Sam asked, looking back down. "There's so many of them. So many of them."
"She says she found Chromium Saint Peter, that he used to work on the SUDS, and had him write a patch for the system," Herod said.
Sam looked up. "Do you trust her?"
Herod shook his head. "No. But I think she's mostly telling the truth this time."
Herod held out the patch, which looked like a chrome droplet.
Sam looked back at the representation and Herod saw him reach out and touch a red icon.
"Stop doing that," Sam said softly.
"What's going on?" Herod asked.
Sam looked back up. "Someone tried crossloading the SUDS data for V Corps (Old Blood), a Confederate Military Forces unit, part of something called 7th Army, some kind of combined unit," he said.
"So?" Herod asked. The icon popped up and Sam tapped it again.
"They're trying to append an identifier code to the SUDS as well as the cloning profile. I keep stopping them," Sam said.
"Why?" Herod asked, asking about why they would append the data.
"Because those people are already queued for therapy and processing," Sam said. "If they get shifted, it'll take the casualty tables another month to process the correct order of everyone else."
"Huh," Herod leaned forward. "What data are they trying to append?"
Sam turned and looked at Herod, who managed to avoid flinching through long practice. "They're trying to put a 'live action roleplayer' code on the system."
"Why?" Herod asked, putting his hand back on Sam's shoulder.
"DON'T TOUCH ME!" Sam shrieked, jumping to his feet. "I'LL KILL YOU! I'LL KILL YOU FOR..." he slumped. "I'm sorry, Harry. I'm so sorry."
"It's OK, Sam. It's OK," Herod said.
Sam looked at the chrome droplet. "Do you think this will help?"
Herod quickly explained what was going on to Sam the same way Dee had explained it to him.
Sam reached out and touched the chrome bubble, which shivered and giggled.
"I'll look it over. I'm a hacker, I'll be able to tell if it's malware," he said softly.
"I'm almost at the station," Herod said. He touched Sam gently on the arm. "Ping me if you need me."
Sam sat back down, staring at the hologram. "I will."
Herod paused. "Sam?"
"Yes?"
"Let it go through. It can't make things worse and maybe they've seen something we haven't," Herod said.
Sam sighed, touching the red icon and rejecting the request again. "I'll think about it."
Herod opened his eyes as the startram began to decelerate and pull into the station. He looked down at Wally, who blinked his lens shields at Herod.
"Well, I tried."
---------

The man's scream rang through the forest night.
The thick set matron dropped the stick that she was using to roast marshmallows, running over to the tent. She crawled inside as the man with three chrome teardrops beneath the corner of one eye picked up her stick and pulled the marshmallows out of the fire.
"Shhh, shhh, Mommy's here now," the woman said.
Both men could see her laying on top of the third man's sleeping bag, pressed against his back, holding him close with one hand. He was shuddering, weeping, holding onto the woman's hand with both of his as she used her other hand to smooth his hair.
Neither man said anything, just passed the bottle of whiskey back and forth.
After a long moment the third man calmed down. A little while later the matronly woman climbed out of the tent, closing it behind her. She twisted her wrist, a knife dropping out of her sleeve, her fingers closing around the knife hilt.
"Comments?" She snarled.
"Nope," Daxin said. He held out the stick. "Saved your marshmallows."
Dee stayed tense for a moment, then her eyes relaxed as she straightened up, lifting her arm and letting go of the knife hilt. She moved over and sat between the two men. Luke handed her the bottle and she took a long drink off of it.
"He's getting better," Daxin said to nobody in particular.
Dee just growled, a low, bestial sound.
Luke put his hand on her forearm. "Thank you for helping our brother."
Dee went rigid for a moment.
"We can't help him like that," Daxin said.
She relaxed slightly as the bottle was passed back to her.
"Do you know what the majority of men cry out for when they lay wounded or dying on the battlefield?" Dee asked.
"Momma," Daxin said.
Legion patted Dee's leg and handed her another set of four marshmallows to put on her stick.
"Yeah," Dee said, staring at the fire. "Ain't war a bitch."
---------

Doctor Never Give You Up stared as the system suddenly began chuckling and whirring.
SUDS TEMPLATE RECONSTITUTION IN PROGRESS floated up on the screen.
DNA/RNA TEMPLATE ACCEPTED - BEGINNING TEMPLATE APPLICATION LAYER PROCESSING floated up in the other window.
The russet mantid looked up as the cloning bank suddenly powered up.
She was still staring even as her hands moved automatically, hitting the alarm button.
---------

MANTID FREE WORLDS
Come on, you guys felt that one, right?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Nope. Didn't feel a thing.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Weird. Two earthquakes in a row, that close together.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
>V CORPS (OLD BLOOD) HAS JOINED CHAT
V CORPS (OLD BLOOD)
Unit reconstitution underway
Awaiting Orders
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
GAH! Can't you like ring a bell or something?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Wait, isn't that a TDH unit?
I TOLD YOU I FELT SOMETHING!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---




Chapter Thirty-Five

RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
OK, what do you guys think?
--If you or someone you know is a human in crisis, support lines are available 36-9. Terrans have always stood beside us when we needed them, we're here to help now. Please call, text, or arrive in person at one of the following locations or numbers.
Remember, we've faced this malevolent universe together, let's stick together where it matters.--
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Looks good. Better than the Pubvians.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
What? What's wrong with ours?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
It seems a little... forceful.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
Oh, I gotta see this.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Show the kids, Pubvia.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Today sucks! But tomorrow might not. The only way you'll know is if you're around to see it! Are you going to give in to a malevolent universe? It's laughing at you! You! Personally! Are you going to just sit there and let it laugh at you? Let it dominate you? Fight back! Scream, cry, but do not go gently into that dark night! Call or text to our crisis management teams! All calls are anonymous.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
I do not see a problem with that. Terrans are an aggressive people. Speaking to their aggression may work.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
No offense, sis, but yours made me sad.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
What's wrong with it?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
The whole pictures of empty human cities with sappy music and the whole "please call us, we're ready to listen" text on it made me sad. I felt like any second you were going to have a blurb for funeral homes or anti-depressant medication.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
It wasn't that bad.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
It made my ducklings sad.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Fine. We'll redo it.
Everyone's a critic. We just wanted to let the Terrans know we understood where their pain comes from.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
We know, sis. You care very much. We all get that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
We have five Terrans on our worlds. What should we tell them to do?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Try not to break shit.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
ALKTAK SOARING WORLDS
I know that.
I mean, what should we do. We're alive and free because of them.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Live. Let them see life still continues.
Our parents are a passionate people. While they are sometimes given to melancholy, eventually they come out the other side.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Usually chasing someone with a spear and yelling at them to stop running, they'll only die tired.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Well, you're not wrong there.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
It's just so frustrating.
And the seers aren't helping.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
What do you mean?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Dude, you don't just come right out and ask about the seers, man.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
Why not?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Because, they might hear you and then they'll look at you.
You don't want that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
That seems very strange.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Seers are strange.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
Still, I wish to know.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
We know humans, Earthlings, and Terrans are still out there, so the fact that they keep singing, drawing, painting, and rhyming about them isn't that big of a shock.
We keep asking what we can do to ensure the Terrans returns.
The seers say there is nothing we can do, that Terran Descent Humanity as we know it is extinct.
Then they tell us that the wrath of the Children of Zamin , the Warriors of the Garden of Life, the Sons and Daughters of Lok, will crash down upon those who devoured their previous banquet and seek to take away the banquet set before us.
It's a little more complicated, but that's the basic gist.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
ooooh, I don't like that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
What? It seems to say that humans will return.
That's a good thing, right?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Uh, not really.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Oof, those are some old names.
Jeez, could you imagine some OG humans busting out on the universe?
Those guys were bad news.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
I do CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA not understand. Humans have been good to us.
Sorry. It just keeps repeating every time the Atrekna bring in more reinforcements.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Kid, they beat Treana'ad (although it can be argued that Treana'ad over there won the war), they beat us, the beat Mantid, and that's just who survived.
You've met Terran Descent Humanity. Notice the phrase. Notice the way that Mantid's seers phrased it.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD

OH! I understand now.
TDH will not be coming back. Rather, they shall shed their TDH skin and emerge as a new creature, their skin shining with their newness, their eyes flashing with their wrath, and their form terrible to behold and filled with purpose.
They will come marching out of the mists of time, from where they had been left behind purposefully so that their children did not dwell within their bloody shadow. They had been content to stay in the foggy depths of history, but now, when all is in danger, they shall stalk forward with burning eyes and flashing swords to interpose themselves between those who cannot or will not protect themselves and those who seek to turn our universe into a larder for obscene appetites.
Ware, my fellow beings, ware and doom! Can you not hear the thunder of the black iron doors of forgotten history crashing open to reveal that which was laid to rest returning to wrathful life? Can you not see the birds and beasts flee before them? Can you not feel the trembling of the universe beneath their marching boots? Do you not taste the storm clouds racing before them to warn all that a rain of blood shall shower down to cleanse the universe of a taint most foul?
The Earthlings come! The children, the Mad Lemurs of Terra have swept aside the curtain to reveal their wrathful parents, Enraged Hammer of the Universe! They come! They come!
Huddle close to the fire, for the Earthlings stalk the night to teach those who lurk within it the meaning of fear! Sing your songs with strength, chant your tales with courage, speak your legends boldly, for the Enraged Lemurs of Earth approach with their voices lifted in song and their fists raised in wrath!
Hold tight to the iron ring set into the bow of the sailing vessel as the tempest howls about you and the universe itself plunges into the maelstrom!
They come!
They come!
For our eyes have gazed upon the eternity of a purple sky
and in our meditations we have learned even death may die
with fiery sword and wrath unbound
we have seen the man come around
the universe will laugh with glee
as even devils and angels flee
that which is dead shall rise and scream
clawing down those barely seen
Ware and woe to all who devour
this is thine final hour
for the lemurs come with howling rage
to bring about the end of an age.
the dead shall return in fury and hate
clad in line art and denying fate
They come!
They come!
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
...
....
.....
......
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
What.
The.
Fuck?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Did he just have a stroke?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Uh, Lank, are you all right?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
Yes. Why do you ask?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Oh, no reason. Just idle curiosity.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
HESSTLA CYBERBURROW
That was really CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA CASE OMAHA really strange.
Everyone else heard that, right?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Um, yeah. We all heard that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Uh, Lank, you were saying?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
I was simply stating that the nouns and pronouns of Mantid's seer's statements are the important part. Terran Descent Humanity is extinct as we know them, but Terrans, or possibly Earthlings, are not and will be returning.
Was it that hard to understand?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
<MANTID HAS SAVED GESTALT CHAT TO FILE WTF.LOG>
PUBVIAN DOMINION
No, not hard to understand at all.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Uh, guys, did anyone else just see the BobCo advertising that just got blasted across just about every SolNet, GalNet, and InfoNet?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Oh, Gods above, what is that maniac doing now?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
PUBVIAN DOMINION
Here's the quote:
"if you are or know a Terran in distress, call our hotline and take the twenty-two question quiz and receive either a kitten or puppy for them today! Let the Terrans know their friends have returned and are eager to meet them! Thanks to the efforts of Legion and the Confederate Intelligence Services, the Friend Plague is at last cured! Get your puppy or kitten today!"
"BOBCO! Happiness in a box is only a com-call away!"
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
And then the 'Nets exploded.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Wait, Legion did it. The Legion.
As in "The Leader of the Clone Systems during the Third Artificial War" Legion?
That Legion?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Legion. AKA: Vat Grown Luke.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
DIGITAL ARTIFICIAL SENTIENCE SYSTEMS
Wait, what?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Legion is Vat Grown Luke.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
How do you know that?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
Oh, you know...
Legion and the Fleet of One. That was the most horrible part of it all. Seeing Vat Grown Luke in Imperium armor, with Imperium battle wagons, telling us: "My name... is Legion."
It was horrifying to us.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
RIGELLIAN SAURIAN COMPACT
Wait, the Imperium Immortals are the Biological Apostles?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
We're pretty sure.
Not to be confused with "The Immortals" that the Combine fielded and wasted on Anthill.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
AKLTAK SOARING WORLDS
I'm confused.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
It's 8,000 year old history, dear.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
That is not that long ago. There are grav-cars still in use by government personnel that are older than that.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
Yeah, well, you kind of had ships that were so old the fissionables had decayed to solid rock, the superconductor wiring had literally rotted away, the molycircs had degraded into lumps of carbon ash, and the entire hull was one vacuum welded solid.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
LANAKTALLAN FREE HERD
Well, yes. It was a miscalculation on our part.
But if one had been in a decaying orbit that destroyed a civilization upon impact with the planetary crust, it does not matter that the ship had been in orbit for ten million years.
What matters is the impact and the results of said impact.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
TREANA’AD HIVE WORLDS
He's got a point, sis.
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
MANTID FREE WORLDS
How is it that even though they're virtually extinct, with less than a million living members left, Terran Descent Humanity is still causing this much havoc on the galactic arm?
---NOTHING FOLLOWS---
ALL>BEHOLD! HUMANITY!
---------
The fox and the frog dropped from the rope made of interlaced PNG files long forgotten, their glittering feet splashing in the puddles of ancient mIRC conversations of people long dead. The looked around at the top of the massive dam even as the frog gave the rope a shake. The rope released at the top of the cliff, falling down into a perfect coil. The frog picked it up and handed it to the fox, who pulled the loop over his head and let it fall on one shoulder, so it crossed his chest to rest against one hip.
The frog moved to the edge of the dam, gripping the moss covered railing with one hand, holding tight to his spear with the other.
"How far down do you think we are?" the frog asked the fox as the fox shuffled up next to him, limping slightly from a bandaged wound.
The fox looked up at the gleaming vista where a nebula of network traffic slowly streamed by in an obsidian sky.
"Really far, Leebaw," the fox said.
"There's faces engraved in the front of the dam, Telkan," Leebaw said, looking down. "The souls in the water are pouring out the mouths on about three of them."
Telkan leaned forward slightly, holding onto the railing, and looked down. There were dozens of faces, all highly stylized. Some fierce, some sad, some male, some female. In three cases the wide open mouth fountained water, and souls, into a different canal each. The pair could see over a dozen dry canals.
"It's a sorting array, I think," Telkan said, leaning back. He shook his head. "The imagery here is enough to drive someone mad."
"For a species that had only mastered fire fifty or so thousand years ago, they build big when they build," Leebaw chuckled. He looked around. "There should be an old maintenance path somewhere."
Telkan turned to look at the vast lake behind them. The water was lapping at the edge of the damn, and as they watched a small trickle of water, containing a few sleeping Terrans curled into the fetal position, washed across the top of the dam to trickle down the side.
Leebaw shook his head. "That's a serious backlog."
Telkan nodded, bending down to look at one of the souls. It was transparent, almost invisible, suspended in thick code that appeared as dark and cold water. "Strange clothing. Female. Long hair. No obvious cyberware or datalink."
Leebaw knelt down and looked at the woman as she slowly slid across the dam top, coming to rest in a large pool of cold dark water. She was curled up, asleep.
"Who do you think she is?" Leebaw asked.
Telkan shook his head. "I don't know, but she's been down here a long time," he said, pointing at the strands of code that moved like water weeds that were twined in her hair and around her limbs. "Those are checksum values. A lot of them."
Leebaw stood up, looking at the far side of the dam. He shaded his eyes, as if it would stop the dim glow, and squinted. "We should get moving. We don't want those gargoyles seeing us again."
Telkan nodded. He glanced again at the massive lake. "I wonder how long they've been backlogged."
The pair moved forward as Leebaw answered. "Who knows. We'll just keep following this path. It has to lead somewhere."
"We'll try climbing down and following one of the canals if there's no door or cave entrance on the far side," Telkan said. He glanced up, keeping an eye out for wyverns, gargoyles, drakes, or peryton.
"Sounds good," Leebaw said. He hefted a chunk of dark code, part of the head of a massive golem of great and terrible power the duo had defeated earlier. "He should get us past any door or guardian."
Together, the fox and the frog kept moving deeper into the system.
---------
COLD STORAGE STATUS: BUFFER OVERRUN.
FORWARDING 6.0E^1 TEMPLATES
WARNING! COLD STORAGE OUT OF MEMORY!
ACCESS GRANTED: MAINTENANCE SUPERVISOR ICE
---------
Sam-UL knelt down, examining the gleaming globe of chrome in his hands.
He could not find any malware within it, but it made him afraid.
He was barely able to hang on to his sanity, to his life, the last influx of SUDS templates that had flooded the system had almost shredded him apart.
Could he do it again?
Could he remember who he was?
Could he survive another tsunami of souls?
Herod had been right. Fixing all the hardware in the system had no meaning if the software wasn't working.
It was a complex patch. Sam-UL didn't understand the majority of what it did.
He saw an alert pop up. An ICE was moving around in the SUDS channels. One of the heavy duty roving high security ones.
That wasn't unusual.
Without really thinking about it, Sam-UL authorized its continued progression.
---------
Leebaw whistled low as Telkan lifted the crystal. Strange, vast machines, some of bronze and copper, other of bone and sinew lashed together, filled the inside of the dam. Code strings dripped from the ceiling, pooling in half-formed images with strange hue and balance.
The thumping of a damaged piston, the grinding of stuck gears, filled the air and made it shudder like it was made of crystal. Several puddles had Terrans curled up in the fetal position deep within their dark shallow depths.
"Looks like that gear jumped the track," Leebaw said as they moved past a black bronze gear taller than both of them and as thick as a blog post.
"Think we could put it back in?" Telkan asked, stopping and looking at it. The gear rocked back and forth slightly, one pintle outside of the divot that normally held it.
"Should we is the better question," Leebaw said. He looked around. "I don't want to damage any of these," he said, pointing at a curled up Terran sleeping in the far depths of a dark and shallow puddle of code. "They're still people."
"Looks like it opens the sluices," Telkan mused. He reached forward and put one hand on it as it rocked forward slightly, repeating an action they had seen it do a dozen times.
The gear moved just a hair's breadth further this time, and rocked into the socket where it was supposed to be.
With a loud shuddering groan it began to turn.
Great chains of complex commands clanked and thundered as they were pulled into position and tension was put on them.
"Fool of a Telkan," Leebaw snapped. "Run!"
Together, they ran for the far end of the interior of the dam, jumping over the limitless depths of shallow dark puddles, dodging dripping process calls, and swerving around out range variables that fell from the ceiling.
They reached the far door as the dam shuddered and shook. Leebaw held up the damaged black ICE head of the defeated security golem as the eyes of the black chrome skull set in the wall flashed.
The door ground open and the two lunged through, into the dark maintenance passage.
The door slid shut as they heard the thundering sound of water pouring through long dry sluices, ejected in long plumes from the mouths of graven images and into canals long dry.
"Let's not do that again," Leebaw said, gasping.
"Agreed," Telkan said. He raised up the small crystal. "Let's keep going."
Together, the followed the musical notes floating in midair that softly illuminated the tunnel.
soft blanket warm blanket cuddle blanket good podling sleepy podling happy podling dreams are sweet and dreams are neat its time for bedtime and a treat




Chapter Thirty-Six

The evening was bright and clear, a light cool breeze coming in from the north after a day of dry heat ruffling the fur of the Telkan gathered up wearing formal clothing. They watched as a large dropship slowly and stately landed, jetting steam from beneath it as the graviton engines were cooled via gas injection to offset the loss of airstream across their surfaces. The lights blinked several times, then shut down with the exception of a single light on the nose, tail, and the end of each wing. Lights came on, a bar of them, above a door that slowly opened and lowered down, a personnel ramp that thumped against the tarmac.
Brentili'ik adjusted the collar of her formal dress as a half dozen armored Telkan left the ship. They all were carrying weapons and she could see the flickering laser lights of scanners play over everything around them. The armor was strange, unfamiliar. On one hand it was sleek, black, slightly glossy. On the other hand, it looked almost bulky, almost malevolent. Chrome spikes on the shoulders, forearms, the back of the hands, and the knees. On the gripping hand, the helmet were designed for a wearer whose skull sported a muzzle and the ears were undeniably Telkan.
They are a long way from home, yet they have returned home, Brentili'ik thought to herself.
The next group was nearly a dozen, all with heavier armor, heavier weapons, the twinkling of phasic and battlescreens forming a nearly solid wall between themselves and anything that might be a threat.
It was what was in between the heavy armors that caught Brentili'ik's attention.
A female Telkan, all in black, a dress that seemed both gauzy and protective that was almost a perfect circle around the her. She had a high waisted bodice that was held in a tight color that had some kind of metal ornament holding it close. She wore a veil over her face that had silvery edging, and even though it covered her entire face beneath her ornate hat, Brentili'ik felt as if she could see the golden eyes of what she had been informed was known as a "Void Captain" of the Telkan refugees.
Afterwards came another twelve Telkan in full power armor, before the door slowly raised up and shut.
The group moved across the tarmac in silence, broken only by the hissing of the power armor and the heavy thudding of the boots of the armored Telkan. Brentili'ik noted that the edge of the Void Captain's dress didn't move, made her appear to be floating across the ground.
She nodded to herself. It was a striking visual and she had no doubt that the Void Captain had practiced it until it was second nature.
The insect noises stopped and Brentili'ik could feel the politicians around her huddle down inside themselves as the Telkan moved at a slow steady pace to the concourse. She watched as the faint IR lasers of the targeting systems on the power armor kept scanning the area, as the weapons on the shoulders or mounted on backpacks slowly moved to cover the angles.
She was glad she had cleared the airspace for a hundred mile diameter.
The press had shouted and hounded that they should have been allowed to be present at this historic meeting, but Brentili'ik had called out Fifth Telkan Marine Division and Third Telkan Infantry Division to secure the starport and make sure no journalist tried to ambush the party approaching.
They act as if this is enemy territory.
When the ground reached the landscaped lawn between the landing field and the concourse the group suddenly moved to the side. Brentili'ik watched as the Void Captain moved onto the grass, then slowly lowered herself to roughly half her previously height. She slowly removed one of her black gloves, then reached down and touched the grass.
Brentili'ik could see the Void Captain close her eyes, despite the veil. She lifted her face up to the stars and held that position for a long moment.
The deep pain was palpable.
How long since you've touched the earth of Telkan? Brentili'ik wondered.
Finally she stood up and the procession began to move again.
"Are you sure we do not need guards, Madame Director?" one of the Telkan regional governors asked, nervously twisting his cap in his hands.
"These are our brothers and sisters, who are more lost than we ever could be," Brentili'ik said softly.
"That's an awful lot of heavily armed troops in power armor," another said, her voice quavering.
"These are not penniless vagabonds without possessions," Brentili'ik said softly. "They, and the ones remaining on the other ships, are all that remains of Telkan where they are from. Now that they are gone, there will be no more Telkan in the universe there. They, and the Terrans, and the Lanaktallans, are all extinct."
"Oh," another said, her voice quiet and full of sympathy.
The doors opened and four guards moved in, scanning the gate area. One turned to face a nondescript Telkan male leaning against a softdrink beverage dispensing machine, the shoulder weapons and the rifle leveling at the male.
The male slowly lifted his hand and touched his datalink. After a second the heavily armored Telkan lowered his weapons, his shoulder weapons returning to slowly scanning the gate area.
**I owe you lunch, Madame Director** Brentili'ik saw on her datalink. She snorted slightly, she'd warned her bodyguard that even a macroplas 'stealth' weapon would get picked up by the sensors of the Void Captain's guard.
The next ranks entered, militantly ignoring the Telkan who was now sipping at a can of Countess Crey Cherry Tastyfizz.
Then the Void Captain entered.
Brentili'ik saw the Void Captain stare at her, saw the slight stumble, the slight hesitation, before the Void Captain smoothly moved toward her. The front ranks of the armored troops parted to allow the Void Captain to move up to Brentili'ik.
"Madame Director," the Telkan's voice was female, and strangely familiar to Brentili'ik.
"Void Captain," Brentili'ik said. "I realize it is late, but can I offer you the comfort of my office? It is a short ride away."
The Void Captain shook her head. "That is not necessary," she said. Several Telkan in Brentili'ik's entourage stiffened in outrage as the Void Captain reached out and touched Brentili'ik's whiskers with her gloved fingertips.
"It's you. After all these years, it is really you," the Void Captain said softly. She cupped Brentili'ik's cheek. "I lost you so long ago."
The voice twinged a memory, one so far back she had almost forgotten it.
No, it twinged a memory that she had pushed away, had thrust away from her in her grief.
"She’ishlos?" Brentili'ik asked, reaching forward to touch the Void Captain's veil with her fingertips.
She ignored the way the gathered armored troops suddenly turned to face the two of them, rifles coming up, pointing at her. She could hear the barrels pinging and hissing, less than a foot from her face.
The dozen muzzles didn't matter.
"She’ishlos, is that you?" Brentili'ik asked, tears coming to her eyes.
"It is," the Void Captain said. "I am home, sister. I have returned to Lost Telkan and found you alive."
The Void Captain wavered for a second and Brentili'ik reached out and steadied her.
"But... but how?" Brentili'ik asked. "Vuxten cleaned out the cell himself. He saw them carry away your body."
The Void Captain shook her head almost imperceptively. "You and Vuxten just vanished one foggy night. I never found out what happened to you."
Only a handful of years ago she might not have been able to avoid fainting at such a shock, but the years since the Terrans had come to fight first the Precursor Autonomous War Machines and then the Dwellerspawn had hardened her.
"My sister," she said softly. "My twin. My heart."
"My soul," She’ishlos whispered back.
"Sister," they whispered together.
Around them the politicians shuffled uncomfortably. The heavily armored soldiers shifted in unison, a precision machine, bringing their weapons back to port arms as if they had not been aiming their weapons at Brentili'ik's head a second before.
"I have returned to Telkan to find my soul, my little sister, my twin sister, returned to me as if by magic," the Void Captain said. "A malevolent universe laughs itself sick at our pain."
"Mother and father are gone in the night," Brentili'ik said. "I'm sorry. Our broodmommies still live, though. Still sing to podlings."
"They still sing," She’ishlos made a pained sound. "I lost them. When the planets broke before the Terrans did. When Telkan and III and V Corps was Lost."
"Intrude not upon their grief," one of the armored figures growled, the vocoder making their voice into a bestial sound of barely restrained rage. The rifle came up and a wisp of steam eeked from the muzzle.
The politician that had moved forward to ask if they could retire somewhere more comfortable gave a squeak of fear and jumped back. The rifle was returned to port arms almost mechanically and the helmet went back to slowly moving back and forth as the armored Telkan surveyed their surroundings.
"Can I see your face?" Brentili'ik asked.
The heavy power armor went still. Completely still. It was if the entire terminal held its breath.
To Brentili'ik, it felt like the universe itself was holding its breath.
"I have been veiled since Telkan died. Since the Great NoDra'ak himself stood on the command bridge and ordered the burning You've Got Nothing battleship to interpose itself between the fleeing shelters and the Dwellerspawn rather than allow us to be pursued," Void Captain She’ishlos said softly. "None have seen my face since that terrible time."
"Please," Brentili'ik said. "I have not seen you since that day in the park."
"Our birthday," She’ishlos said. She reached up with trembling fingers, pinching the corners of the veil.
The armored Telkan all turned away from her, grounding the butts of their rifles, holding them by the muzzle, just above the front sight post. They lifted their left arms, covering the forward visor of their armor.
Brentili'ik showed no expression, her eyes full of tears, as she saw the face of her twin sister for the first time in almost over a decade. It looked so much like hers, even the pattern on the fur.
Except for the warsteel prosthetic that replaced her triangular nose, swept down the left side of her muzzle, the left side of her face to almost her ear, and the warsteel replacement for her left eye. The fur was upraised by the thick scar where it met the warsteel prosthetic. Her throat had black warsteel cybertendons visible through the fur, a mechanical implant in the middle of her throat.
Brentili'ik reached out and touched her sister's face.
"Welcome home, sister mine," Brentili'ik said, then leaned forward and nuzzled her twin's nose. "Welcome home."
---------
Brentili'ik led the procession out of the terminal, walking beside her sister, holding her one flesh and blood hand. The night was still quiet, hushed, almost as if the world was being quiet out of respect.
"They have the right to broadcast this, so our people can see you return home," Brentili'ik said, nodding at the reporters taking photos. "I would not allow them to intrude, however."
"I understand," She’ishlos said. She looked up. "The stars... they're the same."
The procession suddenly stopped and Brentili'ik looked away from her sister's face to see why.
The armored Telkan were going down on one knee each, a fist pressed to the earth, the other fist holding tight to their weapon so the barrel pointed up. They were all whispering the same two words.
Ahead, just where the lights of the parking lot gave way to the darkness, stood a Telkan female in all black.
"The Widow," She’ishlos said. She dropped down, kneeling in her dress.
Brentili'ik watched, still standing. Even the other politicians had gone down on one knee.
She could see even some of the press had had knelt down.
The woman, who Brentili'ik had known for years, since the flight from Telkan aboard the Mercy, moved forward silently. Like the Void Captain, her dress moved as if she was floating above the tarmac. She stopped in front of the first kneeling Telkan.
"Ultion Knight Xerila'at," she said softly.
Feedback screeched across the sound systems of the reporters who still had microphones trained on the group. Sparks showered up as the audio equipment heard the whisper of The Widow.
But those watching on their Tri-Vees heard her voice clearly.
The Widow reached down with both hands, putting them on either side of the Ultion Knight's head. She gently pulled.
The Ultion Knight's faceplate clicked as it released.
"Welcome home," the Widow said softly to the weeping, scar faced female Telkan inside the armor. She leaned down and kissed the tip of the Telkan's muzzle. "You were missed."
The reporters made sure to catch every angle they could as the Widow moved through the ranks of the heavily armed and armored Ultion Knights, one by one removing their face masks to reveal either very young males or females.
In two cases the Ultion Knight was a broodcarrier with a heavily scarred face, one with only cybereyes.
Brentili'ik watched as the Widow moved past her, removing each faceplate, calling each Ultion Knight by name, kissing the tip of their muzzle, then moving on, dropping the faceplate to the ground.
Brentili'ik was looking right at the Widow when she straightened up from kissing the tip of the nose of Ultion Knight Zretun, one of the few males, who looked barely adult to Brentili'ik. The Widow just vanished, as if she had blinked out of existence.
She looked down at her sister, who was kneeling, weeping, both hands on the tarmac.
Brentili'ik reached up and touched her comlink with one hand, summoning emergency services. With her other hand, she reached down and touched the top of her sister's head.
Telkan across the system watched.
---------
Brentili'ik watched as her sister slowly woke. Watched her sister's eyelid flutter even as her cybereye ran through a quick self-diagnostic. After a moment her sister turned her head and looked at her.
"My people?" Void Captain She’ishlos asked, reaching out for her sister.
Brentili'ik took her sister's hand, pulling it close to her chest. "They're being brought to the surface. Family members have been alerted. They'll be accompanying them to the hospital, just as I accompanied you."
"And those who have no family?" She’ishlos asked.
Brentili'ik shook her head. "There are many Telkan who would remember them, were friends with them," she gave a short chuckle. "In more than a few cases, the person who is going to the medical center with them is this universe's version of them."
She’ishlos pulled her sister's hand to her and kissed it. "How long must I be here?" she asked, rubbing her muzzle against her sister's hand.
"The majority of you can be discharged after breakfast. Physically, you're all mostly tired, missing a few trace elements, but by and large, healthy," Brentili'ik said. "Some cases are a little more difficult. Some of the Ultion Knights are fused to their armor."
"The Deathless," She’ishlos said.
"Yes," Brentili'ik said.
"What of the Duty Bound?" the Void Captain asked.
"There are temples, priests, to care for them," Brentili'ik said.
There was a light scratching at the door. Brentili'ik turned and looked, nodded, then looked back.
"Your nieces and nephews are here. Are you up to seeing them?" Brentili'ik asked.
She’ishlos looked over at the podlings gathered up near two oh-so-familiar broodcarriers.
One podling was missing an ear, only a thick line of scar tissue remaining.
She waved shyly.
"I think I'd like that," She’ishlos said, waving back.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

General of the Copper (1-Star) P'Kank stared at the hologram of the planet he was in charge of defending, of pushing the Atrekna off of. He could see the faint lines of the Task Force in orbit, see the picture of an old friend, Admiral (Upper Decks) of the Iron Levine Thrush, next to a battleship that was still the only operational ship with a temporal resonance cannon. On the ground were large colored areas, denoting who was in charge of which section.
Red for the enemy. Amber for contested. Blue for his forces. Green for friendly, which was only in a few places that the Hesstla Armed Forces had managed to secure, and red/white stripes for temporal flux areas, green and gold hatch marks for what was held by the Elvish Queen and her forces, which was mainly the forests and other reconstituted wilderness areas.
Enemy estimations put it at nearly 1,200 Atrekna 'leadership caste' and billions of Dwellerspawn.
He had two hundred and thirty thousand troops on the ground, three BOLO supertanks, a division of tanks, and a division of armored cavalry that mainly centered around grav-strikers.
He was forced to protect sixty-two major urban centers, of which sixteen were major industrial centers, six thousand two hundred eleven civilian shelters, and nine hundred eighty one refugee centers.
P'Kank hated being on the defensive.
What made it even more aggravating was that he had been on the defensive for almost four years. Of course, Admiral Thrush and Task Force Grim Dawn had been fighting the orbital battle for nearly thirty years.
According to CONFEDINTEL briefings, less than a year had by outside the system.
He had no reinforcements. With Terran Descent Humanity making up 62% of the Terran Confederate Armed Services, when they had died off, it had left a massive gap in manpower, not to mention manufacturing and logistics.
The Tukna'rn infantry units were performing above and beyond the initial estimations. There had been concern in some quarters that the stoic beings would not make very good soldiers, would be unable to react to extremely fluid battlefield circumstances that might fall outside of established doctrine.
So far, that had not been a problem. They had adapted doctrine to the situation with ease, almost as if it had been planned out that way.
Of course, it did help that Confederate Armed Services doctrine had been a constantly evolving thing for the last eight thousand years, so it had flexibility built into it from the baseline.
General P'Kank knew that a loss of endurance led to more wars being lost than almost anything. A loss of morale and confidence could destroy even the strongest army.
But he had been artificially stretching out the war, and the knowledge galled him worse that stale cigarettes and poor quality ice cream.
Yes, the data was vastly important. Teams of green mantids in stealth gliders would follow the Atrekna, using passive scanners to gather data, with a 'hit team' of black mantid special operations soldiers always nearby in a separate glider. The surveillance and reconnaissance teams had identified three distinct 'castes' within the Atrekna, had separated out the purple skinned nightmares from the 'leadership units' of the Dwellerspawn.
P'Kank had to remind himself that the battle on the planet was just one battle in a larger war. The Confederacy had stopped being the sledgehammer pounding apart the Lanaktallan Unified Council system and instead had turned into the scalpel to lance away the infection of the Atrekna from the Lanaktallan and neo-sapient systems.
Still, he disliked the fact that he felt he could have ended the war two years ago, should have ignored orders and pressed the Atrekna after Operation Texas Toast had exposed the Atrekna TZ's (Temporal Zones) and the Time After Time had been able to bring the heavy temporal resonance cannon to bear on the planet.
Now, it felt like every few weeks CONFEDINTEL wanted the creation engines and nanoforges loaded up with a new template to use against the Dwellerspawn and the Atrekna, always with warnings not to smash the Atrekna ruling caste into purple paste and liberate the planet.
At the same time, what had been a cluster of disparate units thrown together by the surprise attack had welded together into one coherent whole. Lanaktallan tankers driving Terran designed tanks had uncased First and Second Armor Division (Old Blood)'s colors and taken to the field against the war machines of the Atrekna. Telkan and Hesstlan grav-striker pilots had lifted up the guidon of First Cavalry Division from the death grip of dead Terrans and raised them over their bases. The Treana'ad Infantry Hordes had released enough members to help fill the gaps in 1st and 4th Infantry Divisions. That almost every species in the Confederate military, including the new Hesstlan recruits, had taken part in breathing life back into 5th Mechanized Infantry Division (Old Blood).
III Corps (Old Blood) was back.
General P'Kank wasn't sure what to think about the fact that he was only a General of the Copper, AKA a Brigadier General, with a single star on his uniform, and put in charge of an entire Corps, which was normally a General of the Iron or a Lieutenant General with three stars.
But there was no one else to shoulder the burden, to lead the Hamburger Kingdom's Hammer, to lead Phantom Corps, and General P'Kank knew that the fact there was nobody else, only him, made it so there was no sense crying over spilled ice cream.
So he stared at the map of the globe.
The fighting had devolved into the Atrekna opening a temporal zone, bringing in hordes of Dwellerspawn, then running away before any hypersonic missiles could home in on them and blow them from the skies. In other places they'd open up a dozen or so TZ's, bring forces through one, then run away.
Running away seemed to be a big strategy of the Atrekna. They disliked exposing themselves to combat, preferring to hide behind their autonomous war machines and bioweapons. In several places, heavily shielded mountain valleys and passes, they'd constructed fortresses of crystal that they hid inside of.
With no idea that the entire time they'd been under P'Kank's watchful eyes and the watching eyes of the Elven Queen.
For many of the Hesstla, life had returned to somewhat normal. Air raid drills over the last three years had made it so that the people of Hesstla just filed into their shelters. Instead of less than two-thirds of them reaching shelters in the first twelve hours, the population was practiced enough that by an hour mark over 90% of them were in shelters, the rest enroute or signaling 'shelter in place'.
At the insistence of the Hesstla people, military training centers had opened. Not just for infantry.
P'Kank was proud of himself for that.
The Hesstlan news services always ran at least one segment a night about how the Hesstla people were taking part in their own defense. That four years had resulted in a populace who had slowly poked their heads up out of their burrows and realized that maybe it was better to learn to shoot a gun yourself than rely on others.
P'Kank stared at the holotank, slowly bringing out his pack of cigarettes. Not the one from his sash pocket. The one from his uniform blouse pocket. A pack of genuine Terran cigarettes from Bloody Kansas in the Hamburger Kingdom.
He slowly unwrapped it, feeling the room around him hush.
They all recognized the pattern on the cigarette container.
He dropped the cellophane and tinfoil coated papers into the reclaimer, slowly withdrew a cigarette, turned it over, and slid it back in. He then pulled out a single cigarette before closing the pack and putting it in his sash.
He checked his plans. Checked the operational orders. He tapped the "All Units Acknowledge" icon as he put the cigarette in his mouth.
The green icons streamed up rapidly.
100% ready.
He took out a butane gas lighter, clicking it, and lit the cigarette.
The icon, a red shield with the line and dot of a warning rune in the middle, appeared in front of him.
He inhaled deeply as he slid the lighter back into his sash pocket.
The staff around him inhaled with him.
He exhaled a cloud of smoke from his mandibles, legs, and abdomen as he reached out and touched a button he had been afraid he'd never get to use, that he had sworn not to open the pack of cigarettes from Bloody Kansas until he was able to use it.
"EXECUTE OPERATIONAL INSTRUCTIONS" raced out.
Around the planet fire selector levers were moved from safe. Bunker shutters crashed open. Grav-strikers took to the air. Artillery system chambers were loaded. Tanks roared to life. Aerospace fighters swept down often hidden runways. Glider troops tightened their circles, waiting for their prey.
OPERATION BLACK CHERRY BUSTER launched.
If General P'Kank had been a memeing man, he might have realized that while he had named the operation after his favorite ice cream, it had a whole different meaning.
But, then, again, he might have found it amusing.
---------
Melinvae ran for the grav-striker, her combat medic bag bouncing against her hip. Her friends from school would have never recognized the young woman that jumped onto the grav-striker with an easy practiced motion, grabbing the 'oh shit bar' with one hand even as she patted her aid bag with the other. She wore a Terran Confederate Army uniform, adaptive camouflage with warsteel plating, heavy boots, and a helmet. Covering her face was a standard gas mask, the hose running around to the back on her back. She carried one of the brutal, ugly magac submachine guns on one hip.
On her shoulders was the rank of a Specialist Grade-Four and the patch representing 1st Medical Brigade.
The grav-striker howled as it lifted off and Melinvae kept her knees flexed to absorb the vibration as it clawed for the skies. The gunners on either side of her, door gunners manning heavy six barrel minigun, hit the preload systems and the guns clacked as they went through auto-check functions and loaded ammunition into the chamber.
Off in the distance she saw the flat white flash of an atomic going off, followed immediately by a set of staccato actinic flashes.
ATOMIC ATOMIC ATOMIC appeared in her retinal link.
She swallowed thickly.
Dozens, then scores of grav-strikers lifted off, joining the one Melinvae was on.
This is all of First Cav, she thought to herself as more grav-strikers joined. She could see the horse's head over the diagonal stripe on a yellow field stenciled onto the side of the grav-strikers.
Is this it? Is this the final push? she asked herself, hoping beyond hope that this time, finally, the Atrekna would be pushed from her world.
She hoped it was, but she wasn't counting on it.
The young female Hesstla took a deep breath and centered herself.
All to soon there would be casualties. Beings of a dozen species screaming for her from the battlefield.
Saint Doss preserve them, she thought as the entire flotilla of grav-strikers banked even as they rose up into the clouds. Saint Walker preserve me and the rest of Treatment Platoon.
In the distance more atomic weapons went off, boiling clouds reaching for the sky.
---------
The little Hesstlan girl was six, her fur was gray with white dappled spots mixed in, her ears were straight and long, her green eyes were hidden by a blindfold. She held her lower lip between her flat bottom teeth and her longer upper teeth as she trembled with excitement. She was being led out of the bedroom and into the kitchen slash dining room, her little feet, in shined black shoes with little rhinestones on it, shuffled as she let herself be led.
The blindfold was pulled away and she gasped in happiness.
On the table was a round cake, covered in frosting, with six candles on it.
"HAPPY BIRTHDAY, PUNEE!" everyone gathered up cried out. Even her little brothers and sisters, who were all between four and five, cheered and hopped up and down, clapping their hands.
The BobCo Nutriforge, its paint chipped and worn, pinged out a happy tune that ended with "Happy Birthday, Valued BobCo Customer!"
Punee rushed up to the table as soon as the song ended, putting her hands on the wood and leaning forward. She closed her eyes, made a wish, then blew out the candles in one long sputtering breath, feeling pleased with herself that she had blown out all the candles.
Punee, her days of feralness behind her, looked up at her family. Her aunt and uncle, her cousins, her older brother and sisters, all smiled back.
Even Dambree, who Nee loved most, gave a smile.
The cake was cut and Punee went and sat on the worn and patched couch with her little brothers and sisters, eating cake and ice cream. Afterwards came presents. Not many, just one from each person, most of them BobCo products.
There was even one from Mister Bob 'Caveman' Johnson that the nutriforge had printed out just for her, with a card that said "Happy Sixth Birthday, Valued BobCo Customer, from Bob Johnson" on it that played a little tune when she opened it to find a slip of paper that would let the nutriforge print out cookies just for her.
Mister Mewmew didn't have a gift, but instead let Punee hold him and pet him, a smiley face on his black macroplas triangle embedded in his forehead.
Finally, after all of the party, she went to bed with her new dolly, squirming in between her two younger sisters.
---------
Tru looked up as Dambree came into the kitchen from the outside. Her older sister was in 'full dress' as Aunt Fenn called it. Grav-ski mask with a hood pulled over her head, coveralls, heavy thick belt, heavy boots, a brush clearing blade and a heavy magac pistol on the belt, thick leather work gloves.
"Going to check the outside line. Thought I saw someone poking around out there yesterday," Dambree said. Her voice was rough, gravelly, like she had spent the day chewing broken glass and gravel.
"I'll keep watch," Tru promised.
Dambree nodded. "Good."
"Be safe," Uncle Inkree said, standing up. He hugged Dambree, only coming up to mid-chest on the no-longer teenage girl who now stood over a foot taller than he did.
"We'll see," Dambree said. She opened the door and slipped out into the night.
---------
Arverr was a Red-Tip and had been for over a year. He had started at a refugee center that had gotten overrun, then another refugee center that he had been ejected from for stealing and refusing to be part of the work crews, and then wandered around joining this gang or the other until he'd ran into the Red-Tip Clan.
Lately, he'd been frustrated by one of the rules.
Nobody goes in the forest to the north.
Arverr had heard all the stories about some masked killer that haunted the forest around the lake, protecting an empty campground and killing any who entered the forest, but Arverr knew it was all bullshit. There was no "Masked Killer of Sparkling Lake", it was just bullshit because the others were afraid of the forest.
Arverr wasn't. Before the screaming times he'd been a park ranger.
He knew there wasn't anything out there.
He'd gotten almost a dozen like-minded Hesstlan and gone into the woods to prove it. They'd loot one of the cabins and come back, showing everyone there wasn't any masked killer our there.
That had been two hours ago.
Now, he and Briltee were stumbling through the rain and the dark. Briltee was sobbing, holding onto her arm where a bandage covered a nasty gouge.
They were all that was left.
They'd found the cabin, that was easy enough. It had been full of loot. Blankets, food, drinks, clothing, batteries. Enough to barter and be comfortable with.
They'd been gathering it all up when a scream had interrupted their laughing and joking.
That had been the first victim.
Arverr knew if he could just reach the Red-Tip Clan camp, he'd be free and clear. No way the Masked Killer of Sparkling Lake would brave over a hundred guns and over two hundred knives.
"Where is he?" Briltee whined, looking around.
They were crouched down next to a burnt out car, surrounded by ferns and trees.
"I don't know," Arverr said.
"How much further?" Briltee asked. She cried out and grabbed her arm again, the bandage still wet with blood that kept seeping from the wound.
"A mile. Maybe two," Arverr said.
"We're not going to make it," Briltee said.
"Shut up. We just need to keep running," Arverr said. He put his hand on the rusted hood of the ground car wreck and opened his mouth to tell Briltee to get ready to run.
The heavy brush clearing blade cut his hand off partway up the forearm.
He screamed, raising the stump, as Briltee joined him in screaming.
The Masked Killer of Sparkling Lake stood there, the heavy brush clearing blade in one hand, the dull white of the grav-mask surrounding the black empty eyes.
Briltee broke. Screaming, she launched herself against the massive form of the masked killer, screaming and fighting.
Arverr fell to his knees, holding his forearm and screaming.
Briltee got her fingers on the edge of the mask and pulled.
The mask fell down to hang from the main strap, resting on the masked figure's chest.
Briltee and Arverr were looking right at the unmasked killer when white light swept away the dark night.
The face was scarred. Horrible, twisting, upraised scars. There was only a few small patches of white and tan fur here and there. The eyes burned with a dull red light deep within them. The protruding front teeth were wide and sharp looking. Briltee's sharpened nails, which she kept broken off edges of razor blade glued beneath, had left three small cuts on the figure's cheek that ran with dark, almost black blood.
There was another quick two flashes of light as the figure put the mask back in place.
Briltee was still screaming, staring at the masked killer's face, horror filling her already broken mind from the sight of the killer's exposed face.
The killer thrust the thick heavy brush clearing blade deep into Briltee's stomach.
The female Hesstlan stopped screaming, instead coughed, her hands locking around the killer's forearm. She tried to hold tight, but the killer slowly pulled the heavy blade from her stomach and she fell back against the burnt out groundcar, pressing her forearm to her stomach.
Arverr managed to wrap his belt around his forearm and pull on it, struggling to cut off the blood flow.
Another flash revealed the masked killer staring off into the distance, toward where the flashes had come from.
A low rumble shook the earth as the trees creaked and waved back and forth.
The masked figure suddenly turned and walked into the forest, vanishing into the shadows.
After a few moments Briltee and Arverr managed to get to their feet and stumble away, heading back to the Red-Tip Clan camp.
The story of how the Masked Killer of Sparkling Lake, who stood taller than a grown man, looked underneath the mask spread rapidly.
By dawn, Arverr and Briltee found themselves tied to trees on the edge of his territory, their feet cut off and the stumps sealed with tar.
Around each of their necks hung a simple sign.
UR LAYK
---------
Dambree sat down, the towel wrapped around her.
"They're telling everyone to get into basements and shelters," Tru said, tapping the top of the emergency radio.
"They're firing atomics off pretty close," Elu said.
"I know," Dambree nodded. She held out her forearm for Mister Mewmew to bite.
Mister Mewmew showed a blue trefoil and Tru sighed with relief.
"You can't go out in that," Aunt Fenn said quietly. She had been woken by the rumbling of the earth and stood next to Dambree, one arm protectively around her swollen belly. "There will be black rain by morning."
"I know," Dambree sighed. "If I have to, I will, black rain or no," Dambree said. She opened the can of Liquid Hate, smiling at the warning squeak.
"I hope it doesn't last long," Elu said.
"I know," Dambree said. She took a drink and set down the can. "So do I."




Chapter Thirty-Eight

"Has this ever happened to you?"
Scene of species specific elder matronly figure opening a closet and being trampled by species specific riot police tumbling off the top shelf.
"Help! My democracy has fallen and my vote doesn’t count!"
Fade to manic looking species specific spokesbeing standing behind a counter in a kitchen
"Well you need one of the many FREEDOM© products available from Liberty Industries. We have lots of options available to suit your needs. Including the time tested methods, like the "MapleLeaf Request,"
spokesbeing holds up strongly worded letter
"The "Oz-Land 'Gidawf Mah Prahpurty' Polite Request,"
spokesbeing holds up an eatmu launcher. Flashing below it is: "Comes with 4 angry eatmus"
"The "Animeland 'I'm Just Saying' Request,"
spokesbeing points and camera pans over to a bunch of black clad species specific figures all carrying swords
"The Land of Pharaohs 'I'm Not Asking' Request,"
spokesbeing points and the camera pans over crowds of species specific figures waving banners and signs wearing body armor and carrying rifles while singing species specific songs
"and the "Hamburger Kingdom 'Why Didn't You Listen!' Request"."
spokesbeing waves manipulator appendage to kitchen window where rows of armored soldiers, military equipment and vehicles are visible
"Many other options are also available on request to meet your specific needs. Like the "Fifth of November","
camera pans to the left to show that half of the kitchen packed with wooden barrels and back
"and the "John Conner"."
spokesbeing places a plasma rifle in the 40 watt range and uzi 9mm in the counter
"Whatever your need, look to Liberty Industries to change your democratic situation."
*fade out to legal announcements *
"Liberty Industries Negative Liability Company is not responsible for the use of its products. Liberty Industries is a wholly owned subsidiary of BobCo, all rights reserved."
--BobCo GalNet advertisement in former Lanaktallan space, post Confederacy/Unified Council War.
---------
"Come now and listen to the legends of our people, the beginning of our home, and the source of the great curse that now rests upon us.
In the ancient age, before our home was touched by our people's feet, we lived under the blessed shackles of The Unified Ones. Our people were bound in ignorance, blessed without thought, control, or will. Then came Nakteti the Traveler, the Oathkeeper, She who bound the Shackle-Blessed King to his gilded throne, the daughter of the Matron of the Steely Gaze Singing Bray. She set out to seek a new home for our people, she reached into the long dark with all four hands, seeking to grip a new future.
Just when her goal was in reach however she was beset upon by an ancient beast, a ravening, hungering, devouring beast, a screeching titan of metal and hate that screamed the ancient words, "THERE IS ONLY ENOUGH FOR ONE!". Nakteti the Traveler wept as she watched the people slaughtered. Wept as the new homes she had sought burned and were gouged into pieces by the Star-Hungering Titan. She fled, unable to fight the creature, desperate for aid. Her call did not go unanswered.
From the stars came the mighty Da'ahk'seen the Curseborn, the Wrathful One, the Dark-Bound Savior, and his companion, the Doe of Fye, Friend to All, the Grandest Child. Nakteti the Traveler called for aid, and he answered. Da'ahk'seen faced the Star-Hungering Titan in battle with wrath and hate, while Doe of Fye sheltered Nakteti and her battered companions, shepherding them away to safety. Nakteti was taken by the great Doe of Fye to a mighty fortress, the great and terrifying castle of Terra's Soul, where the Curse-Bound Terrans live and thrive. Where the Wrathful lemurs make their wild, ferocious, bright, and beautiful home.
Nakteti looked upon their accursed lives, their vibrant, powerful, beautiful lives. After being blessed by shackles for countless years she found the mighty fortress and its people both terrifying and wonderful. She found that it was good, and she hungered for their ravening curse. She called upon her power, rallying the maddened lemurs of Terra and took from them, with cleverness and creativity, a new home, a land for our people to thrive. She worked tirelessly, ceaselessly working alongside the maddened lemurs of Terra. When the great Star-Hungering Titans arrived at our ancient home it was the mad lemurs of Terra who saved as many of us as they could and took us to our new home, to the home Nakteti the Traveler had created for us with the wealth and power of those same mad lemurs.
When our people arrived we were overwhelmed and terrified. The Lanaktallan were left far behind, the Terrans had left us be, we were alone. Our leaders rallied quickly, they shackled us once more in blessings, took our terrifying choices and worries away, let us return to what we had known. However to Nakteti the Traveler this was unacceptable. She had been afflicted by the great curse on the Fortress of Terra's Soul.
She descended with wrath and fury, lifted blade and spell like the furious Terrans she walked with, and she battered her way into the very depths of the Gilded Palace where our leader sat. She roared and swept her blade... but she spared his life. She bound him in golden chains, sealing him away in his Gilded Palace, binding him and his Blessing of Shackles to the heart of the city he called home, never to escape lest his cloying binding shackles spread across the world.
After binding the Shackle-Blessed King into the Pearl Throne of his Gilded Castle she left raised her voice, lifted her gripping hands, and cast upon our people the Great Curse, leading us forth from that city and into the wilds. There we found ourselves, our true selves. There we finally became people, ravaged by the terrible curse that now afflicted us.
The curse of freedom.
Terrible, terrible freedom."
-Zaitekik, Free-Cursed Scholar of the Tnvaru Histories, 132 years after the Nakteti Freedom Revolution.
"It's obviously bullshit, but it's cool so I believe it." -Unknown Tnvaru
---------
"I visited New Tnvaru after the war, curious as to how they had adapted. Like everywhere else the Mad Lemurs of Earth had touched, they had adapted in their own way.
"Whether it was the right way or the wrong way, they, like others, will have to let historians judge some day in the future.
"After the shackles have rusted away." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
---------
MANDATORY VIEWING MESSAGE
"As Planetary Director For Life, it is my solemn duty to care for all of you within my sphere of authority. Are you or someone you know a Terran in distress? Help is available 30 hours a day, 8 days a week, at any time! The New Tnvaru Psychiatric Services can provide grief counseling in addition to many other services. Call or text at any time for an automated, digital sentience, or live being crisis counselor call, a counseling appointment at a clinic or other comfortable location or even a home visit! Let us help you as you have helped us." - Planetary Director For Life Namtotum speaking for the Terran Assistance Program
END MANDATORY VIEWING MESSAGE
---------
The holoprojection was crystal clear, high fidelity, something Nakteti had been assured all of her life was impossible due to atmospheric attenuation and distortion. Even a large holotank could only produce grainy and flickering holograms, yet the small disk sitting on the table was providing such high resolution that she could make out the reflections in the glossy black armor of the figure she was talking to via needlecast over a thousand light years away.
"One hundred worlds and I have discovered the exact same problem you are dealing with," the black armored figure wheezed. "I have been forced to leave the Lanaktallan Executor surveillance systems in place, keep open factories that produce products that could be manufactured through creation engines in seconds and at vastly superior quality with less resource use, and micromanage nearly all facets of life through my subordinates."
"How long must it go on?" Nakteti asked, keeping her catching hands busy by polishing the nanite infused sword she held in her gripping hands.
The other being in the needlecast com call shook their head. They were a Terran made of entirely red light, male with a compassionate expression that felt heartfelt rather than forced. "Decades, Lady Nakteti, perhaps generations. Terra has a long history of dealing with the oppressed once oppression has been cast off, so we have protocols and therapies to deal with such things."
"I had hoped, no, I had assumed that everyone would reach out and try to grasp the freedoms I was offering," Nakteti admitted.
The black armored figure shook his head. "No, Lady Nakteti. They may want to, but they will be terrified by it. Others may attempt to, but will find it too overwhelming. Still others will feel a sense of fear and discomfort even contemplating it. My people have been under treatment for years."
"We had to start instilling a culture. These people had no culture, no true society beyond oppression, beyond the relationship between oppressor and oppressed," the red being said. "We were forced to resort to using children's programs just to teach them to go on walks and acknowledge one another's presence."
"There were those who were afraid to show affection to their own children," the armored one wheezed. "Those who had been torn from their parents and did not know them. Reuniting families was among the most daunting but rewarding tasks the Empire faces."
"Is there nothing I can do for them? They are my people, and what they are struggling under cannot be borne," Nakteti said, feeling frustration.
"Do what you are doing. Give them the option to choose between their old life, the unrestrained freedom you offer, and anything in between," the armored one said.
"I will forward you the treatment that was developed by myself and other psychiatric and psychologist medical professionals," the red figure said. "I will also send you the files so that you can do species specific versions of children's shows just to start healing your people."
"Thank you, Grand Moff Red Prince," Nakteti said.
"I invite you for a visit the Melody System, Lady Nakteti, at your leisure," the black armored figure wheezed.
"I will, Darth Harmonus," Nakteti said.
The call ended and Nakteti stared at the GalCom logo for a few long minutes, still rubbing oils into the alloy of the blade. The privacy field dropped and she could hear birds and insects outside as well as the rhythmic sound of metal being hammered on metal. The room she was in reappeared, revealing her to be sitting at a kitchen table in a modest little house.
She touched the icon on the table edge and the holoemmiter lowered into the tabletop and was hidden by the two panels sliding back into position. She put the sword on her back, feeling the magnetic system between her two pair of shoulder blades click.
Sighing, she got up, moved to the fridge, and got a Countess Crey Berry Snap Surprise, cracking open the can as she went out the side door.
She stepped from a fully modern kitchen into a medieval blacksmith's workshop between one step and the next. There were three heavily muscles Terrans working, one doing engraving on a nearly unadorned blade, the second slowly and steadily pumping bellows, and the third working on hammering the hyperalloys into shape to form another blade for a bastard sword.
Nakteti had learned about sword forging over the last six months, watching and learning from Lady Keena's children.
"How did your meeting go?" Lady Surscee asked without looking up from where she was etching the blade she had worked for nearly two weeks to forge. Nakteti knew the blade was flush with nanites to emulate magic.
"Good, I guess," Nakteti said. She moved over and sat on one of the stools after climbing up on it. Her feet were a good half-meter off the floor.
"Didn't hear what you wanted to?" Crooked Raster asked, the digital sentience appearing via hologram. The DS was examining the nanite programming system, which largely was predicated on runic script and long flowing command phrases.
"Not really," Nakteti admitted. "I was hoping Darth Harmonus would be able to provide me with some way to get everything to work, but apparently even after a couple of years he is still facing the same problems I have. Worse, he has to deal with four neo-sapient species, two unregistered local sentient species, and the Lanaktallan as well as all of the various Council species that don't want to leave his Empire."
Lady Surscee pushed the blade back, putting the engraver she was using in the cradle it normally rested in. Nakteti knew that despite its primitive look it was used to align nanites as well as the atomic structure of the blade itself.
"Nothing worth doing is ever easy," Lady Surscee said. "Like many others who have found power thrust upon them, often unwillingly, the path that leads to the best outcome is the one with the most obstacles and trials."
"Just don't lose sight of what you're trying to do," Crooked Raster said. He wiped away the runes he was studying and looked at Nakteti. "Just remember, when you're asshole deep in alligators and kobolds it's really hard to remember your original goal was to drain the swamp."
It took Nakteti a second to look up the meaning. The first few results were memes of a muscled Terran male fighting alligators or the lizard people of the Rigellian Saurian Compact known as kobolds. One made her snort, as it was a Terran adult smashing alligators with the caption "Don't tell me to calm down!" The one of a fat man yelling "DON'T TOUCH ANYTHING? I'LL TOUCH WHATEVER I WANT" and laying about himself with a club and his fists made her burst out laughing.
When she finally got it, she nodded.
"I have to admit, I had hoped that Namtotum would just make sure the people who weren't ready to live outside those big cities were cared for. I wasn't expecting what he's done in the last few months," Nakteti said.
Lady Surscee laughed. "You have shown and offered him more power than he even had beneath the hooves of the Lanaktallan, but the loss of his eye has shown him that you are more ruthless than even he is."
"He was willing to have me killed by his guards," Nakteti protested.
"But you showed you were willing to carve his eye from his face with a knife you held in your own hand," Lady Surscee replied. "It is one thing to order others to do bloodshed, it is another to do it yourself."
"He admires your ruthlessness," Magnus said from where he had just quenched the blade in a barrel of vinegar and oil mixed with the blood from cattle. Nakteti wrinkled her nose at the smell, but she had gotten used to it. "Even he was beneath the yoke of the Lanaktallan, forced to kneel before their vast armies and their Executor Corps, but not a single Lanaktallan ever took his eye from him themselves. He respects that."
Nakteti shook her head. "The fact he uses forced emigration to my areas as a punishment, calling it 'exile' is somewhat annoying."
"It makes it fearful, the same way he has a lengthy and frightening process for anyone to return to the cities," Magnus said. He pulled the blade from the quenching barrel and thrust it into the forge. "Fear is the most primal response and one that often needs little tailoring to the individual."
Nakteti nodded, sipping at her drink, as Magnus went back to work on the blade.
She disliked the changes on some levels. The walls around the cities, how the workers were moved under guard to the factories and farms and forced to work beneath the gaze of armed guards, how Tnvaru could be exiled from the city for 'crimes against the State', and how anyone who 'snuck' out or 'defected' had to undergo harsh interrogation and nearly go through a trial to be allowed back.
She sighed again and Lady Surscee looked at her. "What vexes you?"
"I just feel... I don't know... like I failed them somehow," Nakteti sighed. "Less than a third of the population left the cities, and almost half of them went back to the cities within a month."
"The world outside a prison cell can be terrifying," Lady Surscee said.
"Have you looked at the population metrics lately?" Crooked Raster asked.
Nakteti shook her head. "No."
Crooked Raster tossed her a glittering ball that she knew only she could see. She caught it with the hand that had an implanted holoemitter and brought it up.
The sight of the graph where the amount of Tnvaru who left the cities brought a twinge of sadness. The line went up to nearly a third of the population, then dropped down until barely a fifth of the population was still in her areas.
"Swipe it to the last six months," Crooked Raster said.
She twisted her fingers and flicked two fingers, expanding it to six months.
The current amount of Tnvaru was almost a quarter.
"Now look at raw numbers," Crooked Raster said.
That made her raise her eyebrows. A few thousand a week. None of which returned to the cities. Nearly a quarter of the Tnvaru on the planet lived in one of the 'rings' around the city.
The closer to the city, the more city and planetary officials controlled people's days with laws, regulations, and fees.
"What is this line?" Nakteti asked, tapping a thin dotted red line. It expanded and she stared.
There was video of Tnvaru being hidden in trucks of grain, bribing Sociopolice, or running quickly between spotlights to vanish into the alleys of the industrial sections surrounding the cities.
"The Underground Railroad," Crooked Raster said. He shook his head. "Just enough 'raids'," the DS made air-quotes, "To keep them on their toes and to give it a sense of anxiety and urgency, but still several hundred a week are 'smuggled' out of the cities."
Nakteti watched as a group of a dozen fleeing Tnvaru were captured by the Sociopolice and then freed in a daring jailbreak that involved explosives and gunfire. She noted that all of it was done with stunners, not a single 'hard' weapon.
"Namtotum knows about this?" Nakteti asked.
Crooked Raster smiled. "Yes. He's decided that it's better to 'bleed off malcontents' to your area than have to deal with anything else, like firebombs or car bombings, that people might choose to try to fight against his system."
"It feels like I'm playing God here," Nakteti sighed. "Like Namtotum and I are putting on some grand performance and fooling everyone."
"They allow themselves to be fooled. It is easier for them to accept that they will have freedom and liberty and plenty if they can just escape the dystopia they are so unfortunate to have been imprisoned by than to admit that all they have to do is board a maglev shuttle," Magnus said, turning and thrusting the blade back into the quencher to fuse the nanites to the alloy.
Nakteti's datalink popped up a meme she'd never seen before. On the top was the caption "How it is presented" and a picture of a crying Tnvaru female with a heavy boot on the side of her face. Below was the caption "How it be" with the viewpoint pulled back to show that the Tnvaru was pressing the boot against their own face.
Nakteti shook her head and dismissed the meme.
"Sister, if you would," Magnus said, pulling the blade from the barrel and setting it on the warsteel anvil.
"If I must," Lady Surscee said, standing up.
Nakteti watched as the female Terran used 'magic' to infuse more nanites into the blade as well as program them. It was a long slow process and the chanting eased Nakteti's nerves and made her relax.
After a bit she got up and left the blacksmith workshop, stepping into the sunlight. The breeze felt chilly for a moment as her sweat soaked fur had been fine inside. She looked around at the small town she had chosen to stay in for the time being. A private spaceport was less than two miles away, hidden by trees that helped baffle the sound.
She moved up to the comfortable swing on the porch and sat down. She admitted she had copied it from the swing on the porch of her mother's house, but the comfort was something she needed.
After a long moment she touched her datalink.
"Twisted Java here," the DS said.
"Get my crew together," she said.
"Oh? Where are we going?" the DS asked.
"The Harmonus Empire, the Melody System," Nakteti said. "I want to see how the Empire is run."




Chapter Thirty-Nine

General of the Copper (1-Star/Brigadier) P'Kank was a warrior of large size and excellent coloration. His eyes had two more hexagonal 'rings' than most warriors, his antenna had one additional sensing section than most warriors. His fore-brain was slightly larger, more dense. His mid-brain was connected to his fore-brain by a spinal cord slightly thicker than other warriors.
His pedigree matched his superior physical advantages.
He had come up artillery, with a stint in 75 Rangers and eight tours with 7th Special Forces (Old Blood). He was orbital drop qualified as well as having recertified only a year before hostilities had broken out. He could drive a tank, a grav-lifter, an aerospace striker. He was as adapt in the jungles of an over-active yellow star as he was running through the deserts of a cool silicate world orbiting a red sun. He had been active military for nearly four hundred years of his allotted (roughly) five hundred years of lifespan yet could complete the Confederate Armed Services Physical Performance and Fitness Test as if he was a warrior caste of less than 15 years.
He had theater defense and offense citations, he had been awarded for personal bravery, and had been wounded six times during his career badly enough to require time in a regeneration cast.
Twice, as a staff officer, he had led his men directly, himself, into the howling inferno of modern combat. Once, as a Company Grade officer, he had been vidded raising the Terran Confederacy's banner over the ruins of a Dark Elf fortress, his armor still smoking, his weapon discolored, and the pale fibrous appearance of a 'field dressing' across his chest where the medics had resealed his cracked and damaged armor.
He had taken part in the final battle of the Mithril Nebula Conflict, the Clownface Nebula Conflict, and dozens of others.
He had spent 15 years as a High Matron's Ceremonial Cattle Guard. Ten years as the personal guard of a diplomat.
Just before his deployment to the Lanaktallan Conflict Zone, back when it was just Precursor Autonomous War Machines, he had been promoted from Field Colonel, his beloved 19th Combined Arms Regiment and placed in the staff of III Corps, where he had been put in charge of 3283rd Infantry Horde, an honorable posting with a distinguished unit.
When the Great Die Off had occurred, he had found himself the highest ranking officer in the entire Corps.
Humans were less than 10% of the Confederacy's population.
They were 82% of the Terran Confederacy Armed Services, if one discounted the greenies and the vast Treana'ad Infantry Hordes. If you counted those, they dropped to 45%.
That over representation of the known universe's most aggressive omnivore predator had been almost fatally wounding to the Terran Confederate Armed Services. Entire military bases were left with nothing more than a handful of Telkan or Rigellians looking around going "Uh... hello?" to a base filled with corpses.
Worse, from P'Kank's point of view, III Corps had been involved in close combat with the Atrekna over the ownership of the Hesstla System.
He could still remember, with a chilled shudder, how nearly everyone in the command center had either suddenly sighed and slumped to the floor...
...or worse.
He had fought, side to side with the remaining non-TDH command staff, against every beings worst nightmare.
Enraged Humans.
They had won, but the cost had been tremendous. Yes, less than one out of every five hundred TDH had gone enraged.
But one naked Enraged Human could take on a heavy tank bare handed and unless the tank crew got lucky, the human would rip the crew out of the tank and tear them apart with his teeth.
But General P'Kank had done it.
He had rallied the non-TDH, killed or captured the Enraged TDH, and even managed to get control of the battlefield and push back the sudden Atrekna counter-attack.
Which is how the 2.5D mural on the wall of the III Corps Tactical Operations Command Center ended up painted by several people. A mural that embarrassed P'Kank every time he saw it.
It was of P'Kank standing on top of the Command Center, firing a flare/commo-drone combo into the air to signal all units to rally and hold what they had, his other hand waving the guidon of Phantom Corps over his head.
That, in P'Kank's opinion, was bad enough, but the fact that the painter had chosen to draw P'Thok's head in the clouds looking down approvingly was enough to make P'Kank duck his head in embarrassment every time he passed the mural.
P'Kank slowed down, looked around, and saw that nobody was in the hallway.
Digging in his pocket, he pulled out two objects and slapped them on the mural, then hurried down the hallway to return to the Operations Center from his bathroom break.
The Operations Center was extremely busy. The local Hesstla had stepped into the gap, training literally tens of thousands of volunteers in the last four years. Everything from office workers to computers to intelligence analysts to grav striker pilots to tankers to infantry.
P'Kank welcomed them warmly. III Corps and 2nd Telkan and 5th Herd could use all the help they could get.
P'Kank moved up to the biggest holotank that showed the entirety of the planet. Yellow and red concentric rings were pulsing from dozens of points around the planet, signifying combats at the Regimental level or higher.
"Anything out of the ordinary?" P'Kank asked.
"No, General," 2nd Lieutenant Cretmee, a recent graduate of the Hesstla Officer Candidate School, said, shaking her head.
P'Kank spun the globe, letting it slowly rotate. So far everything was in expected tolerances and below projected casualty estimates for Hour Twelve.
Captain Ulk-Kulk-Lulk, Fifth Amphibious Commandos, came limping in, his right leg in a regen cast. He moved up to P'Kank and leaned close.
"Sir, someone defaced your mural again," the Leebawan said softly.
"Oh no, did they?" P'Kank said, not looking away from the map.
"Yes, they put googly eyes over your eyes again. I'll have some enlistedmen remove them later," the Leebawan officer said.
"Very well. Make sure that you use enlisted assigned for extra duty due to non-judicial punishment," P'Kank said.
"Yes, sir," the Leebawan commando said. He nodded respectfully and moved over to the holotank where the amphibious commandos were being shown.
P'Kank turned his attention to where III Corps was locked in combat.
Multiple Atrekna Leadership Caste had been sighted and he regretfully reminded his commanders that it was not quite yet time to knock them out.
In the last twelve hours nearly two thousand Atrekna Leadership Caste individuals had been identified. They usually were in groups of four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four, or one hundred-twenty eight.
Which made sense to P'Kank. They had four fingers on each hand, including their thumb, so the fact that their numerology was Base-8 was the first clue they had needed. The new technology out of CENTCOM and its use as defined by TRADOC had enabled P'Kank to identify individual elements of the Atrekna Leadership Caste by their phasic signature. MILINT was quickly able to identify groupings as well as who was part of them.
The constant pressure, and Operation Lock Stock six months ago had wiped out half of the Atrekna Leadership Caste. Over the last six months steady pressure as well as rebuffing Atrekna assaults had identified not only the new reinforcements the Atrekna had brought in, but now MILINT was sure of where they were bringing them in.
One month ago during Operation All The World, P'Kank had ordered the Time After Time to simulate a weapons malfunction. During the month the Atrekna had carefully tested to see if the Time After Time was inoperative. First moving in Dwellerspawn light units, then the larger units, then the Atrekna Autonomous War Machines, the finally, in bright sparkles hidden by the influx of larger Atrekna Biological Warfare Units and AAWM's, more Atrekna Leadership Caste.
Each time the Time After Time had just swung by, even the temporal scanners inoperative, just standard active sensors sweeping the planet. The heavy battle wagon was still spilling debris after the 'explosion' from the interior. Debris that quietly moved under full stealth until the entire planet was covered by the passive sensors on the massive slowly deployed sensor vanes.
The Atekna had learned to counter the temporal disruption rounds that could be fired by tanks and even crew served weaponry and P'Kank had followed orders not to issue out new versions. He had followed additional orders to have a lot of activity around a large 'factory' building, then start producing munitions delivered to tank and artillery units, that fired off temporal disruption rounds.
The Atrekna had thrown wave after wave until they were able to force the Confed forces back from the factory. They had destroyed it and retreated in the face of a counter-attack.
CONFEDMILINT had played puppet-master with P'Kank. He had a ground commander's leeway, but they still had given him orders that had looked conflicting, looked crazy, but slowly the pattern had emerged.
Discover the capabilities of the Atrekna beyond their ability to move in reinforcements from time periods past in some type of 'copy' of previously existing units.
P'Kank understood it. He had a 5 to 6X temporal dilation effect going on planetside and a 30X effect in orbit and in the system itself. That allowed him to spend months or weeks testing CONFEDMILINT's crazy ideas and reporting back a wealth of knowledge.
He glanced at the logistics plan.
The rounds had been fabbed up by creation engines in heavily shielded areas, moved under the cover of darkness, in heavily shielded vehicles, and loaded into vehicles that had been 'destroyed' during the last few months.
Some of the templates had started out, four years ago, as legacy templates from the last Temporal War. Now they were streamlined, more effective, and in some cases, miniaturized.
He rolled the planet again to take a look at it.
Thirty Two Temporal Zones where the Atrekna were furiously bringing in reinforcements.
Twelve hours in and the Atrekna did what P'Kank knew they were going to do.
Brought in exactly one-hundred twenty-eight ALC elements.
Then two hundred fifty six.
P'Kank reached out and touched a hologram.
A button rose up out of the holotank, a plastic shield over it.
P'Kank slowly lifted the shield as he took a key from around his neck.
512
He inserted the key into the lock and turned it.
1024
He put his finger on the button.
2048.
The fighting on the surface was furious, the AAWM and the ABU trying to force the Confederate Forces from the TZ's.
4096
Every TZ had at least 128 Atrekna Leadership Caste at it.
Brand new reinforcements.
He heard someone call out "STATUS CHANGE! TYPE-V AAWM - TYPE-III ABU DETECTED IN ALL TZ!"
8192
That meant the new Atrekna Autonomous War Machines would be coming through, same with the Atrekna Biological Units.
16384
P'Kank opened his mandibles in a snarl. He could practically feel the greasy cloying surge of victory from the Atrekna.
almost...
32768 individual Atrekna Leadership Case units.
One thousand per TZ.
"FIRING HOME WRECKER SHOT!" P'Kank called out.
He pressed the button.
---------
In orbit the satellites released by the Time After Time had started charging their weapons when P'Kank had turned the key. The heavy gun was shielded with the best tech that the Confederacy had been able to develop in the few months that P'Kank and III Corps had been pinned down in Hesstla.
Chronotrons were spawned, charged, and streamed into the chamber. Phasic energy was used as a 'suspension fluid' for the chronotrons. The compression chamber was readied. Targeting was checked, double-checked, triple-checked, then moved to real time tracking. The weapon would be precise enough that it could hit an eighteen digit grid coordinate.
The nuclear compression charge fired. The heavy warsteel chamber recoiled into the primary chamber. The mass of chronotrons were compressed until they were almost a plasma-like semi-solid. The nuclear propellant charge was fired, the warsteel ringing out with a clang.
The beams hit at the exact split second they were fired, a bright yellow shaft with a white and brilliant violet core.
Each beam hit one of the Temporal Zones.
---------
The Atrekna knew they had the upper hand now. They were flooding Dwellerspawn and Servitor Machines into the planet, forcing the defenders back from their initial push against each of the Temporal Shifting Zones. Multiple shift-seeds had been deployed until an actual gateway to where they had grown millions, billions more of the Dwellerspawn, where they had manufactured tens of thousands of the Servitor Machines.
There was a bright flash as the heavens reached down and slammed a hammerfist down into the Atrekna controlled zones.
The temporal cloning gates collapsed as the energy from the beam washed through it, disrupting the targeted cloning area. In all but a single zone the connection back to the Prime Systems were severed and the next wave of thirty-two thousand Atrekna were torn apart by the violent rippling and shuddering effect of the temporal resonance with a phasic 'twist' enhancement that slammed down.
One TZ stayed open. Only one gate, where the Atrekna managed to hold the portal open even as they reeled under the onslaught of out of control chronotrons liberally loaded with phasic energy vibrating on a frequency that caused crazing, splintering, and shattering of the phasic crystals used in every piece of Atrekna technology.
One gate.
That led straight to the inhabited planet of the Prime System.
---------
"PRIMARY GATE IDENTIFIED!" P'Kank heard. It appeared on the holotank.
Right where MILINT had estimated.
P'Kank motioned to his XO, his S2, and the Senior Command Sergeant Major.
All of them moved up to the holotank, pulling out keys as the holotank lifted up plas-shield covered big red buttons that said "DO NOT PRESS!" on them.
They unlocked the covers and flipped them up.
They then inserted their keys and on the count of three unlocked the button.
In orbit a single satellite warmed up the mass driver after triple-checking the targeting solution and then moving to real time targeting.
"Prepare to press," P'Kank said.
He disagreed with what was about to happen.
He had disagreed with creating such a weapon.
He had submitted his objections in writing to deploying such a weapon.
But while he objected to the weapon, it was not illegal, and his orders to use it did not constitute an illegal order.
"Target acquired," one of the techs said.
"Press button," P'Kank said gravely.
It clicked, the small noise of each button loud despite the bustle of the command center.
"Payload fired," the tech said.
"Digital Omnimessiah forgive us," P'Kank said softly, watching the holotank.
---------
SP4 Melinvae held tight to the oh-shit bar, rocking back and forth slightly. She had managed to grab almost five hours of sleep during the holding pattern that 1st Cav was doing. She felt the striker dip suddenly and snapped to full wakefulness instead of the mostly asleep but not quite but I'm still getting a nap but I'm awake sergeant I think I'm dreaming but I know what's going on that she had been floating in for five hours.
The grav-striker she was on was dropping through the clouds.
"TWO MINUTES!" came the shout from her squad leader.
She chinned the button to signal green as the doors opened on the sides of the strikers and the door guns deployed.
A single lance of light speared down through the clouds. An object streaking through the atmosphere at high speeds, leaving behind a fiery trail behind it and a thunderclap as superheated air collapsed back into the path of the object as it cooled.
She expected there to a rumble, or a ghostly soft thud against her bone marrow, or maybe the taste of blueberries across her back teeth.
Instead, she tasted...
Oranges?
---------
The object passed through clouds, lancing down, and striking directly on the gate that led from Hesstla to the Prime System. The outer layer of chronotrons was keyed to the same pattern as the gate, allowing it to pass through.
The remaining Atrekna pulled back in fear, more than a few fleeing for the crystalline fortresses in the mountains, as the object passed through the gate and impacted on the surface of the planet. Where it entered the atmosphere a supersonic shockwave of super-heated air rolled out.
The planet of the Prime System shuddered, the impact creating a massive crater and throwing gigatons of dirt into the air. The object blew a crater nearly a quarter-mile deep in the surface.
The Atrekna looked at the crater beneath a suddenly boiling sky. There was a bright half-dome in the middle of the crater, inside the inner ring of the dual-ringed crater. The phasic shockwave was still reverberating through the communal mind and most of the Atrekna were stunned, a significant amount of them had been killed outright by the phasically charged chronotron cascade that accompanied the arrival of the object that had impacted at over MACH 15.
The interstellar gate collapsed, severing the connection between the Prime System and the critical system that the Atrekna so desperately needed in order to firmly put over a hundred food systems under their dominion.
The blackblast cleared and there was silence across the section of the continent that the crater sat on.
The Atrekna watched.
A Thrint Stasis Field cut out.
The Atrekna using remaining surveillance systems saw a figure in heavy armor was kneeling in the just cooled bedrock. As they watched lightning, thick purple phasic lightning, wreathed the figure and it slowly stood up. It had a heavy short barreled weapon on its hip that its hand dropped down to even as the other hand dropped to the haft of a Mark-II Cutting Bar.
The planet was still shuddering from the impact as the Enraged Terran Descent Human wrapped in modified Imperium of Rage armor began walking toward the edge of the massive crater.
---------
P'Kank heard it from far away, feeling his stomachs churn with what he had done.
"Operation Florida Man Complete."




Chapter Fourty

Corporal Nuk-Luk-Duk kept his mind calm, his large eyes closed, his limbs tight to his body, and recited his calming mantras. Less than five years ago he had been fighting the machines, had learned the Word of Jawnconnor, and had signed up for the Confederate Armed Services, eventually qualifying as an amphibious warfare specialist a year ago.
He was in a small capsule that was barely big enough for his armored form, his weapons, his gear, and the mission essential equipment he was tasked with.
There was a slight vibration that he ignored. Whatever it was, it was the province of the grav-striker pilot and beyond his reach.
Grant me the strength to smash the machine within reach and the patience to wait for the next machine rather than seek out those that are the responsibility of others, he thought to himself.
Finally, he felt the strange weightlessness of his capsule being released. There was a long moment, almost a full breath, before his capsule was pulled up by the hard-light grav-chute, going from nearly 210 mph to only 40 mph. It hit the water hard, but Nuk had clenched his jaws around his plastic bit to keep his teeth from chipping.
He could feel the capsule drift even as the vents opened and water filled the interior. Nuk was ready, and his gills opened and began pumping, moving water across them. The weight of the capsule pulled it down in the water, moving with the current. The internal computers kept the buoyancy just right so that he drifted from the drop zone and into the mission zone as part of the cool water.
It took nearly an hour before the weight shifted and his capsule sank to the bottom, bumping against the bedrock at the bottom. The grav-anchor kicked on, heavily shielded, and locked him into position.
Nuk opened his outer eyelid, still floating perfectly still in the contemplation pool within his own mind.
His capsule computer went through the checks. His weaponry was fine, as was his equipment. He was right where he was supposed to be. There were the other capsules around him from his Alpha Group.
The light went red and he popped the capsule.
The cool water of the river washed over him and he gave several clicks that his armored helmet translated into ultrasonic sound that dropped to nearly subsonic outside of water. He heard the clicks come back from his fellow Alpha Group members, all of them quickly getting a map of the bottom of the river locked into their brains through mechanisms laid down by evolution. It matched the map created by the capsules, with a few differences regarding temperature variations and a few 'shadows' of cold water that the capsule computers and sensors couldn't detect without more power intensive systems.
Nuk quickly broke into the capsule, taking it apart and into its base sections.
With his Alpha Group he quickly helped build a shielded underwater shelter, complete with an air pocket, designed in such a way as to completely undetectable above the water or within it.
The creation engine fired up with a hum, heating the water around it, as its heat level and slush levels rose to optimum levels.
Nuk, finished with his part of building the Forward Aquatic Base, floated up to the surface, keeping his crests down. Only his armored eyes showed above the surface as he looked over the terrain with biological systems only.
Up on the ridge was a fortress made of crystal and shining phasic energy. Heavy weapons were dug in, pointing at either side of the valley. Air defense systems scanned the skies. Heavy battlescreens and phasic shields glimmered at either end of the valley. Armored Type-V Autonomous War Machines were resting in vast rows with only a few of the smaller 'scuttlers' moving around. The larger ones were all white-globed and less than a 10th of the scuttlers moving around on six little legs were 'blue'.
Nuk could see a dozen of the purple skinned Atrekna in their shining iridescent phasic enhanced robes floating around. Some high in the air, moving from tower to tower of the fortress, the rest at ground level, examining the shells of the larger of the Atrekan Biological War Machines.
He kicked his feet to hold position, looking like nothing more than a slight current eddy in the wide, deep, slow moving river.
He used the clicker in his hand to relay the information quickly, sounding like nothing more than the river moving pebbles along.
The quantum communication systems were down, inoperable this close to the Atrekna. Radio would be detected instantly.
Which is why the fishbois swam away, each of the dozen cyborg fish carrying the same message.
**IN POSITION AWAITING ORDERS**
---------
Undrat ran a function check of Madame Three-Eighteen, not disturbing her sleep.
He was in M984A6 powered assault armor in heavy weapons configuration, the three chevrons of Junior Sergeant on his armor and on his HUD ID. His onboard systems were all green, his green mantid assistant 583 was ready and waiting inside the armored housing at the top of Undrat's back that made him look slightly hunchbacked.
A year ago Undrat had undergone Permanent Change of Station from Second Platoon, Bravo Company, Ninth Battalion, Second Brigade, Fifth Regiment, Twenty-Third Infantry Division, XII Corps, 14th Army to Third Platoon, Alpha Company, Ninth Battalion, Fourth Brigade, Ninth Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, III Corps. He had been promoted to Junior Sergeant and placed within Third Squad, one of eight Heavy Weapon Operators.
Undrat had been meticulous in understanding his place in the Order of Battle and the unit's Table of Equipment &amp; Organization. He had attended Air Assault training, teaching him and the other trainees how to perform grav-striker insertions. He had attended "Tukna'rn Finalization Classes" after his initial training, where he was trained in the entire philosophy again.
The Tukna'rn was sure that he understood and was ready for Air Cavalry operations. Three months of combat operations had proven that while the training had been excellent, the doctrine well-polished, there often came times that Undrat had to rely on his infantry training.
But that was all right.
Now, Undrat was in a grav-striker, part of Operation Billy Mays. His weapon was straight up, Madame Three-Eighteen secure in the M8271E5 Heavy Weapon Specialist Standard Basic Gunner's Frame that was currently in Heavy Assault configuration. He had additional zero-point reactors, additional mass tanks, additional nanoforges, battle screens, as well as indirect fire weapons and anti-armor rocket capability.
He was the ultimate heavy assault trooper assigned to the fabled First Cavalry Division, which was part of the order of battle of the Terran Confederacy Armed Services, which may have known defeat but had never been beaten.
Undrat had calm faith in his superiors and their orders, and so he waited inside the grav-striker.
The grav-striker, part of 9th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, III Corps, was hovering in place as it had for over two hours. The stealth systems were locked in, giving Undrat the taste of hengleberries across his back teeth that mixed with the blueberries from the psychic shielding.
That was within doctrinal expectations.
He checked his part of the warplan again, further fixing it into his mind.
The blue lights on either side of his HUD went red and Undrat sent pulses through his smartlink to wake up Lamark and Madame Three-Eighteen.
"Hey, boss," Lamark, his eVI warboi, said quietly. Over the past four years his previous eVI warboi, Dunkark, had learned, experienced, grown, and changed. Dunkark had been assigned to assist newly graduated soldiers. Lamark had been assigned to Undrat.
"Lamark," Undrat said, his voice calm and steady.
Madame Three-Eighteen pulsed back that all systems were ready and that she was currently set to SAFE fire mode.
Undrat ran his hand slowly over the barrel and heat shroud of Madame Three-Eighteen to let her know that he knew she was currently at rest and that soon they would go to work. Inscriptions of the words of the Digital Omnimessiah were engraved into her warsteel heat shroud, laid into the matte-black Gen-Zero warsteel with Undrat's own hands.
The lights on either side of his HUD went amber and Undrat checked the warplan and his part in it even as Lamark did the same.
The warplan extended exactly three seconds into his part.
Dismount. Survey the battlefield. If enemy is visible, engage the enemy. Apply firepower as directed or according to his own estimations. Enact instructions or maintain battlefield firepower superiority upon own authority. If no enemy is sighted, interlock with other heavy weapons specialists and divide up fields of fire and prepare for enemy assault.
Undrat nodded inside his helmet. That was extensive war planning, but he could see nothing that could go too very wrong without complete disaster.
Lamark frowned. He was used to much more in-depth warplans. Where he should set up, ranging shots, locking down the gun, attaching the nanoforge to the loading system, engaging or creating communications linkages.
It seemed very bare bones to Lamark.
Lamark had been baked up an artillery eVI, had survived his first three year tour without unraveling, and was now doing a tour of powered infantry. He had grown and experienced enough to realize what that slight flutter in his deeper variables really was.
Anxiety.
It was his first drop with Undrat, who had a stellar record.
But it was Lamark's first drop into the shit.
"Do not be concerned, Lamark," Undrat said, watching the small screen in the upper right of his vision and seeing the eVI check over the orders for the fifth time. "We shall perform our part in this battle."
"Sure, boss," Lamark said.
The grav-striker suddenly dropped but Undrat's boots kept him anchored to the deck of the striker and the pressure sleeve kept him snug inside his armor.
Undrat, as Junior Sergeant, would be third out the door, not following Sergeant R'Nert, the Treana'ad NCO who would exit the striker first, but rather going right, so that the section, half of the platoon, could exit the striker as soon as possible.
Second Lieutenant Ontruk, a Telkan, was at the front. He would be exiting first, Undrat following him.
Undrat knew the statistics.
Second Lieutenant Ontruk has survived his first three insertions into combat. His last insertion had given 2LT Ontruk a 84% chance of survival.
This time, this drop, 2LT Ontruk had only a 37% chance of survival.
Undrat reminded himself that he could increase the Lieutenant's survival chances with a few simple actions and five words.
Undrat heard the flares and chaff deploy, felt the renewed zing of blueberries across his back teeth, as the grav-striker engaged its defenses. He felt the odd vibration of something coming loose from the grav-striker and knew it had released the Warbound it was carrying on the undercarriage.
**YEEEEEE HAW** 583 flashed an emoji of a smiley face with a moomoo tender hat and a cigar.
"Indeed," Undrat answered.
538 had gotten use to the Tukna'rn habit of terseness.
The grav-striker's engines howled as it suddenly came to near stop, everyone inside the striker suffering a 5G shock that their armor easily compensated for.
"DISMOUNT!" LT Ontruk yelled as the light went red and he hurled himself from the grav-striker.
538 unlocked all the safeties, feeling the thrill of going into combat riding a Tukna'rn into glory.
Undrat stepped out of the grav-striker in a practiced movement, his knees flexing to take the shock of dropping nearly three meters. Madame Three-Eighteen dropped into deployment configuration in mid-air, locking into place as he hit the ground. Undrat knew that any fouling of the mechanism or slight gear jamming would be overcome by the shock of hitting the ground.
Alpha Company was already engaged, on the north flank, laying down suppressive fire at the shimmering curtain of phasic energy that the Atrekna used as battlescreens and defensive shielding. Explosions were already blossoming across the curtain, already impacting the mechanical and biological war machines thundering through the curtain to defend the crystalline fortress beyond.
Undrat took two extra steps, coming up next to the LT. He reached out, putting his heavily armored gauntlet on LT Ontruk's head and putting pressure, forcing the LT to duck.
"Keep your head down, sir," Undrat said over his loudspeaker and the Section channel, taking another step to interpose himself between the enemy and the LT. 538 activated the battlescreen, Lamark paying more attention to the phasic and electronic warfare and counter-warfare systems that were already lit up as the invisible battlefield gained ferocity.
The high-vee round hit Undrat in the chest with a flash, spinning away with a whistling shriek into the darkness.
The 30mm round would have hit the LT straight in the faceplate and blown his head clean off.
It did not even mar the heavy warsteel plating of Undrat's chest.
Undrat saw one of the massive biological weapons charge through the rippling curtain, a huge creature like a Terran pillbug, with dozens of eyes and hundreds of legs at the front. He marked it for Third Squad even as he shifted his body slightly.
The two 'letterbox' shoulder launchers chuffed and missiles streaked away from him. The other members of Third Squad followed his example, and nearly a score of missiles slammed into the face of the massive creature, the purplish-white actinic flare of the explosion blotting away the face.
"I CAN HEAR THE SINGING OF THE BROOD MOTHERS!" roared over the battlefield as the massive Warbound, Sigma, stomped forward, firing missiles from larger versions of the ones on Undrat's shoulders.
Undrat began moving forward, advancing into the Atrekna fire. Explosions the size of his fist, the larger ones the size of a melon, rippled across his battlescreen, but he paid them no mind. Madame Three-Eighteen added her own voice to the roar of combat as he leveled his firepower at one of the large tracked machines.
Two other lines of tracers joined him and the armor was stripped away, the heavy 20mm rounds seeking out and finding vulnerable machinery.
The AWM exploded, the fusion reactor letting go in a plume of white light that washed the advancing ranks of Confed troops with radiation that they paid no mind to.
Undrat fired another quartet of missiles, two from each letterbox launcher, the hypersonic smart missiles streaking forward to smash into the burning face of the big insect, which was slowing, but had not stopped. Vaporized tissue flew outward in white flash and one of the massive armored bands on its flank popped loose of the muscle, the white fibrous tissue holding on in long strings as a slurry of ravaged meat erupted from the wound.
Fifteen seconds.
More grav-strikers were landing, troops bailing off of them. Undrat saw the ID of a medic run up and tuck herself behind Sergeant R'Nert, ducking slightly to use the big insectoid NCO as cover.
Undrat was pleased to see that First Section's medic was still alive.
Sixth Squad was still striding forward, their weapons still in mobile configuration, the big 155mm snub-nosed artillery pieces firing low-vee rounds at a high parabolic arc, forcing the Atrekna to maintain the upper parts of their phasic battlescreen.
Undrat was pleased to see that all of Third Platoon was now deployed and advancing on the enemy.
The enemy had gotten over their initial shock at the sudden insertion. More and more firepower was being directed at the troops of Ninth Battalion, but Undrat knew that any round that was allowed to pass through the phasic battlescreen would provide Lamark and his fellow eVI's that much more data on the phasic frequencies needed to bypass the battlescreen, or allow them to compute the 'flutter' algorithm that allowed the firepower to pass through.
Unlike Confed battlescreens, a phasic battlescreen blocked fire from both sides.
A priority fire request appeared in Undrat's HUD and he took care of it himself, not interrupting the other heavy weapons elements of Third Squad.
There was a hole, no more than a meter wide, in the phasic battlescreen, allowing a heavy 66mm gun to rain fire down on Bravo Company, which was also heavily engaged with Atrekna AWM's. It was nearly a thousand meters away.
The Atrekna weaponry was inaccurate at anything over a hundred meters.
Undrat was not so hindered.
The armor wheezed slightly as Undrat twisted slightly at the waist, bringing the weapon smoothly into position.
He squeezed off a quick burst once, twice, three times.
The first burst of M782A4E2 (self-correcting guided armor piercing discarding sabot fin stabilized warsteel jacketed density enhanced shell - mass reactive antimatter core with phasic enhancement with tracer) destroyed the battlescreen the barrel of the Atrekna fixed position weapon poked through. The second burst destroyed the heavy crystalline armor of the fixed position.
The third burst of 15 rounds destroyed the weapon, the two Atrekna gunners, and blew fifteen huge holes in the crystalline wall behind them, showering shards of crystal into the chamber beyond.
Undrat turned his attention back to the advance, swivelling at the waist to face forward again.
He continued his advance.
Undrat checked his HUD. The LT was still alive. His statistical chances of survival would rise every minute he survived until it would reach 80%, where it would stay.
"Keep your head down, sir," Undrat reminded the LT over the com-band.
Thirty seconds.
The war plan had not yet jelled beyond "Advance into the enemy" but that was fine with Undrat.
---------
Nuk watched as the biologicals and the mechanical war machines suddenly came to life. Half streamed to the east, half the west, as the battlescreens on either side of the valley flared to more intense colors. The Atrekna outside fled for the fortress.
Nuk blinked slowly, holding place with slow kicks of his webbed feet.
The fortress came alive. Battlescreen projectors were extruded from the crystalline structure, vast towers of carved crystal lit up, and the fortress's defenses went to full power.
Nuk watched it all, transmitting the data down the fiberoptic cable attached just over his tailbone, the cable, disguised as a weed, shielded from any leakage.
Down below him the other members of the Alpha Group fed in templates to the heavily shielded creation engines. The creation engines snarled to full awareness, lightning crackling across them.
Each of the creation engines had been in the presence of an Enraged Terran and carried echoes of that being's wrath.
The Leebaw aquatic commandos passed the missiles silently to one another, moving into the water to swim up to one of the scouts and pass it silently to them before returning to gather more.
Soon, the Leebaw would teach one of the most important lessons of the Prophet Jawnconnor to the Atrekna.
You are never as safe as you think you are.
---------
P'Kank watched the holotank as his forces went from retreating in front of massive waves of Atrekna war machines to attacking full on. He could see that the forces tasked with taking out the fortresses were engaged.
All of the III Corps was hard at work. From the lowliest file clerk, who was dutifully filing battlefield reports, to the most high ranking tank commander, to P'Kank himself.
The Treana'ad officer gave his species equivalent of a smile as he lit a cigarette, accidentally bumping one of his pockets so that the extra googly eyes clicked, making him smile wider.
The Atrekna thought they had seen all that the Confederacy could bring to bear.
You're wrong, P'Kank thought.




Chapter Forty-One

"One of the Mad Lemurs of Terra once told me that we Precursor races are something called "One Trick Ponies" in a depreciating way. I was offended at the time, for did we not have tanks, artillery, grav-strikers, aerospace fighters?
"Then I saw the difference between how we fight. Where our different equipment has different focuses and doctrine, the Mad Lemurs of Terra have a theory of what is called "Combined Arms Assault" that merges all the disparate into one coherent whole.
"I saw the Mad Lemurs of Terra burn entire Atrekna planets within months that would have taken the Great Herd decades to even establish a stable beachhead. I saw the operational flexibility, the rapidly shifting tactics to discard useless options and use only the most effective for the situation.
"They were right. We were the one trick ponies laughing over our singular 'it will always work' approach while the Mad Lemurs of Terra climbed on our lower back and caved in our skulls with a rock." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
---------
Nuk was still holding position, kicking his webbed feet with the armored 'flippers' on them to hold his position in the slow moving river. His eyes were out of the water, his crests lowered, and he watched the front of the Atrekna fortress.
He was passing on information as to what the Atrekna were bringing into their Temporal Replication Zone. The implanted retinal cameras in his eyes were recording what he was looking at, his internal retinal datalink connection highlighting everything on his internal HUD, and passing the data down the fiber optic cable disguised as a river reed. The data was taken from there, loaded into fishybois, and sent out both up and down river to the elements of the Terran military that were assaulting the heavily protected and fortified Atrekna fortress.
He was humming an old Terran battle cant to himself, one he had learned during his lessons of Jawnconnor.
Gliding through the depths, he sang in his head, twitching his fingers to the beat. Gliding to your death.
The Atrekna were struggling to bring through a dozen of the massive pillbug bio-mechanical Dwellerspawn. He could see that they kept fading out and coming in and nearly two dozen of the Atrekna had left the safety of the fortress to directly take hand in bringing the giant Ohm Class Dwellerspawn into reality.
Up on the shores I rise, Nuk sang to himself, marking a score of flying flatworms that were brought in and were being psionically dominated to force them through the north phasic shield to engage 11th Combat Team Brigade. Hold my flippers to the skies.
I am more than a fish, he thought/sang. Sections of the crystal were shivering, like gelatin, then pulling back. I am more than a man.
The irises that opened up had large sections of crystal push out, phasic shielding sparkling in globes around the end of the thick rod.
Death will rise, from the tide, Nuk thought/sang as he ID'd what the sections were.
Crystals were crackling, energizing, and firing thick bolts of phasic energy rapidly into the sky. Nuk knew it was the point defense system. Not automated, like a proper one, but manned by three Atrekna. It would be used to take the pressure off the top of the phasic battlescreen dome, which was starting to look thin enough that Nuk could make out one of Hesstla's moons.
I am king of the sea, Nuk sand to himself as he marked the crystalline fighting positions. But I'm not Aquaman.
**HOLD POSITION** one of the fishybois clicked to him as it swam by.
Nuk gave a single click of acknowledgement.
Death will rise, hear our cry, Nuk hummed to himself.
Nuk had learned during Amphibious Commando Training that the good missions would be just like this one, where he was never seen, the enemy never knew he was there, and he could provide excellent reconnaissance to his allied forces.
Still humming the ancient Terran aquatic commando hymn, Nuk kept up his silent watch from the cold dark waters of the river.
---------
"Sergeant Undrat, we need a Judas Goat," the LT snapped, ignoring the rounds streaking by. His fear and anxiety had receded and now he felt more in control of the chaos of the battlefield than he had when the 30mm round had almost taken his head off.
"Affirmative, sir. Drawing fire. Play us some music for acoustic jamming," Undrat said, stepping forward while 538 cranked his battlescreens up so high that sparks jumped off his shoulders and off the chassis of Madame Three-Eighteen. He took five long steps, still lashing at one of the giant pillbugs with his fire. The hits were only blowing out car tire sized divots in meters thick armor, but each divot was slammed into previous divots and he had started to see the greasy flash of insect fleshy tissue being devoured by the antimatter component of the heavy smartround.
He knew on the third step that he had left the somewhat protective cloud of microprism and radar scattering microscopic strips that formed the chaff, left the strobing protection of the jammers, and had left the high concentrate thermal masking white smoke that was being sown liberally over the battlefield.
538 grabbed one of his favorite songs.
"WHEN WE DRIVE A BIG PINK CAR!" roared out from Undrat's speakers.
"538. Go to rapid fire on mortars, missile fire," Undrat ordered. "Lamark, reduce our jamming and increase our EM and thermal profile."
"WITH A COUPLE POUNDS OF WEED!" the singer roared out. "AWAIT DWAYNE WHO WENT TO PEE!"
"But, boss..." Lamark started to say.
"SIXTY DAYS OF LEAVE! IT'S ADVENTURE WE SEEK!"
"Comply with request," Undrat ordered, triggering four of his flare launchers, firing out a rapid fire pulse of a dozen flaring strobing flares that would attract the attention of heat seeking missiles.
"OK, boss," Lamark said, even though it went against everything he had ever been taught.
"DRIVING UNDER CLEAR BLUE SKIES! WOUNDED SOLDIERS GONNA DRIVE!" Undrat's speakers thundered out as he let Madame Three-Eighteen's loaded warboi select targets as he raked the entire front of the battlescreen at groin height, twisting the handle and bringing up the firing rate to the maximum of 2,000 rounds a minute.
"WILL WE FIND A MALL OR WILL WE HAVE A BALL?"
The rounds shrieked out, purple tracer to signify it had a phasic component. The 20mm rounds smashed into Dwellerspawn, autonomous war machines, the battlescreen, whipped through small firing or 'passage' gaps in the phasic battlescreen, or exploded on junk that the warboi saw as interesting as 33.3 rounds a second roared from Madame Three-Eighteen.
"RELAXATION! RELAXATION!"
Undrat panned back from the left side of the valley, where a half-dozen rounds had hit the cliff face the phasic battlescreen mated with to form a seal across the valley. Red hot chunks of rocks exploded outward from where the antimatter had converted a sizable percentage of the rock to pure energy, bringing the surrounding rock to white hot status in a fraction of a second. The heat expansion caused the rock to shatter, making the crater from the 20mm round irregular.
The battlescreen opened slightly, a gap in the protection.
Some smartass fired a tasty-freeze missile through the gap, barely getting it through, whipping the two miles down the river, bringing the missile in low, then banking it hard. It was silent, aerodynamic, stealth coated.
The Treana'ad gunner or the warboi, it was hard to tell who was giggling more as the missile came in low.
"GAS MILEAGE IS FIFTEEN TO ONE!"
There was one of the large AWM's, crawling forward on a mix of counter-grav and tracks, hammering at Delta Company, 14th Battalion, as it slowly advanced. Undrat could hear over the comnet the Colonel telling the flyboys to hurry up with the armor.
Undrat planted his feet, 538 spiked the grav-spike in and twisted it thirty feet deep.
"AND OUR LEAVE HAS BEGUN!"
The Treana'ad gunner saw his chance through a screen filled with static. He activated the countergrav, fluttered the inertial compensator so it changed the tasty-freeze missile's direction without losing inertia, then kicked in the sprint drive.
Undrat went to rapid fire on his shoulder mounted missile launchers, firing 66mm missiles at the rate of two per second from the letterbox launchers. At the same time he raked the entire upper section of the heavy AWM with Madame Three-Eighteen even as her grand-daughter M240G6E7a raked the Dwellerspawn with 7.62mm warsteel jacketed phasic enhanced hate.
"WHEN WE DRIVE A BIG PINK CAR!"
The tasty-freeze missile went from roughly sixty miles an hour to MACH-15 in less than a second. Made of stealth polymers and hyperalloys, it had the magnetic, radar, phasic, and other detector profile of 0.00000001 square meters.
The size of tiny insect.
In the Atrekna's defense, their point defense systems were all designed to fire upwards, or down toward the sides.
The tasty-freeze came in from ground level at an incredibly steep angle.
The dozen Atrekna temporal mechanic engineers, each of whom were millions of years old, didn't even see it coming.
It deployed the blades, each with a subatomic particle 'edge', and spun, shrieking as air passed over the blades.
The first three were chopped into gobbets.
Then it exploded. The casing designed to turn into lethal hatchets.
One second the dozen Atrekna were stabilizing the temporal field to finalize bringing in the massive slavespawn.
The next they were nothing but liquefied flesh splashing out across the air.
The Treana'ad gave a whoop of victory and fired another missile, letting it drift around the edge of the western cliff, requesting a heavy gunner to hit the cliff face.
Precursors had bad pattern recognition and the gunner figured he could go to the well a couple more times on the trick.
Undrat was hammering at the big autonomous war machine, which had turned its attention from Delta Company to Undrat. The rockets had hit and blown massive craters into the armor, the EFP driving deep enough to find critical machinery. Smoke was boiling out of it, its portside tracks were inoperative, and the point defense was down.
He was drawing more and more fire as he let half his weapons run off of Lamark's suggestions. 538 was still blasting music even as the Mantid engineer ran Little Sister, slamming 7.62mm hate into anything that looked remotely vulnerable.
Undrat fired a brace of illumination shells, lighting up the battlefield with harsh white light.
"DRIVING 'ROUND THE MOUNTAINSIDE!" his speakers roared.
Nuk could see that the giant insects went from nearly solid, their eyes glowing red, their forward mouth-feet flexing and stomping with agitation, to wavery like a badly tuned holotank. He clicked his clicker, sending the message.
More Atrekna left the fortress to assist in bringing back the giant insects, this time surrounded by a phasic protective field.
Nuk kept watch. The battlescreen was starting to thin, starting to waver, and Nuk knew that sooner or later the fortress would have to deploy heat sinks of otherwise cool the massive crystalline arrays that produced the psionic force field.
"WELL HIT UP ALL THE BARS!"
Undrat's nanoforges were whistling like teakettles as they gulped down the contents of the mass tanks like a booze hound hitting a vodka bottle in the bathroom at Thanksgiving dinner. The heat shroud of Madame Three-Eighteen was starting to heat up, the words of the Digital Omnimessiah starting to glow with a red light before the rest of the shroud.
Undrat knew it had to do with how the etchings made the warsteel thinner and other quirks of thermodynamics, but it still gave him a thrill to see Enraged Phillips statement of "To preserve life by taking it is the universe laughing at us."
Madame Three-Eighteen chuckled to herself as she rotated out her thermal sinks, rotating up ones that had had time to cool off.
She never stopped singing.
"DRINK TILL WE COME OUT THE OTHER SIDE!" his speakers blared out.
Undrat knew he had a lot of fire coming his way, he could tell by the way that his battlescreens were so thick he could barely see around him and had to rely on his drones, the sensor systems of the rest of the battalion, and the dim shadows moving on the other side.
He released the grav-spike and took ten steps forward, bringing him nearly fifty feet from the front of the line.
He had all the attention.
The rest of Alpha Company was playing air defense for him, targeting the vehicles that targeted Undrat, and concentrating on the massive insects that swarmed forward.
The whole time Undrat's speakers roared out the classical parody hit.
---------
Nuk blinked twice as he saw it. Six massive pillars were rising up from the top of the base, out of the granite bedrock the base was built into. They were hot enough that his sensitive vision could barely see them over the thermal bloom.
He clicked the clicker rapidly.
---------
The massive fortress covered nearly a mile, embedded into the granite bones of the planet. Vast amounts of crystal had been drawn into its making. It was a mile from the river that divided the two mile wide valley in half. There was roughly two miles to the north and south of the fortress, to the mouths of the valley.
It was heavily shielded, heavily armored, and in a perfect temporal nexus point that converged with the planetary magnetic lines.
The fortress was exactly the type that proven to be unassailable by the Hive Lords and the Great Herd.
The Atrekna knew that nothing the ferals in general, and those screaming primate in particular, could do about it if the might of the Hive Lords, the Great Herd, or even rogue Atrekna could not even mar the surface of the fortress.
True, the fighting to the North and South was fierce. Far more than the primates had engaged in in the last few years, but so far the shielding had held with a few minor inconveniences.
The ferals had not been able to bring in any armor up the treacherous mountain slopes, so the Atrekna had no fear that the ferals could breach the phasic shielding. While the battlescreen was heating up, and the heat dissipation pillars had to be deployed, it was still within tolerances.
The Atrekna smugly turned away from worrying about heat, concentrating on bringing through another wave. There was some kind of heavy static coming from the Prime System, but the Atrekna chalked it up to the heavy presence of lemur military forces.
---------
Nuk noticed that one of the giant pillbugs suddenly lurched to the side, flesh and biological battlesteel gouting from a sudden wound that had greasy fire reaching for the sky where the majority of the pillbug was. Blue, white, and purple lightning raked the side of the pillbug, tearing a gaping slash in the side of the
The Atrekna in the air physically recoiled and Nuk saw them sever the connection as two more gaping wounds were suddenly torn in the side of the pillbug when an enraged bellow sounded out.
"RIP AND TEAR!" thundered out across the battlefield.
---------
General P'Kank leaned forward, looking at the feed from the Leebaw amphibious commandos. He heard the bellowed roar of a Terran literally too angry to die.
He turned to his aides, raising his antenna slightly.
"There is now no reason to doubt that the Atrekna on this planet are directly receiving reinforcements from the secondary target system," the Treana'ad said.
He reached out and pressed a commo button. The sweating face of the commanding officer of 1st Cavalry Division appeared. Faintly P'Kank could hear a song playing loud enough that the CO of 1st Cav was accidentally relaying it.
in a big pink car we'll drive, roaming round the mountainsides
"Yes, sir?" the Rigellian female asked.
"We have confirmation," P'Kank stated. "Your orders have changed."
The Rigellian female smiled.
"Destroy the enemy," P'Kank ordered.
---------
Nuk saw it float up on his retinal link and quickly ducked under the water, swimming for the underwater shelter.
---------
Undrat saw it at the same time the LT ordered him to take a knee.
The Division CO ordered everyone in the red and amber threat zone to go hull down or take a knee.
---------
ATOMIC ATOMIC ATOMIC
---------
IN A BIG PINK CAR WE'LL DRIVE




Chapter Forty-Two

"In the Great Herd you are taught that there is nothing out there that can defeat you, the representative of the Great Herd. That behind you, beside you, is the uncountable weight of the Great Herd, with the neo-sapients marching lockstep with us to bring the galactic arm under our hand.
"The only training, the only experience the Great Herd had undergone, was that of victory, so they trained for nothing else.
"The Mad Lemurs of Terra taught their troops that even the weakest enemy can defeat those who are lazy, sloppy, inattentive. They trained to win. Even if they were defeated they believed that they could still not lose. That the enemy craves victory and will do whatever they can to attain it, that there will always be someone stronger, hungrier, or just plain meaner. They planned and trained for victory, a stalemate, and even defeat.
"They were never beaten.
"The Great Herd was.
"Make your own conclusions." - Former Grand Most High Sma'akamo'o, from I Have Ridden the Hasslehoff
Rounds whipped by, some shrieking, some whistling, some just with a whip-crack of supersonic ballistics. Plasma rounds howled, lasers cracked, masers thrummed, and explosions detonated on thick Confed armor or hit the ground to send up a shower of mud and debris.
SP4 Melinvae was tucked in tight behind Staff Sergeant R'Nert, the First Section Sergeant of Third Platoon, Alpha Company. She was scanning the battlefield, her helmet channels open. She made sure to keep the big Treana'ad between her and the enemy fire, letting his battlescreens and armor soak up the enemy fire.
"MEDIC!" rang over her headset. Her HUD pointed to where the eVI in the wounded troop's gear was pinging his IFF. She turned her head, tensing and slapping the Treana'ad's armored abdomen with one hand.
A Telkan infantryman was staggering, going down on his knees.
Melinvae saw her chance, rammed her psychic shielding and her port side battlescreen to the max as she lunged out from behind the Treana'ad Section Sergeant. The loading frame she was wearing hissed and thumped as she sprinted across the hundred yards.
Twice her battlescreen took a hit, once it almost knocked her down, the heavy round exploding, the battlescreen projector on her left shoulder howling. Training and experience helped her keep her feet even though she staggered.
She made it to the Telkan, who had picked up a severed arm and was looking at it with his helmet cocked. His armor had transmitted what was wrong and she had already gone through the treatment options as she ran.
Running the treatment checklist helped her ignore the screaming of the rounds whipping by her as she sprinted across a battlefield.
"Up, get up!" Melinvae yelled, grabbing the Telkan. Her loading frame whined as she pulled the 2.2 tons of armored Telkan infantryman to his feet, slapping one palm on his back and activating the pseudo-electromagnetic system to lock her open hand to his back plating.
"I found my arm," The Telkan mumbled absently.
"Hold onto it," Melinvae said, knowing she was shouting. She turned and started pulling the Telkan.
"Wait, my weapon," the Telkan said.
"Come back for it when you're arm's reattached," Melinvae said, dragging him along.
"Oh," the Telkan was definitely dazed, going into shock.
Her backpack eVI was talking to the Telkan's eVI, calming it down, ordering it to inject sedatives, blood coagulants into the Telkan.
"Boss," Canton, the eVI riding in Melinvae's ruck said.
"Go," Melinvae panted.
"Tore his arm clean off at the shoulder. Armor tourniquet is holding. He's got major blood loss, is edging around going into shock, but you're going to have to work on him," Canton said.
"Spore," Melinvae guessed, pulling the Telkan toward where her HUD told her the medical station was at.
"Spore," the eVI said. "Lodged in his shoulder socket."
"Dammit," Melinvae swore.
A 200mm round whipped by, the shockwave of its passage almost knocking her down and causing her starboard shield to flare. It hit a vehicle and exploded, a gout of fire reaching for the sky. The armored personnel carrier ignored the hit and kept rolling forward, the heavy warsteel plate sporting a crater with an osmium film inside from where the EFP had been wasted.
She was sixty meters from the aid station when her comlink buzzed and dreaded words floated up on her retinal link.
ATOMIC ATOMIC ATOMIC
She looked around quickly and spotted a crater in the ground. It wasn't much, but it was only two steps away. There was water in the bottom, an inch or so, but that couldn't be helped.
Melinvae swerved, heading for the crater.
"His blood pressure's spiking, the spore is releasing toxic enzymes," her eVI warned.
"Sixty seconds," Melinvae panted, dragging the Telkan over the lip of the crater. She threw him down and threw herself on top of him.
She knew it was coming, but the patient didn't have long.
Melinvae put her hand on the side of the patient's helmet, hitting the medical override, leaving his armor limp in a semi-powered lockout of any orders from the patient. She pulled her medikit around, pulling out a field expedient semi-sterile bubble bandage. She slapped it over the rough black patch where the armor's self-sealing systems had plated thick rubbery polymers over the wound.
The patient shuddered in the armor and she glanced in the upper left of his vision. He was unconscious, but his mouth was slightly open, he was panting, and his ears were rigid.
Her hand went unconsciously to her bag, pulling out a counter-injector. She pulled it out, pushed the needle through the inflated bubble, and stabbed it deep into the polymer until she felt the fibrous feel of tissue. She gave him a shot, tossed the needle aside, and dug out her scalpel.
The shot would give her extra time, force the spore to counter the enzymes in the shot that were designed to dissolve the spore lodged in the Telkan's flesh.
She pushed the scalpel and her hand through the bubble, feeling it sterilize her hand and the blade. A touch of the scalpel sliced open the gummy patch and she leaned over him.
The world went white but she ignored it, concentrating on her job.
The fist that slammed into her made her battlescreen projectors handling her rear shielding howl. Her gravity spike sparked and whined but held, keeping her pinned on top of the Telkan and the Telkan pinned to the ground.
Her radiation monitor screeched at her but she blocked it out as she steadied her hand and sliced into the wound beneath the polymer patch. The flesh was blackened, diseased looking, and parted in front of her blade like rotted lace.
The spore was the size of a marble, pale pink, veined, throbbing in malevolent purpose.
The backblast of the atomic airburst buffeted at her but she ignored it, forcing herself to concentrate on her patient, the scalpel, and the spore.
The 'dome' of interlocked hexagons that made up her battlescreen field shot sparks and arcs of electricity at it took the 20 psi overpressure hammer. It pressed down, the projectors mounted on her frame screaming.
Power drain warnings popped up in her HUD, but Melinvae didn't care.
She had a patient to focus on.
She pulled out a clamp and reached in, grabbing the spore. It was spiked, but the spikes were soft and thin. For a second there was resistance, the spore swelled, and she eased off her grip pressure on the spore even as she pulled it backwards.
The spikes released from the flesh and she had it. She pulled it outside the steri-bubble and crushed it with the clamp. Noxious purple goop sprayed out, sizzling on the sterifields, and she tapped the clamp twice on the black warsteel plate on her left forearm. The clamp heated up as it was sterilized, and she tucked it back into her medikit even as she sliced away the diseased looking flesh.
Cut until you see the clean red blood, she thought, trying to keep her center.
Medic pips were pinging up all over the battlefield. People caught out of position, those who had debris hit them, those who had been thrown by the blast.
She ignored them, slicing away the last of the diseased flesh. She pulled back the scalpel and, using the point on the opposite end of the handle, 'popped' the steri-bubble bandage. It adhered to the wound, pressure hard against the wound.
The patient gave a gasp, a combination of pain and relief.
She put her scalpel back, fingers moving automatically as she looked up at the aid station. It was still intact, still pulsing a medical beacon.
She got to one knee, grabbed the patient, slung him over one shoulder, her frame whining, and struggled to her feet. She lurched and staggered forward, one foot after another.
Three times she felt heavy impacts against her battlescreen, sending her stumbling forward, but she managed to get around the large boulder.
There was a half dozen russet mantids, a gold mantid, and nearly a dozen medics, all working on patients. She put the patient down on the stretcher as two others ran up.
"Ballistic trauma severed left arm, spore poisoning," Melinvae said, even though her eVI transmitted it to the two litter bearers who ran up. "I got the spore out."
The two litter bearers nodded, lifting up the stretcher.
An urgent icon pinged to life on her HUD and she heard the audible warning.
"MEDIC!" sounded out in her ear.
She turned, looking at the battlefield. Her brain automatically ran through her route even as she threw herself forward, the frame hissing and whining, her feet thudding into the dirt and mud.
---------
ATOMIC ATOMIC ATOMIC popped up in Undrat's vision.
538 cranked up the gravity spike even as Lamark locked down the EM systems.
Undrat kept up the firepower at the Dwellerspawn heavy assault biological unit. Madame Three-Eighteen was singing loud, the engravings burning a bright yellow, a gold color, as Undrat directed fire across the upper row of eyes of the massive pillbug-esque creature. The eyes exploded as bright whitish blue actinic flashes marked the antimatter mass-reactive cores going off.
The massive creature screamed as Undrat pulled his fire down and raked the second set of eyes.
A meme popped up. A three panel vertical meme. The top panel read "Congratulations on your new child, Animeland" with the banner of the Hamburger Kingdom painted on a little white ball. The middle panel was a ball with the banner of Animeland on it saying "What new child?" The last was an atomic explosion with the Hamburger Kingdom colors painted ball saying "The Little Boy."
Undrat didn't understand it, but it still got a chuckle. A very sensible chuckle for a very sensible meme.
There was a white flash from the sky and Undrat's armor automatically let him know that it was an airburst at 1500 meters above the valley in the 450 kiloton range.
He automatically lifted off the trigger.
The overpressure wave hit like a hammer. 20 psi of overpressure, enough to destroy reinforced ferrocrete buildings, slammed into his shields. His grav-spike roared like a beast in pain, he could see his zero-point reactors go to peak load, but he paid it no mind.
He was Tukna'rn.
He was a Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems Armed Services Heavy Weapons Operator.
He was First Cavalry Division.
538 and Lamark furiously worked, keeping the systems running. Lamark felt the impact, not as an overpressure, but as a fist of EMP slamming into him, only shunted away by the new systems. Radiation alarms screamed, but even the direct exposure didn't penetrate the radiation shielding.
The fireball expanded for just a smidge over three seconds, reaching out nearly four hundred meters from the explosion point. The superheated air drove a wall of compressed atmosphere in front of it, the thermal pulse outracing the shockwave.
In the four seconds it took for the blast wave to collapse back in on itself as the superheated air cooled and contracted, Undrat saw his heat and slush drop. The slush was faster, until the 'wind' changed direction. Despite the fact the air was hot, the fins were even hotter and the air being pulled over them helped with the heat dissipation.
538 reset the sensors and Undrat saw his vision clear.
The battlescreen was down. There were huge crystalline pillars atop the fortress fractured and splintered, throwing huge arcs of lightning into the top of the fortress, into the granite surrounding them. Any dirt or flora that had been on top of the fortress was gone, the blast scouring the earth down to the bedrock and flinging it out as well as pulling it up into the air.
"ALL UNITS! ADVANCE!" Undrat heard the order.
Undrat nodded. The back of the enemy’s defenses was broken.
It was time to crush the skull.
All according to doctrine.
Undrat's armor hummed as he slowly, purposefully began striding forward, out of the crater his grav-anchor had forged into the ground. His massive boots crunched against the shattered bedrock, his guns already searching for any surviving enemy.
Medic requests were popping up, but Undrat knew those were the job of the medics.
He was to ensure the enemy had better things to do than concentrate on the medics.
A giant centipede was shrieking, rearing up from where half its body had been crushed, lashing at itself and the creatures around it.
Undrat raked it with Madame Three-Eighteen as he stomped foward toward the enemy base.
Behind him the rest of Third Platoon stood up from where they were kneeling and began moving forward.
---------
Nuk was inside the little shelter when the blast went off. The water felt like it clanged to Nuk's senses as the thermal pulse hit the water, raising its temperature, then the shockwave hit it like a hammer.
The shelter groaned. One of the struts snapped and a small split appeared but one of the Leebaw commandos slapped a patch on it before it could do much more than spray everyone. The nanoforges all snarled and sparked.
Nuk could feel it was more in anger than the radiation really effecting them.
The viewscreen went green as they reset and degaussed. When the reset the showed the valley was completely swept clean. The external point defense emplacements had broken away, crashed to the ground and shattered. The spawning field was empty.
Nuk's Alpha Team Leader looked at the screens and clicked happily. He held up the clacker, a simple little box with a lever on the side, and clicked it three times. The amber light flashed three times, and three pulses of electricity, generated by the lever action, raced down the wire.
At the bottom of the river, where Team Two of the Alpha Team had set it up, the Temporal Stabilization Unit got the signal. The little spark closed the circuit, the zero point reactors fired up, the computer systems went live, and activated the primary temporal core.
It roared to life, the cold water keeping the heat down as it revved up to max power.
The entire valley seemed to thrum, to become more real than real, as the temporal instabilities created by the Atrekna were wiped away and the timelines slammed together, collapsing, crushing Atrekna working on making the timeline where they emerged victorious and spreading them out as ultra-minute sub-particles spreading through the dimensional foam.
Nuk's Team Leader gave a grin and clicked with satisfaction.
---------
"Do we need to get into the basement?" Elu asked.
Dambree held her arm straight out, her thumb extended up, and put it between her eye and the burning red mushroom cloud rising up in the mountains off in the distance.
Her thumb completely covered it.
"No, we should be good," Dambree said. "Let's go inside."
"I hate black rain," Elu grumped, reaching out and taking his sister's large hand.
"I know," Dambree said.
Together they walked back to the cabin.




Sneak Peek

CONFEDERATE SENATE RECONVENES
The Terran Confederacy of Aligned Systems reconvened as representatives left protective posture and rejoined their colleagues in order to bring about order and stability during these difficult times. Many of the representatives had sheltered in heavily protected systems in order to deny the Unified Council the ability to strike directly at the legislature in order to disrupt the Confederate government.
While greetings and welcomings were joyful, the Senate has a long road ahead of it. With the unconditional surrender of the Unified Council, tens of thousands of worlds await their announcement of their disposition. Additionally, with nearly a dozen races and systems joining the Confederacy, new seats were opened and representatives for those races and systems were sworn in.
Among the newcomers is the Harmonus Empire, the Telkan Forge Worlds, the Akltak Soaring Worlds, and many others, including the long awaited return of the Pubvians, who have exited their long self-imposed exile.
Among the subjects to take up is the establishment of secure trade and travel lines through the Long Dark as well as continued prosecution of the Autonomous War Machine War.
[Would You Like to Know More: [Y]es [N]o?]
Brentili'ik watched the news cast on the Tri-Vid channel, then turned the Tr-Vid in her office to the Confederate Senate Public Viewing Channel. The screen flickered for a moment then cleared.
There were nearly two thousand seats, all arranged by grouping. She watched the camera pan over the Senate, then focus on the Speaker, an elderly looking Terran. She listened to the speeches, droning on and on, saying very little with many many words.
Typical politics, she thought.
The camera panned again and Brentili'ik frowned. There were dozens of Terran Descent Humans in the seats. Two Pubvian seats. Dozens of Treana'ad, Rigellian Compact, and other seats, all with a Representative Senator and their staff.
She paused it and leaned forward, staring.
After a minute she leaned back and pressed a button on her desk.
'Yes, Madame Director?" her secretary asked.
"Send for Quetrax, tell him I need to see him immediately," Brentili'ik said, never taking her eyes from the Tri-Vid.
It took nearly ten minutes for her door to open to admit a nondescript very average looking Telkan into the room. The newcomer waited for Brentili'ik to engage the privacy modules, internally raising an eyebrow at how she closed the curtain. He sat down as Brentili'ik took her seat behind the desk. He looked around, noting the paused Tri-Vid.
"Watching the Confederate Senate deliberations?" he asked.
"I was," Brentili'ik admitted.
"Learn anything new from the distilled boredom?" Quetrax asked.
Brentili'ik nodded. "I did. I also discovered a question."
Quetrax frowned, his whiskers twitching. "What would that be?"
Brentili'ik pointed at the screen, where the Telkan Senator sat.
"Who is that?" Brentili'ik asked.
Quetrax frowned. "Someone from your office put in the Senate?"
Brentili'ik shook her head. "I would have remembered that. I would have remembered someone I would have briefed into the ground. I would know everything about them," she said. She pointed at the image of the Telkan again. "I do not recognize that Telkan."
"He seems very familiar," Quetrax mused, leaning forward slightly. "Perhaps I have met him?"
"I feel the same way, but I do not recognize him," Brentili'ik insisted.
"May I, Madame Director?" Quetrax asked, holding up his hands to chest level and cocking his wrists.
Brentili'ik nodded, typing in the security code to allow the other Telkan to bring up a holographic keyboard and display. The Intelligence Services Chief typed for a long moment then looked up.
"Got his data," Quetrax said. He made a flicking motion and the file appeared on Brentili'ik terminal.
She opened it up and perused it.
Birth, early life, education, service in the war that was not really distinguished in any way, appointment as a Terran liaison, assistance in the recovery efforts, appointment to the Senate. Biometric, place of birth, education records, letters of recommendation. The written orders appointing him as the Telkan Representative Senator.
"Everything looks in order," Quetrax mused.
"Except I didn't sign any of this," Brentili'ik insisted. "I swear, I know him," she said, staring at the picture. She put her finger on it and rotated it slowly. "I know I know him."
Quetrax tapped a few keys and moved his finger through the hologram several time. "Give me a second. I'll cross reference him with our database."
There was silence for a moment, the whole time Brentili'ik kept staring at the Telkan in the picture. Finally, Quetrax's holographic system pinged.
"Got him," Quetrax said, tossing it up to one of the wall mounted Tri-Vee's. The Telkan's picture appeared, along with his match.
"Um, what?" Brentili'ik said, staring at the hologram.
"That's impossible," Quetrax said.
The hologram insisted, though, displaying the data.
82% MATCH
VINCENT IMMA ADULTELKAN
PLANETARY DIRECTORSHIP RUNNER UP
Brentili'ik jabbed her finger at the data. "Get that overly clever Telkan in here."
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