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Prologue
 
Aboard the Meme survey craft, ten months from Earth's Solar System.
Biologist reluctantly answered Commander’s queries regarding the effectiveness of its phage deployment upon the Blue Planet of Species 666, that called themselves Humans. “Although casualties have approached twenty-five percent, the indigenes have countered each phage sufficiently to survive and preserve their technology.”
“You said probability of full infection was eighty percent!”
“Unfortunately eighty percent is not certain,” Biologist whined.
“The facts are not in dispute. You are the Biologist, you must form a plan to achieve success.” Commander mused upon his role, to coordinate, motivate, and decide. Stating the obvious to its subordinates became tiresome. In fact, simply being trapped here in this ship with them was tiresome.
“Biologist has failed,” Executive broke in. “We must initiate my alternate plan.”
“We are not warriors or engineers!” complained Biologist.
“I have sufficient depth of memory to carry out the operation,” Executive said confidently. “My plan will succeed where yours has failed. My plan will wipe out species 666.”
“Then with whom shall we Blend? I grow weary of this form. I desire to achieve the next stage!” Biologist protested.
“If you are so eager to exercise your lusts, why don't you Blend with a lower life form?” Executive’s molecular voice was tinged with contempt.
“Enough!” Commander raised his volume of communication. “Biologist, you shall continue to create phages to confound or kill the Humans. Executive, once we have gathered information, we will put your plan into effect. Better to eradicate them than be punished with dissolution for allowing another Species 447.”
All three shuddered at the mention of their ancient nemesis. Executive replied, “Agreed. I shall locate a suitable asteroid as soon as we enter their star system.”
 
 



 
 
-1-


Marine Master Sergeant Jill Repeth paced back and forth in the musty canvas smell of an unused Civil Affairs Battalion tent. A few folding tables, some chairs, and an easel with a super-sized paper pad were all it held. The battalion staff had long since moved into the abandoned school next door. She resisted the urge to check outside again and told herself to have patience, but her supply was short these days.
She rubbed her hands together. Dirt and dead skin sloughed off in little rolls as the innumerable cuts and scrapes of combat healed. Slowly. She wondered if her Eden Plague was somehow running out of juice, then dismissed the idea.
Not enough sleep, not enough decent food, she thought. That’s all. The virus supercharges the body but it’s not magic. I need a break.
Then, Rick won’t get a break. It’s been weeks since he was taken.
She felt like hitting someone, kicking someone. She’d been doing a lot of that lately, and it was wearing away at her conscience. Most times whoever she’d punched deserved it. Sometimes not. Her troops always covered for her; bruises would heal, and edginess was chalked up to the stress of war.
Half of me is missing, and it’s the inside half.
She felt like her skin had thinned, reversed itself, and turned to sandpaper. Everyone and everything irritated. Colonel Muzik came to talk to her from time to time, and she appreciated it. Tolerated it. But in reality she’d been living for the day when they took her off the leash so she could go find Rick.
Is this love? She wondered about that. Or is it just loss, frustration, lust for vengeance? No one had ever affronted her like Scott Stone, the Psycho they called the Professor.
It wasn’t the manhandling, or the threats of rape. Not even the utter disregard and disrespect he showed for her. No, he had stolen her soul mate, and that she could not abide.
In her more reflective moments she knew her thinking was suspect. Real love was not possessive. Love is patient, love is kind, is not puffed up, seeks not its own. Well she sure as hell was seeking her own and if that violated divine principles, then Saint Paul could stuff it. She thought about trying to get through to Christine Forman, but frankly she didn’t think she wanted to hear what her chaplain friend had to say.
When Rick had first been captured she’d told herself they would run across him eventually, but with every other success came the news that he was nowhere to be found. She’d mentally prepared to come upon him lying dead somewhere. She’d stayed focused, on task, and had not let personal concerns get in her way until Fredericksburg and its slaves were freed. But the report that he had been sent away, traded or sold to some “shadow men” with “burn rooms” had eaten away at her. She’d worked like a demon to complete the tasks given her, waiting weeks for the day she would be freed to do what she must.
That day had come.
“Master Sergeant?” A short, slightly fleshy soldier poked his head into the tent.
“Grusky. Good to see you. I see you put on SFC.”
“Yes I did.” He slapped his chest where the three-up, two-down insignia of Sergeant First Class, E-7, showed. “Thanks to your fitness report and the Bronze Star.”
“You earned it. Listen, can you look outside and see if anyone you know is wandering around?” She checked her watch. “It’s still five till, but I would have expected more to show by now.”
“Sure, Master Sergeant.” He looked puzzled but walked out. Five minutes later he led three more people in.
“Lockerbie, Donovan, good to see you. Butler, sorry about Shute.”
“Yeah, thanks, Master Sergeant. But we kicked their asses.” The young sergeant swallowed his grief for his best friend and glared hotly around, as if looking for something to attack.
“Yes, we did.” Jill took a deep breath. “Sit down, everyone.” She motioned toward the chairs, then took one herself.
“What’s this all about?” asked Grusky. “I got pulled off my next security mission and got told to report here. Them too.” He hooked a thumb at the rest.
“That’s because I asked for you. I need some people I can trust, to help me go after Rick Johnstone.”
“The liaison officer? Why is that our job?” Grusky stared at her for a moment as realization set in. “Ooh, right.”
Air Force Staff Sergeant Lockerbie smirked, then smoothed her face when Repeth glared at her. “Sorry, Master Sergeant, I wasn’t smiling at you, just at what he said.” She nodded at Grusky.
“What?” asked Butler. “I don’t get it.”
“You wouldn’t, you corn-fed hick.” Lockerbie punched Butler in the shoulder. He blushed.
Grusky’s eyes lit up wickedly. “Ooh, right. You guys too? Looks like Donovan and I are the only ones not got the bug.”
“Yes, and if you boys fell in love with each other we’d all be symmetrical,” Repeth snarled, bringing shocked looks to everyone’s faces. “Now let’s dispense with the bullshit and get our heads in the game, shall we? I’ve been given authority to put together a team, and you’re it.”
“A rescue team?” Grusky asked carefully. “We’re MPs, Master Sergeant, not spec ops. Don’t you want some of those new nanocommandos we keep hearing about?”
“Even if I could get some, which I can’t, I wouldn’t want them. They’re unreliable. Too many go berserk. I don’t think people were made to have tiny machines running around in their bodies. At least not yet.”
Donovan raised his hand, like a kid in class. “We all have them, though. We’s all Edens and we got the nanovaccine.”
“I know that,” Repeth ground out patiently, “and I hope to God we don’t have any of those kinds of problems. I haven’t heard about any. Probably because our vaccine has only one function, to kill the Demon Plague viruses. The cyber-nano is about a thousand times stronger, and I think it’s too smart for its own good. So it’s us or it’s nobody.”
Grusky looked askance at Repeth, then around at the rest. As the senior man he knew he was responsible for asking the tough questions. “Ah, Master Sergeant…pardon me, but I’ve never seen you like this before. I mean, when you took over and we were training you were one hardass lady, pardon my French, but everyone knew it was, you know, professional. This…this is personal. You sure you’re okay?”
She stepped toward him, grabbing his lapels to drag him to his feet with a growl. He didn’t flinch this time, didn’t gobble or show any fear. “Jill,” he said quietly, “please. We want to help you. You know I’ll follow you to hell and back. I just need to know that you’re all right. That this is you talking and not some…imbalance. We’ve all seen too many crazies in the last month.”
Repeth let him go, patting his collar back smooth. “Sorry, David. You’re right, I am close to the edge. I need some sleep and some food that didn’t come out of an MRE packet, and you all deserve to know that I’m not going off half-cocked. When we go, we’ll all be sane and ready, me included. Assuming everyone is in?” Suddenly she looked uncertain, leaking vulnerability.
They all nodded, and the relief welled evident to her face. “All right, then as of now you all report to me, and I report to Captain LeBrun, and he reports to Colonel Muzik, and we’re on detached duty.”
“In other words, they’re going to cover for us, but we’re actually off the reservation.” Grusky smiled crookedly.
“Something like that.” She resisted the urge to pat her breast pocket, where a very special piece of paper rested.
Over the next thirty-six hours Jill Repeth made her team ready. She drew some military scrip from the paymaster, ate salad and vegetables and pasta and fresh meat – expensive, but worth every penny – at the best restaurant that survived in Fredericksburg. Then she bummed a sleeping pill from Doc Horton and slept a big black dream-filled slumber, about fourteen hours long.
She spent the morning talking over plans and ops, swapping out worn equipment and drawing more. Then she took her team to lunch and spent more of her pay on healthy food. She knew they were eating better than almost everyone in the relief zones, but felt little guilt. They’d been doing far more than their fair share. That’s what she told her conscience anyway.
Sometimes she frightened herself, when she saw her drawn face in the latrine mirror or caught herself thinking about roasting the Professor over a slow fire. It wasn’t the thoughts that scared her, exactly. It was that she so easily crushed her own inhibitions. Next time I see him, I’m going to…she didn’t really want to finish the thought, for fear of what it revealed about her, and about the Eden Plague. Does this mean that if the excuse seems powerful enough, conscience is no obstacle? What about the love of Christ and the presence of the Holy Spirit within me that I’m supposed to have? Have I been using the Eden Plague and God as an excuse to do the right thing? And now I don’t want to do the right thing. I just want to kill the bastard.
But will I? Or is this just wish-fulfillment fantasy? What if I rescue Rick first?
And what will Rick think of me now?
She pushed these thoughts out of her mind, told herself to just do the job. Be the professional you are, Jill. Not the cop, no matter what Captain LeBrun wants.
Be the commando. Be Reaper.
Put aside the last two months, the civil affairs and the relief and vaccination effort, where every act of violence was carefully calculated and measured, a cop’s response. Take back the mantle of the special operator, where you shoot first and straight, where decisions are easy because everyone in front of you is an enemy and a target. Put it back on like the cape of a crusader, a relentless superhero who can get shot and stabbed and bludgeoned and still come back every time.
To exist within the mission: simple, so simple.
Not the complex and painful world of reality, where mothers accept government food to save their children’s lives but try to refuse their Reaper Plague vaccination for fear of some wacked-out conspiracy. Where diseased reprobates enslave their fellow citizens because they have a different color or gender or because they just think violence and domination by fear is fun. Where a tribe of primitive brain-damaged mutes is the best example of peace and harmony around.
A special operation is simplicity itself compared to the hell of living without Rick. Why didn’t I see that before? Why did I take him for granted? Add him to my trophy case, the perfect guy for me, but change nothing. How many guys have I spit on for thinking that way? Did I just want a wifey, a Mr. Mom to stay home and raise my kids? No wonder they think I’m a dyke; I’m a bad caricature of a man.
And if it didn’t work out, there was always another one sniffing around, like Swede Gunderson. Fallback positions. Only there’s nothing behind me. I have no fallback position.
There’s nowhere to retreat that isn’t made of Rick.
Is this what Cassandra felt when she lost Zeke? Dear God, I had no idea. How do people live with things like this? Love is so damned risky. Even if they don’t betray you sometime, they might die or be taken, like now. Can I really put up with a thousand years of this kind of uncertainty?
She grabbed the commando, the Reaper, and wrapped it tight around her again, stuffing her fears and her doubts down where they belonged. If I can’t put all that aside, just like I’ve told many troops before, just FIDO, forget it and drive on, then I don’t deserve these stripes.
So she buckled down and prepped her team, ate again, took a hot shower and went to bed early, setting her watch for 0430.
When it beeped, she rolled out of bed and dressed automatically, layering outward with clothing, under-armor, armor, tactical vest, webbing, weapons, integrated squadcomm system, helmet, fingerless gloves. Over the past few weeks she had been methodically collecting gear she and her team would need. She looked at herself for a long moment in the reflection of her room’s window before she turned off the lamp and picked up the heavy duffel.
By the dawn’s early light she was once again cold as ice, sharp as steel, hard as stone.
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Rick Johnstone stared at the wall of his cell. Though the door was unlocked, a cell it remained. More like the cell of a body, perhaps; just a machine that performs a function. That’s me, a device working on other devices.
He ached all over, from no physical cause. As an Eden his body should be in fine tune, but there were limits to even that remarkable phage. The mind, though founded on the brain, had a viewpoint of its own, and right now Rick’s was unhappy. More than that, my soul and spirit are oppressed. And Jill…I don’t even know if she’s alive.
He’d worked in Fredericksburg for the Professor for just a day, fixing some obvious and simple problems with his headquarters computers before he’d heard the ruckus down in Old Town. Separated from the other prisoners, he’d missed the rescue of the male slave laborers.
He’d hoped that whatever force had survived from Muzik’s battalion would make another attempt. They had to know the women were still in captivity; by the lewd comments of his captors he’d deduced how they’d been abused. But too much hope was unrealistic. Fredericksburg was on its guard and ready.
The next day they’d thrown a bag over his head and hustled him off in a truck. Mouth taped and hands shackled, he’d been traded away to men with clipped voices, his price paid in weapons and ammunition. A short, jolting helicopter ride later he’d found himself here, at Sept.
That’s what they called it, and he’d heard no other name for days. Eventually he’d deduced enough to realize it referred to the project called Septagon Shadow, but by then he’d been put to work on discrete, compartmented technical projects.
As he stared at the ceiling over his bunk his mind went automatically to the latest challenge he’d been set. A natural problem-solver, Rick could no more stop thinking about a solution than a dog could ignore a bone between his paws.
They know it, too, he thought. They give me good food, I’m not mistreated – but outside of work I can’t simply talk with someone, read something, or really do anything except solve their problems. I can work slowly but if I don’t find their answer I don’t get another task to work on, and I will eventually lose my mind here.
“Here” was a laboratory complex, a building with windows too small to squeeze through but large enough to see the grassland, woods and a glimpse of shoreline. Rural, near the Potomac or the Chesapeake, considering the short length of the helo ride. Someplace secret, and not under the control of the legitimate US government. Though they hadn’t said so explicitly, the uniforms and the vernacular marked the staff as Unionist holdouts. Like the Nazis who fled to other places and tried to rebuild cells after World War II, these people still hope to take their power back. So where’s our Simon Wiesenthal, Lord? Is it too much to ask it be Jill?
Jackboots stomped in the corridor, three guards every time. He might entertain fantasies of overpowering one or even two guards, but not three. His door slid back and the one he thought of as Pancho for his square jaw, drooping moustaches and swarthy face waved him out into the corridor. One minor improvement to these Nazis – all races welcomed.
Rick rolled off the bed and stuck his feet in his soft stupid slippers. At least they keep my feet warm. No laces, cloth bottom, useless if I reached the outside. Another clever detail.
The guards handed him off to his minder, Stanley, at the cafeteria. Why do they need three guards to get me to breakfast but only one fat nerd after that? Procedures become rules become graven in stone, and nobody asks why. He kept hoping he could use this fact somehow, but guards were always nearby, and Stanley refused to talk about anything but work. He wasn’t cruel, but he was reserved, probably afraid.
They ate breakfast in silence.
From there Stanley passed Rick through the cafeteria door with his keyed badge and a code, then down a short hallway to his workroom. Divided into four workstations, the room gave each man a corner. There was enough space for four technicians, no more, no less. Once he arrived, at least two of the employees were always in the room with him. One could take a break, but never two.
And these minders were not stupid guards. They were technicians, engineers and computer scientists almost as talented as he was, so fooling them on something tech-related was difficult.
Not to say he wasn’t working on it; in fact, he had several snippets of code embedded in the network, hidden subroutines lurking, waiting to be activated, or gathering information in trapdoor files. Anything one person could devise, another could circumvent, and they did not seem to realize just who they had sharing the network with them.
I wonder how much access they would give me if they knew my sole job for the last five or six years has been designing network cyber-attacks on the Big Three.
Hacking United Russia had been easy, what he could reach; their solution to intrusion was to keep their most important networks completely separate, unconnected and physically protected. It worked, but made them inefficient.
The North American Union was a harder target, willing to fight a war of cyber-blades, hacker bots, worms and viruses versus ICE, the name for Intrusion Countermeasure Electronics, defensive security software. It was an entertaining, clean kind of war, most of the time.
Greater China was another matter. Their ICE was almost as good as the North Americans, but unlike them Beijing had no compunction about attacking back, even with lethal means. Quite a few of Rick’s colleagues had been assassinated by the Chinese or their proxies early in the Second Cold War, before Colonel Spooky Nguyen had put a stop to them by equally effective countertactics. The Free Communities’ prisons were full of Chinese spies and assassins.
Today in the virtual dungeon he worked on a relatively benign subroutine, a piece of control software that helped translate nerve impulses from humans to servomechanisms. Rick had no way of knowing for sure that it would be used for sinister purposes – it was exactly the type of thing that could be put to use to control prosthetics, or teleoperated mining machines, or even play games, but it could also be used to steer combat drones or control implanted bionic augmentations. It was this latter that he considered the most likely possibility. He’d heard a few things about the Shadow cyborgs these people built.
What should I do to this piece of software? He wondered. I’d hate to be the cause of anyone’s injury or death if it does get used for innocent purposes. But I have to believe that work like that would not need to be done in secret, by pampered slaves like me. I have to put aside my doubts and go with the most likely explanation. That’s what Mom would say, Occam’s Razor. And Jill would say, “Better to do something and be wrong than to do nothing.” What would DJ say? “Do the right thing, even if you’re afraid; bravery isn’t lack of fear, it’s facing your terror down and beating it”.
So he fit snips of code into the program here and there, innocuous things that would by themselves cause no problems until certain specific circumstances came about. These conditions were unlikely to obtain in a laboratory. Sufficient field testing might uncover them, and that was the greatest risk; but he hoped that the induced failures, the little time bombs he planted, would trigger only in a combat situation, when certain things happened, and happened in combination.
At which point the user might die.
That’s the hardest thing to overcome, this belief I might cause death. But only if these subroutines are used for weapons, and personal bionic weapons at that, will these sets of conditions show up. If someone is using them to walk or run normally, or to control a loader or bulldozer, no problem. But if they are using their servos to full or emergency capacity – such as in combat – their nerve-data will twist, their machines will betray them, and they will become vulnerable.
So I am not killing them unless they are already killing someone else. I have to believe I will be saving the lives of their targets by undercutting their ability to inflict harm. Simply put, I’m gambling that more good people are saved by this Trojan worm than will die from it.
He couldn’t do anything more to help his cause. Their four workstations were networked and theoretically any one of his minders could see what he was doing. Only by working subtly, and carefully watching who was distracted and when – Bennie liked to play an unauthorized shooter video game on his break, Marvin tended to doze after lunch, and Stanley had a secret stash of porn – was he able to painstakingly build his virtual time bombs.
If only he could ever log on to a system that could access the internet, he could get a message out. But as far as he could tell there was no wireless network in the area he was allowed, and very few portable computers of any type. No one talked or texted on phones or tapped on touchpads, nor set up laptops on their lunch breaks. He saw more actual paper books here than he had in a long time. Rick presumed that all personal devices were prohibited and official ones were tightly controlled. Governments may change but bureaucratic mindsets seldom did. In this case the procedures served his slave-masters well.
So he joked with his minders, he didn’t cause the guards trouble, and he filed away everything he could in his memory as the days went by. And every night before he fell asleep, he prayed for his spymaster mother to uncover this place, for Jill to come after him, and for divine help for both.
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Inside the orphaned tent Jill Repeth found her team waiting. A battery lantern hung from the long pole, and Grusky had somehow gotten his hands on a pot of coffee and a dozen doughnuts, a testimony to his senior-NCO procurement skills. She let him have his moment of glory as he gestured toward the luxury food, taking a cruller and nodding appreciatively. It went down in five bites, chased by a half a cup of scalding black. Another benefit of the Eden Plague: no lasting tongue-burns.
Once she’d paid due homage to breakfast, she tipped her duffel carefully until the goodies spilled out. The others gathered around, laying out the gear on the canvas floor.
“Interesting mix you have here, boss,” Butler commented as he picked up a kilo brick, turning it over to inspect. “C-4, blasting caps, clacker. Claymores. Grenade launchers. NVGs, night sights, infrared laser designators…some of the new squadcomms?”
“And this is just the small stuff. Lay it out nice, organize it functionally, distribute it among our five rucks.”
“Uh, Master Sergeant, how are we getting there? Wherever ‘there’ is?”
Repeth swept her eyes around the small circle. “I think you guys have earned the right to call me ‘Top’. Fair enough?”
They all broke out in grins, though Grusky quickly hid his. “Thank you, Top,” he said quietly. “But our transport?”
“Our ride’s outside, Grusky. Lockerbie, you still shit-hot behind the wheel?”
“Never better, Top. Been doing nothing but driving these past weeks.”
“Well, you’ll appreciate this. Leave that there.” They walked outside and Repeth buttonholed a passing Marine. “You, Marine, you are now on guard duty. Go in that tent, guard the contents, don’t touch a thing, and if anything is missing when I return, as much as one shell casing, I will personally stuff you in the nearest gun and fire you from its barrel, do I make myself clear?”
“Clear, Master Sergeant!”
“Proceed.” The Marine marched inside, clutching his service rifle nervously while Repeth led her team around the corner of the headquarters building to the edge of the parking area. She walked up to and laid her hands on a beat-up monstrosity that might have passed for a Humvee at one time. “This is it.”
Lockerbie whistled, and the others hooted. “What a piece of crap!” cried Butler.
“You shut your pie hole, Randy,” Lockerbie said sarcastically, arms crossed. “Shows what you know.”
Grusky stepped back with Repeth, letting their juniors take a closer look. She glanced at him as he stepped close to her with a quizzical look. “Just give it time,” she whispered. “I think Lockerbie has already smoked it out. The others are fooled by appearances.”
“Always dangerous when meeting someone new,” he said archly, bouncing slightly in his boots.
Lockerbie ran her hands over the oddly new monster tires, then looked up into the wheel wells, examining the suspension. She lay down onto the ground and scooted underneath for a moment, then rolled out and to her feet. “Never judge a book by its cover, boys. This ain’t your daddy’s Humvee.”
“What?” asked Butler suspiciously.
“This paint job, this scrap metal welded on…it’s supposed to look beat up. But…” Lockerbie grabbed the passenger door and yanked it open. She had to haul on it before it would move. “Extra-heavy armor. Uprated suspension.” She walked around to the front, popped the latches and raised the hood. “And what is that? Some kind of supercharged diesel? Holy famolians, I bet this thing hauls ass!”
Repeth nodded. “That’s the plan. And you see what it’s got up there?” She pointed at the lightweight, manually-powered turret above.
“What the hell is that?” Butler asked as he craned his head.
“What the hell is that?” echoed Grusky quietly from next to Repeth.
Repeth recited, as if from a manual, “M75 Vixen. Based on the M61 Vulcan design. Twenty millimeter twelve-barrel Gatling. Electrically driven, selective load and variable rate of fire from single to 9000 caseless rounds per minute. That’s 150 per second for you arithmetically challenged. We have Needleshock flechette for close and personal work, we have Armorshock ultra-charge for anti-vehicle use, and we have tungsten-tipped depleted uranium penetrators for structures.”
The team just stood there in silence for a moment, then Grusky cleared his throat. “Wow. But is it sexy enough?”
The four burst out laughing. Repeth smiled faintly. “It’ll do the job. Butler, get up there and get familiar with the gun, but don’t shoot anything. We’ll bring enough ammo to practice a bit before we cross the line of departure. Lockerbie, test drive it around HQ here, gently. We’ll get your personal gear set up. Be back in one hour.”
***
Jill was itching to get going but she forced herself to wait one more day. A week would have been better but she didn’t think her patience extended that far. One day was enough, barely. These people were veterans, even if they weren’t special operators. Just dedicated MPs, willing to put their necks on the line for her. They needed the day to familiarize with their new gear.
In a line team, cross-training was a luxury, a state of being often only achieved after long practice and demanding drill. The next-best thing was to put her people to the jobs they did well and hope she didn’t lose any of them before…well, hope she didn’t lose any at all.
Fat chance. But truth is, I’ll risk them all for Rick.
Once that assessment would have concerned her. Would have driven her to question herself and her motives, to have aborted the mission. It makes no sense to risk five to rescue one. As a Marine, she never understood the Air Force’s insistence on putting together an enormous mission package to go in and rescue one downed pilot.
DJ Markis had tried to explain it to her once. “Look,” he’d said, “a strike pilot has to go alone and unafraid deep into enemy territory. He – or she – has to be at peak effectiveness in the midst of an enemy bent on killing him. That aviator has to know in his guts that we – PJs like me, and the rescue squadron aircrew – will risk our lives to get him out. Only then can he hold nothing back.”
It made a certain kind of sense, but still seemed like mistaken priorities to her. Now, though, she was going to go off and do the same damned thing. Five for one. And from the nation’s point of view, risking five irreplaceable troops for one foreign liaison officer wasn’t doing the US any good whatsoever.
But it’s not just about Rick, is it? It’s about the Professor, and these strange rumors coming out of the Death Zones. Take a few megatons of nuclear yield, stir in some alien viruses, add a dash of Unionist biological experiments, et voila, you get…what? That’s why they’re letting me go. Not for Rick.
For information.
So they’re using you and you’re using them.
She pushed her speculations out of her mind to focus on the mission prep. She got their secure squadcomm set up, with their heads-up ballistic eye shields, cameras, voice-activated bone-induction mikes, integrated noise cancelling filters, and a few more nifty features only a military cybergeek could love. She ran them through drills with the explosives, the Claymores, and all of the other specialized weapons they would be bringing in the Beast.
That’s what they had dubbed the uprated Humvee she had wangled out of the special ops unit based in Charlottesville. It had taken waving that very special paper at their commander, and a phone call to Pueblo, but in the end she had gotten everything she needed. We need guns, she had quoted to herself as she drove off with the Beast. Lots of guns.
Now a piece of abandoned pastureland off to the west spat puffs of dirt into the air as ball ammo poured through the electric Vixen. Like a hippo gulping water the Gatling swallowed a hopper of twelve hundred caseless shells in eight seconds and belched a continuous stream of bullets, tearing up the turf and shredding the orange plastic cones they had lined up as targets. Everyone got a turn, firing, loading, clearing simulated and real stoppages.
They practiced with other weapons as well: Armorshock rockets and command-detonated mines, rifles, pistols, submachineguns, grenade launchers. Throughout the day they consumed an ammo trailer full of destruction, until finally it was filled with nothing but emptied packages.
“I think we just went through a platoon’s worth of ordnance,” whooped Butler as he flattened the cardboard boxes to make them all fit back in the trailer bed.
“We’re not done yet,” replied Repeth. “Unhitch that thing. Everyone takes a turn at driving the Beast. Lockerbie, you are now the instructor. Get teaching.”
Lockerbie nodded. “All right. Donovan, take the driver’s seat first. I know, it’s tight for a big guy like you. Now, three and six on the wheel. It’s an automatic transmission so don’t worry about shifting. Reach over there for the starter…”
Sundown came early as clouds rolled in from the west, thunderheads rumbling in a distant overture across the Shenandoah Mountains’ Skyline Drive. Rain squalls hit just as they pulled up to headquarters, becoming a cloudburst, and then settled down to a steady drizzle. Temperatures fell into the forties Fahrenheit and stayed there.
As they got out, Repeth dismissed them. “Everyone go get a good eight hours sleep. Reveille’s at 0415. I got a couple cooks getting up just to give us hot chow so meet at 0430 at the mess.”
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Rick immediately noticed something out of place. Instead of three guards with Pancho leading them it sounded like four outside his door. With little else to do as he lay in his bunk, he had gotten very good at discerning among the little sounds of the prison. As his door opened he found out he was right. Pancho and two of his men were there but also a fourth, a short mixed-race woman in a starched lab coat.
From her blocky comfortable shoes to her tightly pinned hair she seemed all business. Rick immediately nicknamed her “Frau Blucher.” He watched her as she stepped into the cell and looked around like a horse-buyer examining a stall.
Sniffing disdainfully, she walked over to where he sat. Reaching out to twine her fingers into his hair, she abruptly and painfully pulled it backward, grabbing his throat with the other.
He froze, aware that he was helpless with the three toughs watching; besides, he wasn’t worried about permanent damage. There was no such thing since the Eden Plague.
Roughly the woman palpated his throat, then pulled his lower eyelid down, staring into his ocular cavity. Removing a penlight from her pocket she shone it up his nose, then into his pupils, then his ears. Lastly she opened his mouth and examined his teeth, tongue and throat. Not a word was spoken as she released him and turned on her heel to stump out. Pancho shrugged and might have smiled sympathetically as he caught Rick’s eye before closing and locking the door.
It was a strange and clinical violation, and clearly did not bode well. He hoped it was some kind of twisted health and wellness exam for prisoners, such as a concentration camp doctor might have performed, uncaring but not specifically cruel. Still it shook him, and he realized that although he was a prisoner here, things could still get a lot worse. In some ways it just had; fear of the unknown was a cruelty of its own.
It took longer than usual to go to sleep that night, but exhaustion eventually overtook him. Sometime in the dark he awoke briefly to a faint hissing sound and the smell of pine, but dismissed it and rolled over. If they want to gas me and kill me, what can I do?
But the next day there seemed little amiss, other than an itch in one eye. He rubbed at it and thought no more about it as he performed his morning routine, which consisted of toilet, a short shower, brushing his teeth and a shave. The brassy mirror in the bathroom showed nothing in his eye that he could see, though the reflection was always blurry. He supposed they were afraid he would break a glass mirror and use the shards to hurt himself or others, so they gave him a shiny piece of metal bolted to the wall.
Sitting down on his bunk to put his slippers on, he noticed they were switched the wrong way round, left on right, right on left. That seemed odd; he always took them off as a pair and set them down the same way he would wear them. Perhaps they had used a sleep gas in the night so they could come in and search his room. There was nothing to find anyway, and he wondered why they wouldn’t just do it with his full knowledge. Or perhaps they had installed or serviced the surveillance devices he was certain were there. But then again, they could do that during the day when he was at his “job.” It puzzled him, and he shrugged unconsciously.
Today went by as every other; he wasn’t even sure of the days of the week, and his minders took one in six rotating days off, in which case they were spelled by temporaries. He did his work in the quad room, and waited for his latest chance to slip something past the three others.
When Bennie next went to the toilet and he saw the color of flesh from Stan’s screen, he knew Marvin would be dozing – that’s why Stan thought he could get away with his girlie fix – and Rick quickly inserted the last bit of code into his latest trapdoor. Now all he had to do was press a certain sequence of keys and the system would crash for a few minutes, erasing the logic bomb in the process. He had no idea what he would use it for but he was trying to prepare for any opportunity.
Booted feet scraped in the corridor and he blanked his screen just as the door burst open. Pancho filled the entrance with a grim and disapproving look on his face. “Mister Johnstone, please come with us.” He crooked a finger, a gesture that would have been comical if it was not so frightening.
Rick stood up unsteadily, wondering if they had seen what he was doing, hoping it was just coincidence. He submitted to handcuffs and shuffled in front of the two other jackbooted thugs as they marched down the corridor, shoving him from time to time. Pancho was never cruel, but his men had no such compunctions.
They took him into a section of the complex he had never entered and put him in a cell. Little different from his own, still it felt colder and more forbidding, a place of fearful waiting instead of scant refuge. He saw gouges and chips in the wall, hash marks of days, and a few scratched words. Bugger. Please God Help Me. Kilroy Was Here. I Pray For Death. This last one chilled him, and he wondered what had been done to the writer to make him scribble his despair for all to see.
With nothing better to do he dozed on the thin stained mattress. There was no linen or pillow, and the pallet smelled of dust and sweat and urine. This even felt like a different area, a section of the prison whose spirit reeked of fear and misery. He rubbed at his itching eye.
Again came the sounds of the boots, but these were not Pancho’s and his relatively professional crew. This group of guards, though dressed the same, moved differently. They jerked and twitched; one man’s eyes looked in different directions, like a lizard’s. The leader of the detail had a forehead made of highly polished metal, like medieval armor, and there was something about the length of his legs that just seemed…wrong.
This mob did not march him away; they carried him bodily down the corridor and he finally began to struggle. He couldn’t help it as the fear mounted in him, the terror that he was finally going to find out more about this place than he wanted to know.
A thin screaming appeared from somewhere, and it took a moment before he realized it was his own throat making the sound. He clamped down on it and told himself, whatever they do to me, I can survive and recover from it. The Eden Plague will regenerate my body, as long as I make it through. Death is the only thing that’s irreversible.
But he was wrong.
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The Beast crossed the line of departure at 0500 EST. “Can’t see a damn thing in this rain, Top,” complained Lockerbie. “You sure you don’t want to wait until it’s a little lighter?”
Repeth tapped her right temple. “Forget your squadcomm already? Drop your HUD, synch it with the Beast’s night vision sensors in overlay mode.”
“Oh, yeah,” she said in embarrassment. A moment later she said delightedly, “This is shit-hot! It’s like a video game!” The Beast accelerated to fifty up the twisting country road. To the passengers it appeared as if she was driving blind. Grusky held on for dear life; Repeth jounced and swayed, nonchalant. Butler cinched his harness tighter in the turret above, and Donovan rolled his head to the side and began to snore.
“Oh, Top, I forgot to ask,” Lockerbie said over the comm, “where are we going? Other than, well, north up this road?”
“Access the navigation computer. It’s already programmed in.”
“Okay…got it. Huh. We’re going to a pollution control plant?”
“That’s what it used to be.”
“And now?”
“Now it’s the only lead I have.”
Road rolled away under rubber for many minutes before Grusky cleared his throat and switched the squadcomm to a private channel. “Top, you know, we’ll work better if we know a little more about what’s going on.”
The answer came back late, but eventually Repeth responded. “Yes, you’re right.” She switched to the general channel. “Okay, listen up. Lock, pull over somewhere safe-ish, we’re not in any huge hurry. Butler, stay sharp, use your infrared HUD link. Donovan...Grusky, wake Donovan up, will you?”
Once everyone was on the squadcomm she briefed them. “Okay, here’s the deal. The Charlottesville folks’ link-analysis connects our friend Professor Scott Stone with a group called the Shadow Men, or just Shadows. During the Unionist period the conspiracy nuts on the internet claimed they were a secret organization employing kidnap and death squads to disappear the Unionists’ political enemies, a kind of Gestapo. DOD intel organizations were forbidden from investigating these rumors, and were instead instructed to turn over all information to the FBI, who were tasked with tracking down – wait for it – not the Shadows, but the conspiracy nuts.”
“Huh,” mused Grusky. “They wouldn’t waste time stamping out wacko lies, only truth.”
“Right you are. Once the nukes broke the Unionists’ hold on the Federal government, Army ground-intel started collating reports and information, but it’s pretty sketchy right now. They have connected these Shadows with lots of dirty deeds, but what caught my eye were the reports that a lot of the disappeared people were hackers and computer wiz kids, cyberneticists, roboticists…sound familiar?”
“Wasn’t Mr. Johnstone a computer scientist?” asked Butler.
“Yes. Actually he was a cyber-warrior, a network attack and defense expert,” responded Repeth. “He was instrumental in the Free Communities’ defense against the cyber assaults of the Big Three during the New Cold War,” she said proudly. “He never picked up a gun until he was embedded with us, but he was probably more important to the Free Communities military than a hundred spec ops people like me.” She swallowed a lump in her throat.
And it’s my fault he’s gone. I should have said no and made it stick. If I had, he’d be angry, but he’d be safely back in South Africa or Colombia or somewhere like that, helping his spymaster mother fight the cold grey battles of the intelligence world, not slaving away handcuffed to a desk or…she refused to speculate further.
“Anyway, they have reason to believe the Shadows took over part of the Cole pollution control plant in Lorton, just south of Fort Belvoir, as their main base of operations, a couple of years before Plaguefall.
Before nuclear firefall, you mean, don’t you Jill?
She clubbed her guilt sulking back into its box and went on. “The plant is big, it has lots of places to site an experimental laboratory, and it’s easy to conceal from the general public. They expect to see people going in and out every day, what do they know about pollution control? It would have been easy to get rid of bodies, too.” She blew air out her cheeks. “So it’s thin, but that poor schizoid from Fredburg said the Professor sold Rick to the Shadow Men, and he talked about “burn rooms.” Who knows what that means? But if the Shadows needed high-end tech people back then, and if any of their organization survived to need people like Rick, then some answers might be there at that plant.”
The team mulled that over for a minute or two. Then Grusky said, “Okay. I’ve chased felons down on thinner leads. Let’s do it.”
Lockerbie put the Beast back in gear and they drove northward into the waning drizzle.
***
Repeth flipped up her HUD glasses and put the binoculars to her eyes. The Beast was sitting in the parking lot of the strip mall across the six-lane expanse of US-1 from the entrance to the plant. She couldn’t see much; dead trees screened the industrial facility, and so did an eight-foot high cyclone fence with vision-impeding strips woven into it.
The stretch of asphalt around them teemed with the remnants of buildings and burned-out vehicles, flash-ignited by the nukes that had hit Fort Belvoir and Davison Army Airfield two or three miles away. Hues were muted in the drizzle but even in bright autumn sunlight it would have been a dreary scene, devoid of color. Almost everything green had turned brown, and rivers of black concrete-like ash had petrified in waves and miniature dunes.
She wondered why Commander Alkina or her secret Psycho masters had programmed Belvoir in as a nuke target. It was home to a lot of administrative and agency headquarters, and the enormous hospital that had subsumed Walter Reed when it closed, but nothing vital to the US military effort. Just a bunch of drones in endless office cubicles, pushing electronic paper from one place to another and getting in each other’s way.
As far as you know, that is.
Who knows what the Unionists had hidden there? We’ll never find out now. It’s just a smoking hole.
“Donovan, check the IdentiFinder, will you?”
He pulled out their handheld radiation detector and analyzer. “Looks well within limits for Edens, Top,” he responded in his Appalachian drawl.
“Should we go right in the front door or look for another entrance?” asked Grusky.
“I think the front door is it. What do you see there at the gate?” She meant the space between the fence and the shattered guardhouse, since there actually was no barrier anymore.
“Umm…nothing?”
“Right you are. It doesn’t look like it’s been used much or often in the last couple of months. I’m betting that if anyone is still at the plant, they have another, more discreet way in and out. US-1 is a main public route, and you will notice it’s navigable. We haven’t seen any traffic but even in this rain I can see where some people have pushed cars out of the way, and some places where the crud has been rolled through, making a driving lane. People may have survived in the hollows of the hills around here; they must be salvaging from the grocery and shops.” Repeth jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the strip mall behind them.
Grusky nodded acquiescence. “So if I was a Shadow I’d not make it obvious that the plant was in use, so as not to draw attention. Or maybe,” he stroked his chin, “there’s really no one there.”
“Only one way to find out. Lock and load.”
“Guess I'm Lock,” joked Lockerbie to Butler at the gun, “and you're Load.”
Grusky didn't laugh but instead looked askance at Repeth. “We’re kicking in the front door?”
She swiveled her head around to stare at him with dead eyes. “You got a problem with that?”
He blinked. “None whatsoever. Just want to be clear on the plan, boss. No recon means we go in blind. Doesn’t seem your style.”
Repeth gritted her teeth. What the hell do you know about my style? “It also means we go in with maximum surprise. The plan is shock and awe. Butler, use whatever kind of shells you need to cut our way in. We may end up driving the Beast straight into a building to start the extract.” She reached down between her knees and hefted a rotary grenade launcher, loading it with baseball-sized shells.
“You think Rick is in there?”
“I’m hoping. And if not, they’ll damn well tell us where he is.”
“Understood.” When Repeth faced back to the front, Grusky exchanged glances with Donovan, who shrugged.
“Let’s go.”
The Beast roared through the front entrance to the Noman M. Cole Jr. Pollution Control Plant and almost immediately faced a choice. “Right or left?” yelled Lockerbie over the squadcomm.
“Right,” ordered Repeth, choosing the smaller of the roads, “and you don’t have to yell with these things.”
“Right, right,” she acknowledged, and turned right. They raced past shattered buildings with fried vehicles melted in place in the parking lots. The nukes’ EMP had immobilized them, then the thermal radiation had ignited almost everything that would burn. Atmospheric shockwave had blown some of the fires out, fed others.
It was an ugly mess.
Behind the buildings they could see rusting industrial machinery on a grand scale – holding tanks, square ponds, and enormous pipes linking cinderblock buildings. “Pollution control” in this case meant waste water treatment, decontaminating sewage until it was clean enough to be poured into the Potomac.
“Stay on the edge of the complex, keep it on our left,” barked Repeth. “Grusky, Butler, Lockerbie, you’re on the left, look for any signs of occupation – operational vehicles, or fresh tire tracks. Donovan, keep watch on the right along the treeline. Lock, slow down at each of these little roads, I want to see if anyone has used them since Plaguefall.”
They rumbled along counterclockwise, circling the huge installation generally leftward. The multibarrel nose of the Vixen quested for a target but Butler could see nothing to shoot. His left hand rested on the selector lever that chose his ammo – Needleshock, Armorshock, penetrators. Right now he had the latter feeding the gun. He ignored the disturbing thought of what they would do to a human being and focused on scanning his forward arc.
“Turn right,” called Repeth at the next fork. This sent them rumbling off through a thin screen of dead trees, away from the waste treatment plant. Once on the other side they could see an enormous elongated cement structure, more pipes leading across its roof and into its walls, some stabbing downward into the ground.
“Over there, left, take that left,” Grusky called, his voice rising, and Lockerbie complied. The Beast careened leftward, down a gravel road closely shadowed by scrubby trees. “Look ahead. Those are tracks. This road has been used recently.”
Repeth grunted assent, then yelled along with the rest of them as they rounded a curve to find themselves facing a fresh new twelve-foot gated fence topped with razor wire. “Take it out –” she yelled, but Butler had already mashed his thumbs down on the butterfly trigger of the Vixen.
The gun roared like a jet fighter on afterburner, a wall of sound that would have deafened the team had they not been wearing their squadcomm earphones. Bright lines of projectiles like some science-fiction death ray speared the steel fencepost to the right of the gate, concentrating on the base of the white-painted pole. It sagged, cut through by the hail of tungsten.
The Beast crashed through.
“Yee-haw!” Lockerbie cried. Six tons of vehicle crushed the weakened gate, climbed over it, and with a thump continued down the unmarked asphalt road on the other side. No one guarded the entrance, though there was a tiny shack. Still, the newness, the impression of recent use, and the fresh-posted signs they left in their wake argued that they had found something more interesting than a sewage plant.
The fence followed them, lining each side of the road as they roared down its length. Two more quick twists inside the woods and then they broke out into a clearing. That impressive, prison-like fence ran along the inside of the open space, well back from the concealing trees.
Within the cleared space, two hundred yards across, squatted a pair of low, one-storey buildings. Though both were made of ugly grey concrete and mirrored glass, one had large windows, and the other only very small thin ones. This latter structure had an extra fence surrounding it, similar to the one they had crashed through.
“That looks like a jail,” remarked Grusky as they drove toward it. “Windows too small to squeeze through.”
“I got targets, Top, want me to light them up?” Butler asked, sounding eager. His incredible weapon quivered like a live thing, pointing toward the dozen or so vehicles parked in front of the office building.
“By all means,” Repeth replied in a droll voice, “but spare your ammo.”
Butler thumbed the selector switch that chose his burst length. The electric Gatling fired much too fast for mere human control; at 150 rounds per second, he would be lucky to guess burst size within 20 shots. So he clicked on “10” and put ten rounds into each vehicle in turn. “There’s an underground parking garage,” he warned as a tunnel leading down hove into view.
“Lockerbie, as soon as we dismount, push some of these hulks to block that tunnel. Butler, I see windows. I don’t like windows.”
Butler grinned. “Roger that, Top.” He flipped the gun back to full auto and walked a stream of rounds from the building’s corner to corner, holing every window and the front glass doors as well. They didn’t come apart the way they should, though. “Armored glass. Bulletproof. Good thing these ain’t bullets,” Butler muttered.
Profligate with ammo this time, he sprayed the penetrators along the top and bottom of the window line, and great gaps appeared as chunks of the hardened crystal fell to the ground by the hundredweight. “Ammo!” he yelled, and Donovan scrambled to reach over the seat and pull up several 200-round cases of 20mm penetrator. Grusky helped him manhandle the fifty-pound shell holders into the turret hoppers.
Without windows the rooms beyond were visible, well-lit offices with computers, shelves, desks, chairs. Tiny blue lightnings popped from broken electronics. Here and there a small fire started, smoke curling up toward the ceiling to activate the suppression system. In several places inverted fountains of halon gas poured down, obscuring their view.
And a few things, once human, twitched redly in the wreckage. The hundreds of penetrators had probably sliced all the way through the building to burst out the other side, slaughtering everything in their path.
Jill’s conscience banged on its box lid, trying to get out. Shut up, she said to that piece of herself. I’m not wrong about this place. Whatever is going on here, it’s evil. The only thing I am going to regret is if there’s no one left to give me intel.
“Hurry up!” she barked as she shoved the Beast’s heavy door open and dismounted. Her PW10 snugged on its retractable sling under her right arm, and in her hands she hefted the rotary grenade launcher. “Butler, finish loading the Vixen yourself, and keep an eye on that jail. There may be armed guards in there, but there may also be prisoners, so don’t perforate it. Grusky, Donovan, you’re with me. Get moving, go go go!”
The three burst out of the vehicle and followed Repeth as she jogged toward the shattered front door of the office building. Behind them, Butler reloaded his depleted bin as Lockerbie bulldozed wrecked cars to block the underground garage.
Repeth saw movement in a gutted room and resisted the urge to fire a grenade. I need information, not revenge, she scolded herself. For now, that other self listened. She clambered over the sill into the office and through the mess.
Legs struggled weakly beneath a heavy overturned desk. Repeth pointed and the two men heaved the thing off the body while she covered them. Beneath the wreckage lay a man in shirt and tie, bloodied and dazed. She reached down to haul him to a seat in a surviving chair. Grabbing his hair to look him in the face, she lifted an eyelid. Running her half-gloved fingers over his torso, she searched for the wound that had produced all the blood.
She found a moist, bloody but rapidly-closing hole in his abdomen, and she put her grenade launcher down on the desk behind her to pull up her PW10. She set its muzzle to his head. “He’s healing. Nano or bio of some kind. That’s good, he won’t die on us. Cuff his hands, then tie his feet with that lamp cord, Donovan.” Once he was secured and his eyes were starting to clear, she slapped him gently. “Hey, you. You. What’s your name?”
They heard a burst of Vixen fire, then silence. The man looked around wildly, realizing his predicament.
“Hey you,” she repeated. “Focus. What’s your name?”
“Bill,” he said dazedly.
“Okay, Bill, are you an Eden?”
A sly look crossed his face before it smoothed. “Yeah, Eden. It’s legal now, you know.”
“Liar.” Repeth kicked him in the stones, her heel crunching down on his groin.
“Top!” cried Grusky as the man choked and gagged in pain.
“Shut up, David. He’s healing, but he’s not an Eden. He doesn’t deserve your sympathy. I told you, what’s in here is evil. Even if he is just a paper-pusher, he’s part of it. If you don’t want to watch this, go keep an eye on the corridor, make sure no one is creeping up on us.”
“Come on, Donovan,” Grusky said with a sickened expression, grabbing the younger man’s sleeve and pulling him to the office door to watch for enemy.
Repeth continued. “Now, Bill, I know you can heal from that, and you know I can make it happen over and over. Or I can just pop you in the head right now and goodnight whatever you are. You’re either a Psycho or a Nano and either way you’re only staying alive if you give me information. What is this place?”
The man raised his head to look into Repeth’s eyes and all resistance died. She could see self-preservation overrule any qualms he had about betraying his employer. “Look, I’ll tell you everything, just let me live. Once I’ve talked they’ll want me dead so you gotta get me out of here.”
She nodded. “My word on it.”
He took a shuddering breath. “Septagon Shadow. It’s a black cyberware program. Cyberware, implants, enhancements, human augmentations. It’s Triumvir Jenkins’ alternative to Tiny Fortress.”
“Winthrop Jenkins survived?”
“Yeah, from what I hear, in some kind of bunker for the Unie leadership. Scary guy, I met him once. Always going on about how he was going to pay Daniel Markis back for killing his brother Jervis in that first West Virginia nuke.”
“Yeah, he ran the internment camps for a while on his climb toward the top. So…this Septagon Shadow. Cyborgs. Bionic man stuff. Terminators.”
He nodded. “Yeah, kind of. Not machines made into people, but people made into machines.”
“How far along are they?”
A prolonged burst of Vixen fire overrode the conversation, and through the squadcomm Repeth heard Butler say, “Back up, back up. Top, I got some light weapons fire coming from the jail. Returning fire…these people are getting over their surprise.”
“Bill!” Repeth snapped. “Are there prisoners in that jail? And are they above ground?”
“Some are. There are three levels underneath both of these buildings. Listen, we got to get out of here. If they let the Shadows loose, we’re all dead.” She could see the fear in his eyes.
“Cyborgs?”
“Yeah. But they’re hard to control, hard to stop. Listen, I’ll tell you all about it but we have to get out of here. If we leave soon enough maybe they won’t have time to let them loose. They’re normally locked down pretty tight.”
Repeth grabbed Bill by his throat. “There’s a man I’m looking for. His name is Rick Johnstone. Ring any bells?”
“Yeah, he tried to claim diplomatic immunity when they brought him in here. Said he wasn’t a US citizen anymore. You don’t know these people. That was the wrong move. Now he’s up at Pax River.”
“Where?”
“Patuxent River, Solomons Island. Naval facility. That’s where the main labs are. This is just an auxiliary facility. Dammit, I can tell you all about it but we have to go now.” Another burst of Vixen fire punctuated his words.
“Top, we got company working their way into the back of this building,” called Grusky. He fired off a burst with his PW10.
Repeth made the easy decision. “All right, exfil now. Lock, pull up here close. Butler, put some more penetrators into the building off to the side of us or over our heads. You, Bill, on your feet, now.” She sliced the lamp cord holding his feet with her knife, then grabbed him by one bound arm and shoved him toward the opening.
The Beast pulled up next to the broken window and she pushed Bill inside. “Donovan, secure this guy. Search him for weapons, and you watch him close.” She lifted the grenade launcher and fired three rounds in quick succession back into the office building. They made muffled whump sounds and spread dust and fine debris into the air. Over their heads the Vixen roared.
Bullets spanged off the open armored door, and one struck Repeth in her forehead. Her lightweight helmet jerked with the impact so she ducked instinctively into cover. She loosed six more grenades, aiming at the front of the jail building where she could see muzzle flashes coming from the thin windows. They burst harmlessly against the concrete facing, but the cloud of pulverized cement hid them from fire for a few precious seconds. “Get in, Grusky!” She ran to the back of the Beast and flung open the rear loading door. Grabbing a heavy wooden box, she hauled it around and back through the window into the shattered office.
Flinging open the box, she quickly fitted two pressure detonators on the enormous antitank mines inside, and then jumped back out the window. Once inside the Beast, she yelled, “Go go go! Lockerbie, get us the hell out of here! Butler, weapons free, use it up, we’ll resupply later.”
The uprated Humvee spat gravel from its tires as it turned half a doughnut. Lockerbie aimed its nose down the road where they had entered as Butler fired profligate bursts over the back bumper.
Suddenly a wrecked sedan hurtled out of the garage tunnel as if shot from a cannon. Behind it burst forth an armored car of the kind SWAT liked to use for urban breach scenarios.
“Butler!” Repeth called.
“I see it, Top,” he said as he swung the Vixen rightward.
Tracers reached out from the armored car, .50 caliber heavy machinegun bullets that slammed into the Beast, sounding like triphammer blows. Next to Repeth the four-inch-thick crystal armor starred as a round struck it. Armored or not, a few more hits to the vision plates would break through, and huge bullets bouncing around the interior would tear them apart.
Lockerbie drove like a madwoman, slewing the Beast back and forth as the armored car chased them. Butler mashed his thumbs on the trigger of the Vixen, pouring penetrator fire into the enemy vehicle.
Explosions blossomed along the front of their target, controlled pops the size of hand grenades. The armored car drove through the smoke and detritus, showing nothing but odd square pockmark pixels along its front glacis.
“Reactive armor, Butler!” Repeth barked. “Switch to Armorshock!”
“Right…” Butler toggled the selector switch. “Running out of tungsten anyway.” He put his HUD crosshairs on the enemy and fired.
Or he tried to. He couldn’t seem to make his thumbs push down on the butterfly as he stared at one bloody ruined hand hanging by a flap of skin. Then he slumped, grey and unconscious. A piece of a spent .50 caliber bullet rattled down to fall on the floor of the Beast.
“Shit, Butler’s hit!” Grusky cried.
“Keep that evasive, Lockerbie!” called Repeth as she turned around in the passenger seat to help Grusky unbuckle Butler from his turret harness. Frustrated, she pulled out her knife and sliced the straps, dropping the gunner’s flaccid body to flop into the interior. Grusky crawled over him and up into the turret, wedging himself behind the gun.
A string of curses flowed as Grusky toggled gun switches and tried to get his squadcomm HUD synched with the targeting computer. “Screw it,” he finally said, flipping up the eyepieces and shoving his face forward to look over the iron sights. He could barely see through the gap where the Vixen protruded through the turret shell. Lining it up on the pursuing vehicle, he squeezed the trigger.
The gun spat briefly, then spun around with an empty electric whine. More popcorn explosions blossomed on the armored car as its reactive armor deflected the few tungsten bullets with controlled micro-explosions. Cursing again, Grusky finally found the ordnance selector and switched to Armorshock. When his vision port cleared he fired again.
His first long burst was spectacular, but he didn’t see it. The muzzle flash and smoke from the hundreds of rounds hid the target immediately, showing him the limitations of shooting manually. If he had been able to, he would have seen two hundred Armorshock rounds dumping their electric capacitors directly into the relatively insensitive reactive-explosive armor. The entire front of the enemy vehicle detonated at once, taking one of the front tires with it. At over fifty miles per hour the thing rolled like a toy batted by a giant child.
Repeth snarled, “Turn around, Lockerbie. Grusky, burn that thing.”
The Beast slewed sideways, then shuddered into a one-eighty. “Sorry, Top, they’re out of it and I’m not going to just murder them in their vehicle.”
Just then the side door of the armored car, now become its top hatch as it rested on its flank, popped open. A man-figure rose up, hefted a long thin weapon, pointed it at the Beast.
Grusky fired reflexively. The Armorshock rounds, though not designed for antipersonnel work, still had all of their incredible supersonic velocity. They cut the figure in half, and the weapon it held detonated in place, shaking the armored car and leaving a small mushroom cloud as the Beast blazed past.
“Keep going, Lockerbie. Get me just in sight of the office building,” ordered Repeth harshly. “Grusky, keep suppressive fire on that wrecked car this time.”
The Beast pulled to a halt as it rounded the corner of the treeline and the Septagon Shadow complex came back in sight. Above her Repeth heard Grusky firing short bursts at the armored car wrecked on the road behind them. She grabbed her grenade launcher with the three remaining rounds and stepped out of the Humvee.
She could see antlike figures scurrying around the buildings now that they thought the threat had departed. Hefting the launcher, she used her HUD to give her a solution on the window of the office where they had found Bill. Then she deliberately fired the three shots.
In slow motion the fat shells seem to float, up in an arc then down to drop at the pip. The explosions of the grenades were completely subsumed in an enormous roar as the small shocks set off the two antitank mines simultaneously. More than forty pounds of C-4 lifted the roof of the office building into the air. It also threw a lethal burst of shrapnel that scythed down the human figures nearby like wheat.
She felt no remorse whatsoever. You knew what you were getting into, she thought at the enemy. Sow the wind, reap the whirlwind. “All right. Let’s take a look at that armored car.”
As they drove nearer, Donovan tended to Butler, trying to sew his nearly severed hand back on.
When they’d pulled up next to the burning wreck, Repeth jumped out, dragging Bill with her. “Reload the Vixen,” she growled at Grusky as she manhandled her prisoner, his hands still tied. She looked down at the flimsy bindings, then pulled out her cop handcuffs and slapped them on him. He looked at her but said nothing. She wondered how strong he was, what his healing method was, and made sure her PW10 was aimed at him at all times.
“Is that a Shadow?” she asked, pointing her chin at the charred upper half of a humanlike body. The head was missing, but the torso was crisped and fried with electrical burns throughout. Charge had apparently passed along the metal inside, because she could see shiny laminates on the barbecued bones, and other artificial materials that survived the fire.
Bill replied, “No. That was just an augmented cyborg guard. A Shadow would still be trying to kill us.” He looked around, shivering though it was not cold.
“Shit.” Repeth kicked at the body. “Everybody come here. Leave what you’re doing for a minute.” She checked up and down the road, hemmed in by the trees and fence, to make sure no one was coming, then pointed to the thing on the ground. “Everyone get a good look. This is a small taste of what we’re up against. Cyborgs. Bill here says this guy was just a baby compared to the real thing. But even he came through that wreck unscathed and popped up with some kind of antitank weapon, and almost killed us all.”
 
Repeth turned to Grusky, who had lost all his color. She thrust her face up close to his. “The next time I tell you to burn something and you don’t do it will be your last. We clear?”
He swallowed. “Yes, Top.”
She stared at him for a moment more. She felt her eye twitching as she shifted her gaze to her team. “It’s a new game, people. Nanotech, biotech, now cyborg-tech. Our enemies are not human anymore.”
“It’s like I told you,” Bill choked. “These things can’t be reasoned with. They can’t be turned into Edens. They will not stop. Ever. Until they are dead. Or we are.”
“So put your inhibitions aside,” Repeth reiterated to her team. She turned to shove Bill into the Beast. “Let’s go. Back to base, post-haste.”
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They strapped Rick down to a metal table that matched the cyborg guard’s shiny forehead. His struggles seemed completely useless as these men’s casually exerted strength forced him into position. He felt like a child in the grip of powerful adults, and remembered those Terminator movies he had watched as a kid, trapped by his muscular dystrophy in his wheelchair. He used to imagine he could be a Terminator, not a bad one but a nice one, like in the second and third movies, with metal bones and muscles that made his wasting disease moot.
These men were like those cyborgs, slightly more emotional perhaps but the resemblance was obvious. He even heard, or imagined he could hear, the whining of servomotors, the creak of artificial tendons, the snick and screech of metallic joints and mechanisms.
Here comes Frau Blucher, of course, he thought hysterically as the dumpy woman walked into his range of vision. “Where’s Doctor Evil?” he asked aloud, humor his only defense.
The woman cocked her head at him, birdlike. Her right eye abruptly rotated around the axis of its pupil and that orifice contracted like a camera lens iris. She smiled mechanically. “Good afternoon, Doctor Johnstone. You see, I have great respect for your academic achievements, once I learned who you were and found your dossier. Bachelor’s at eighteen, Master’s at nineteen, doctorate from the University of Johannesburg at twenty-one, all while building one of the most effective cyber-warfare programs ever devised. You gave us fits, with your intrusions and misdirections and disruptions. In fact, it would not be too much of a stretch to say that you were instrumental in our present diminution of our power. So it is fitting that you should be instrumental in restoring it.”
He had started feeling a bit better once she started talking. At least it gave him something to focus on and a playing field where he might compete. “You’re monologing,” he said with as much cheerfulness as he could muster.
That head-cock came again. “What?”
“You know. When the hero is strapped to the death machine the villain starts monologing. Blathering on about how clever she is to have trapped him and how she is going to bring about his slow and agonizing death.”
She raised an eyebrow and replied, “Ah, you Americans and your sense of humor,” in a cartoonish Russian accent. “You see,” she reverted to her own voice, “I’m not a robot, I can laugh. Nor am I going to bring about your slow and agonizing death.” She patted his arm sympathetically. “But there will be pain.”
“Oh, that’s a relief.”
“You may not think so when it’s over.”
“Do I get to know what’s going on, or are you savoring the suspense?”
“I am, a little. It’s enjoyable to have you in my clutches, Dr. Johnstone.” She made birdlike claws at him and smiled impishly.
He nodded, or tried to, since his head was also pinned to the table. “Pardon me for asking, but are you a Psycho too?”
“Too?”
“Well, I figured that guy they called the Professor was. Nobody else I’ve seen around here qualifies, but you can’t be an Eden. And you have some kind of cybernetic implant for an eye. It would take a brave normal to undergo such an operation without the benefit of augmented healing processes.”
Her smile was sardonic. “Perhaps we have simply overcome the virus’ virtue effect?”
At first he thought she was joking again, but her expression did not change. She seemed sincere. Rick’s blood ran cold and his stomach tightened. If that were true then they had a frightening advantage. All the healing power of the Eden Plague but none of its strictures. Nothing to keep them from designing these cyborg super-soldiers with the power of machines and the biological advantages of immortal Edens. And the morals of robots.
“How did you do it?” he asked with genuine curiosity.
“Oh, come now, Doctor. That would be telling.” She made her thumb and forefinger into a circle and placed it to her cybernetic eye in a kind of salute.
“I get it. I’m your Prisoner. Funny. What’s your name, anyway?” he asked. Keep her talking. As long as we’re talking, she isn’t doing anything to me. And there’s always a chance she might become sympathetic. She seems to want my…respect? Approval? Or perhaps just my fear.
“You may call me Shari. I am the foremost expert in bionic cybernetics in…well, in the world, I believe. Certainly I have the most advanced program.” Her voice rose. “Even your nuclear strike on our government did not derail my research, and it is my advances that will bring us back to power and usher in a glorious new age of Die Übermenschen!”
He stared at her. “You’re kidding, right?”
She shrugged. “Kind of. Over the top?”
“No, not at all. Very inspiring.”
“Seriously…Rick…” Her demeanor became coy as she ran her hand up his naked arm. His skin tried desperately to crawl away from it. “I would like to have you on our side, rather than stuck in that mindless quad of yours designing tiny subroutines and planting worms. Oh, yes, we know about them, trying to corrupt our network.”
Interesting…she didn’t mention my logic bombs that will interfere with the servo-control programs. He kept any hope off his face and shrugged as if trying to conceal disappointment. “Can’t blame me for trying.”
“Of course not,” she said, mock-soothing. “But we would like your brilliance, not merely your compliance. To get that, we will have to do a little tinkering,” she tapped his skull, “up here.”
Fear shot through him then as he realized that there was something worse than torture. Tampering with his brain might do permanent damage to his mind. Over time the Eden Plague might be able to reconstruct the organic functions of his nervous system but it could not restore lost memories or personality.
Terror must have shown on his face, for Shari stroked it with a cruelly gentle hand. “There is no need to fear. We will take all that away from you, and there will be only happiness, an endless sea of pleasure, as long as you do what we wish. I hope that you will be a most important instrument in returning the rightful Unionist government to power.”
She leaned down and pressed her soft warm lips to his, a dry kiss that nevertheless promised much more. He tried to squirm away but the bindings held him helpless. “Shoot him up,” Shari said, and another white coat with a large needle advanced on him carefully, to sting his thigh with metal sharpness.
The pain started there, a hot sensation that spread up his veins and through his arteries. Agony tore a scream from his lips as Shari watched with heady pleasure. “It burns!”
“Yes,” she whispered. “It does, and it will. You will burn, my little man. You will burn for me.”
***
He existed in the fire, aflame but not consumed. Films of red lined his vision like celluloid curtains, and his limbs floated on coals of pain. Glowing brands rooted through his blood vessels, gouging channels in his muscles, through his flesh. Nerves died and were reborn, rerouted, rekindled until the flames warmed his bones and the touch of pain brought him to ecstasy. Inside the chambers of his mind he sobbed, unable to control or resist.
As he floated in the womblike furnace, Shari was always there, always whispering. He hated himself, but she became his anchor, his focus, the only thing he could hold onto even as he cried out save me to a silent God. Her presence brought him shivering rapture even while shriveling his soul with hellfire.
He desperately held on to what he could, reciting to himself, My hope is in the Lord and forgive me, over and over, trying to absolve himself of responsibility for what he could not control. Not my fault, he told himself, then cried out as his body and brain betrayed him with seizures of heaven and hell once again.
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“The conditioning is proceeding satisfactorily?” The voice came from an impeccably-manicured man of young middle age, from a face well known to the viewers of the Union News Network over the past decade: Winthrop Jenkins. No number after his name, but he was the eldest living of the Jenkins clan and thus should control great power and wealth. In his estimation the Septagon Shadow program was the key to reclaiming what he had lost with the fall of the Unionists.
“Of course,” Sharion Prandra purred. “I am seeing to it personally. Still,” she arched one eyebrow, “nothing is certain when dealing with such bleeding-edge techniques and technologies.” She turned to gesture at the Burn Room visible through the one-way glass, at Rick Johnstone strapped to the stainless-steel table.
“So you have told me. I understand, Doctor, you need to cover your ass in case it doesn’t work. Don’t worry, I’m not the type of man to punish the occasional hiccup, as long as your overall record demonstrates your effectiveness.”
“It does, and it will, Your Eminence. The rewiring of his nervous system and the electrostimulator web we have implanted in his brain is the most effective way we have identified for overcoming any compunctions he may have against obeying our directives. Pavlovian conditioning – pain and pleasure, fed directly into the respective cerebral structures – has proven irresistible.” She smiled, a thing of queasy satisfaction.
“I suppose if I was hammered with waves of pain or orgasmic pleasure, I would learn to comply as well.” Jenkins’ voice was musing, detached, belying his horrified feeling at contemplating mind control – no, to be fair, to contemplate anyone controlling his mind.
“It’s not merely the pain and pleasure, it’s the fear of pain and the hope of pleasure that really breaks them,” Shari answered. “Did you know that intermittent and semi-correlated consequences – good or bad – are many times more effective than predictable ones?”
“Really?” Jenkins raised his eyebrows in skepticism. “That seems counterintuitive. In politics, I always want to follow through on my threats and promises.”
“With your peers, perhaps. But what about your subordinates? Do you always, every time give them a word of praise for a good job, or a reprimand? Or only now and again, keeping them guessing?”
“Point taken. So you are saying that this strategy is more effective for those who are dependent.”
“Precisely, sir. You have gone to the root of it, forgive my imprecision, I only spoke of my own…discipline.” She smiled again, obsequious.
I know when I’m being played, Winthrop thought, but it doesn’t matter. She’s the best at what she does. Better to let her think I swallow her clumsy manipulations, as if I’m one of her subjects. He shivered inside at that thought. That’s one thing I’ll never do, put myself under her knife.
Waving airily, he responded, “Nothing to forgive, Doctor. Your work is excellent, and will be rewarded.” He raised one eyebrow. “Intermittently.”
“Ah, very amusing, sir. We do appreciate the resources lavished on us and endeavor to do our best. Speaking of resources…”
“I am sorry I can’t increase your budget right now. As the illegitimate government asserts more control, I am finding it harder and harder to acquire what we need. Some units and people are still loyal, but we need to get the kinks worked out of your Shadow Men and put them to use. They must be made reliable!”
“Yes, it is hard to instill fear in a cyborg, and too much pain will make them timid. We are continuing to test approaches.”
Jenkins smacked a fist into his palm for emphasis. “This is even more important as Unionist currency is now worthless. If I did not have substantial holdings in the Neutral States we would have nothing at all, remember that. Also, Doctor, should you ever consider hosting me in one of your Burn Rooms, I will remind you that I have had some very effective psychological blocks put in to my mind. I also have some loyal men who would investigate…and they have weapons and tools that even your Shadows would find…effective.”
He saw her face grow still as she nodded. She is more correct than she knew, he thought. Fear of consequences
is
more effective than punishment itself.
“Of course, sir. We are all loyal to you and the Unionist Party here.”
“I am the Party now, Doctor, and the Party values your loyalty in the exact measure you extend it. Now, shall we discuss how we will employ this tool you are creating?”
“Of course, sir.” She opened the door to exit the observation room, then led him to her well-appointed office. They sat on her soft black leather sofa, deliberately set low so her short legs were comfortable but bigger, taller people felt odd. Jenkins got up after a moment and perched on its arm, a slightly more appropriate seat for his tall frame.
Shari folded her hands on her knees and asked, “What did you have in mind for him, sir?”
Jenkins rubbed his neck tiredly. He wished there was a simple way to get rid of the Eden Plague virtue effect without all this cyberware, which would compromise his free will even more than the virus itself. He could use some healing and energy right about now. “I presume network cyber-warfare is not an option.”
She shook her head. “He will retain his skills, but I cannot speak for his motivation, his drive, his ‘edge.’ Creative talents cannot be bludgeoned into achievement, only coaxed. My methods are not sufficiently refined to make him an effective hacker for us. At least, no more effective than the others working for us.”
“Then my hope is that we can use him as a mole. Release him, let him escape or be rescued. Use your hypnoconditioning to make him forget his alterations.”
The Doctor looked skeptical. “Such hypnotics will only hold for a brief time. A week, perhaps two. Then the memories of what we have done will break through. If he reports himself, we will immediately lose him. We will also be providing our enemies with some of our technology to examine, and they have an extensive research program.”
Jenkins stood up to pace. “Then you will wire him with some kind of self-destruct that will automatically burn him out, slag all the cyberware inside him, either when we send him a signal or when he exhibits certain proscribed behavior. You can do that, can’t you?”
Shari laughed. “A simple matter. We can’t control his thoughts, but we can match his actions, including things he sees, to a heuristic decision matrix that will –”
“Spare me the details, Doctor. I have full confidence that you can do what you promise. Just…do not overpromise. I would rather be told honestly you cannot do something, than to be misled. That,” he said heavily, “would displease me greatly.”
The Doctor bowed her head in apparent submission, carefully hiding a smile. Such threats did not concern her much; all powerful men made them. The trick was to be so valuable to them that they could not afford to dispense with her services, and also to never show disrespect to their faces. Such men were far more sensitive to the responses of their underlings than they would admit. Was she not a psychiatrist of the first order? She understood human motivation better than anyone, including Winthrop Jenkins.
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At Battalion HQ Repeth turned Bill over to the confinement platoon, who had converted the old Dormitory into their new stockade. She understood that the hardware was already there to keep prisoners, but it still bothered her.
When she reported to Colonel Muzik, the first thing out of her mouth was, “We need an interrogation team. Pros. This Bill guy has a window on something we knew nothing about. But in the meantime I’m going to question him. He promised me to spill his guts in exchange for his life, so I need everything I can get from him, before he decides to get cute.”
“And then?”
“And then we go to Pax River.”
Colonel Muzik cleared his throat. “Not alone, you’re not.”
Repeth’s shoulders set stubbornly. “I have a good team, sir.”
“And you can keep them. But five people and one souped-up Hummer is not enough for an assault. I’ve already asked for some stealth drone imagery and once we get it we’ll have an idea what we’re up against. You did fantastic work but this is now bigger than either of us.”
“So we do all the hard stuff and the regulars go in and get the attaboys.”
Muzik looked at Repeth, appalled. “You never used to care about who got the glory, as long as the mission got done.”
She slammed a fist into the wall, leaving a hole in the drywall. “And I don’t really care about that now. I’m just tired of us line doggies doing all the scut work while others sit back and wait for the sexy jobs. And,” she took a deep breath, “I have to be there. If Rick is there, I have to be there.”
Muzik nodded slowly. “You know, Jill, you’re not making it any easier for me to have confidence in your state of mind.”
“What, you don’t trust me all of a sudden?”
“What I don’t trust is your objectivity. It may not be my call anyway. Look, go interrogate your prisoner. Don’t wreck him; he may hold the key to getting Rick back. I’ll see what I can do about getting you in on the Pax River op. And Jill?” he said as she turned to go. “Remember, Professor Stone is still out there. You’re a cop now. Tracking down criminals is your main job, not rescue. It would be better for everyone if you thought about that.”
The door slammed behind her. “Don’t tell me what my freakin’ job is,” she muttered under her breath as she stomped down the hall. “My job is to find my boyfriend. Fiancé. Whatever.” Shoving her way into the womens’ latrine, she glared at the Spec-4 washing her hands there. “Get out,” she snarled. “GET OUT!”
The woman bolted, and Jill locked the door. Turning both faucets on full blast, she plunged her face into the water just in time to convince herself she wasn’t crying.
Half an hour later, puffy-eyed but composed, she walked in to the stockade for the first time since she had been prisoner there. The place they called theDormitory had been cleaned up, sanitized, given a new coat of whitewash – but a prison is a prison is a prison, once it has been used for caging people. An oppressive spirit lingered there, echoes of beatings, rapes, and the casual abuse of power that no amount of paint could cover. She shivered, soulstruck.
“I need to see the prisoner I just brought in an hour ago. Goes by Bill,” she said to the guard.
“You’ll have to get a pass from the Commander,” the MP sergeant there said.
He was one of the new ones, probably a reservist called in as augmentation. Another one comes in late after the hard work is over, she sneered inside. “How’s this pass work?” She held out the piece of paper that usually rested near her heart, beneath the body armor inside a plastic cover.
The man looked at the printing and the signature, until his face went white. He tried to take it from her hand to examine it more closely.
“It’s real,” she said as she twitched it out of reach.
“All right,” he said with a nervous swallow. “But you’ll have to leave your firearms. Frank, bring that new one, William Lilly, to a visit room.”
Once inside the designated chamber, Repeth paced until the guards brought Bill in. When he sat down, he held up his cuffed hands. “Come on, is this really necessary?”
“Uncuff him,” Repeth ordered, “then get out.”
The guard looked askance at her but decided not to argue. Perhaps it was the blast marks and bullet rips that showed on her body armor. Perhaps it was the icy cold in her eyes. Or perhaps it was the way her fingerless-gloved hand kept flexing, unconsciously clenching and unclenching on an absent handgrip and trigger.
“They treating you okay?” she asked perfunctorily.
“Yeah, never been in a better prison. This place smells weird, though, like cheap whores. Stale perfume and sweat under the new paint. You got a cigarette?”
“Sorry no, but I’ll see what I can do. And you don’t want to know too much about that smell. No, maybe you do. Some of the buddies of the people you work for kept a rape house here. Sex slaves. They put me in here too. So you weren’t far off.” She didn’t bother telling him she had not been abused. Let him believe what was useful to her.
He paled. “Uh…sorry. I had nothing to do with that. And I’m out now, all right? So you take care of me like we agreed, and you can drain me dry. Come on, I’m an Eden, you know I won’t betray you.”
She laughed without humor, leaning in close and quiet. “You may have the virus but you’re no Eden. You’re a G–,” she choked off a blasphemy, “you’re a Psycho. I know. I’ve looked in your eyes. But I’m willing to ignore that if you spill your guts as we agreed. In return, I’ll make sure you get to the right people that will interrogate you with minimum suffering, and maybe they’ll even give you a job. Or maybe they’ll send you to Australia. But all I want right now is information on this Pax River place.”
He sat back, rubbing his face. “All right. I could really use that cigarette though.”
“Fair enough. Guard! Rustle me up some smokes and a lighter, will you? And a pad of paper and some pens.” Once they arrived and he lit up, she sat down across from him and started the debriefing.
***
Repeth tossed copies of Bill’s debriefing notes onto Colonel Muzik’s desk. “Intel has the originals, and I kept a copy too, but I thought you should have one. The short version is that Winthrop Jenkins – yes, one of that clan, Jervis’ brother – he was an Under-Triumvir in the last year or two before nukefall, and he ran a black program named Septagon Shadow. It was a competing effort with Tiny Fortress. He was afraid of a military coup from Tyler using nanocommandos, so he poured billions of black money into a cyber-wetware project. Laminated bones, rewired nervous systems, servomotor-assisted strength, bionic mods like claws and fangs and more.”
“How could the candidates survive?” Muzik asked. “I mean, they could use Edens but I don’t see them wanting commandos who will refuse to kill for them. They’d make great bodyguards but it’s the same old virtue effect.”
Repeth nodded. “Once I knew Bill was a Psycho, it all fell into place. I mean, what are the odds of a Psycho working there? They’re one in, what, a hundred thousand? He was hoping to become a Shadow. He still may be. Psychos are the ultimate survivors, willing to betray anyone. That’s what he did, and he will bide his time and make the best of things. That reminds me, we need to get him turned over to the intel folks and tell them how dangerous he is.”
“Okay.” Muzik made a note on a pad. “So these Shadows are cyber-augmented Psychos, you think?”
“Either that or they have healing nano. They have to have something to survive the procedures. The way he describes it they are stripped down and rebuilt from the inside out.”
Muzik tapped on his pad with a stylus, his brow furrowing. “Should we be worried, Jill?”
“What do you mean, sir?”
“You hit them pretty hard there in Lorton. They have to believe there will be a follow-up operation to clean them out. In fact, off the record, there is. I asked Tyler to use his influence to get a cybercommando team out here ASAP and,” he looked at his watch, “they should be landing at AP Hill any time now. Tomorrow they lead an assault on the place, backed by armor and infantry to secure the perimeter.”
Repeth shook her head. “It will be too late. As soon as we got away I’m sure they were tearing the place down, sanitizing everything. They’re probably over in Pax River by now. I blew up Bill’s office and half the building, so I’m hoping they don’t know we got him.”
“Maybe. But if they suspect, do you think they will come after us here? Send some Shadows, try to break Bill out?” Muzik touched a key, then input a code into his computer.
“Hmm…anything’s possible, I suppose. You could put out an advisory, if you don’t mind letting the word on this get out.”
“It’s already out, and I already did. RUMINT is faster than flash traffic. And I had Bill moved as soon as you left the stockade, just in case. Did he say anything about Stone?”
“The Professor? No…”
“He’s a Psycho, remember.” Muzik stared at Repeth until the light bulb went on.
“He’s not a Shadow.”
“Not yet, maybe. But I bet he wants to be. That’s the connection. He’ll find his way to Pax River and sell his soul for that kind of power. And Jenkins will welcome him with open arms, because Psychos are few and far between. So when you find Stone, you find Rick, I bet. Assuming they’re using his skills.”
Repeth rubbed her neck, thinking. “How do you think they control the Shadows?”
“How would you do it?” Muzik responded.
“Punishment circuitry? I’d also put some kind of kill switch in them. A shutdown code for their cyberware that rendered them harmless, or even self-destructed them.”
“Sounds like science fiction.”
“We got there with Tiny Fortress and alien spaceships already, I think,” she said grimly. “I read enough sci-fi when I was younger. Gibson, Asher, Vaughn Heppner and B.V. Larson, guys like that. Cyberpunk and combat sci-fi. And it’s coming true.”
Muzik brooded, staring at his screen for a while before turning his gaze back to her. “How long before we’re obsolete?”
“Sir?” She seemed startled.
“How long before Edens become the new underclass? Against nanocommandos and Shadows with combat capabilities we can’t handle.”
Her eyes held his, gleaming, hot. She leaned over his desk, knuckles on its top. “Then I guess we get ourselves some upgrades.”
“Yeah, I was kinda thinking the same thing. I’ll ask Tyler if he knows of any combat nano that Edens can tolerate yet. I’m sure they’re developing it. In the meantime, I want you to work your contacts and see what you can acquire in the way of something to handle these Shadows.”
“All right.” She leaned forward. “Sir…just a few hours ago you were waving me off. Now you’re acting like I’ll be in on it.”
Muzik poked the report copies with a thick finger. “This alters everything. You’re now the resident expert on this stuff, and your team has gotten the closest. So you’re now an advisor, at least. But Jill,” he went on, “I know how bad you want this. That’s what concerns me. I’ve watched you change over the past months, and I’m not sure I like it.”
She looked down at her hands, rubbing them together. “Understood, sir. It’s been frustrating, waiting weeks to be let off the leash while Rick is being…being…” She ground to a halt.
“I got it, Jill. But you won’t do him any good if you can’t maintain your objectivity. What did you tell that dog handler? Compartmentalize and get past it? We all have our demons. We can’t let them take control.”
Repeth looked sidelong from under raised eyebrows. “As usual, sir, you’re right. Doesn’t make it any easier.”
“We’ll get him back. And he’s tougher than you think. I know him better than you do in some ways, all that time we spent together in Colombia when he was growing up. He’d had to be strong to deal with the muscular dystrophy, and losing his dad, and leaving his country, living under threat for years. He’s still got that strength in him. He’ll survive, and he’ll be doing what he can to be ready when we get close to him. Have some faith, Jill.”
“God, sir, I want to believe that.” She stood up, rubbing her arms. “Thanks for the pep talk. We need to knock back a few beers together sometime soon.”
His smile was a sunrise. “Sounds good. Just as soon as things slow down.”
“Next decade then?” she asked lightly.
He laughed. “Get out of here, Jill. Get some sleep; see me first thing in the morning. Maybe we’ll have something.”
In the corridor outside Repeth saw Donovan leaning against the wall, bouncing his back against it with impatience. “What’s up, Corporal?” she asked.
“Uh, Top, kin I talk to you fer a minute?”
“Of course, Donovan. Let’s go in the dayroom.”
Once inside he shifted from foot to foot. “Ah hate to say this to you, Top, on account of ah really appreciate everything you done for me and all the times we been through, but ah jes’ don’t think ah kin work for you no more, beggin’ your pardon.”
Repeth’s jaw dropped for a moment, then she shut it with an audible snap. “All right…I don’t understand, but you gotta do what you gotta do. What’s eating you, Corp?”
“It’s jes’ all that killin’ we done, and…”
She nodded encouragement. “Go on, I won’t hold it against you.”
Donovan went on in a worried tone. “Well, the killin’…and you seemin’ to enjoy it. Ah jes’ cain’t abide it, Top. It ain’t in mah nature. It never was, really, and ever since you got me this here virus, ah’m even more sure. Ah was proud to go and look for Mister Johnstone with you and ah hope you find him and all, but if you can see a way clear, ah’d like to get that transfer we talked about. To Medical.”
Jill took a deep breath, then slapped the big man on the shoulder. “All right. I understand. If it’s any consolation – any help to you that is, I think that last mission gave me my fill of killing for a while. But I know that this is what you want, and thank you for sticking with me this long. Here, let’s go see Colonel Muzik. He’s a good man, he’ll listen and do what he can.”
And you know what, she said to herself as she brought Donovan into the Colonel’s office, it’s true. I found a lead, we have an objective, and we’re moving forward. I feel a lot better now.
But that doesn’t make it all right.
On her way back to her quarters she took a detour, to the field chapel set up in a small auditorium of the Mary Washington campus they occupied. Before the altar she knelt, pushed her PW10 behind her and began to pray.
She was there for a long while.
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Rick came to feeling clearheaded for the first time in forever. He looked at his fingernails, felt his beard, but he’d been clipped and shaved; they told him nothing.
Rolling to his feet, he examined the place he was in, different from either of his former cells. This was a hospital room, clean, white, crisp, smelling of disinfectant. He wondered if that smell would ever be abolished, even with the Eden Plague making antibacterials moot.
There was a high thin window, too small for anyone but a child to get through even if the meshed glass was somehow removed. He stood on the chair to look, seeing familiar pastureland and trees. I’m still in the same place, he thought with something like relief.
Searching his door, he could find no way to open it, so he took to examining himself. There must have been some reason for his ordeal, the things they had put him through. He blushed with shame at what he remembered, and he felt an unwelcome stirring of desire. Forcing his thoughts away from Shari I want you he stripped off his clothing and turned the cold water in the shower up to full.
Shivering under the icy blast, he felt his heart race and his blood pound. Like a sonar ping, this pulsing sensation revealed things amiss in his own body. Reaching with his senses, he stepped dripping from the shower and stood in front of the mirror – a glass mirror this time – and looked at his own face.
One patch of oddness was in his right eye. He leaned in closer, probing at it with a fingertip. His Eden vision allowed him to move in closer and closer, focusing at a range of just inches, even to the point of seeing the end of his own nose in sharp clarity. More interestingly, he could see something within his right eyeball, a hexagonal matrix that hung behind his cornea like the wire mesh within his cell’s window.
Some kind of camera, or sensor, he surmised. That’s how they knew what I was doing. They did it that first night when I smelled the pine scent of the gas. But what else did they do?
Another oddity resided in his chest cavity. He located the thinnest of scars, something that would soon go away as all scars did in Edens, but it proved they had done something there. He had no idea what, but his guesses included tracking devices or transmitters, deadman charges, even a bomb big enough to turn him into a suicide weapon.
His left wrist pulsed also, and he felt a kind of nodule barely beneath the paper-thin skin over his tendons and nerves there. Digging at it hard bloodlessly popped the living sheath of his epidermis, and revealed a fine retractable line with a universal plug on it.
What happens when I plug that in, he wondered. More from speculation than feeling, he ran his hands over his head and was surprised to find week-old stubble. His head had been shaved, he faintly remembered, and assuming it was done only once, now he had a general idea of how long he had been under Shari’s care.
More importantly, he found traces of scarring there, too. He could see them in the mirror. They had performed surgery on his skull. What had they put in there? A hard drive? There was no reason for it to be in his head. It could just as easily be in his chest. What needs connecting to the brain?
Suddenly he knew. Pain and pleasure. Direct neural stimulation. Why hurt the body when you can go direct to the seats of reward and punishment, the brain itself? That’s what they did – push a button and he was immediately in hell or heaven: instant fire or orgasm or seizure or opiate dreams.
Even then he felt the lure of the rewards, the fear of the punishments. Academically he knew he might someday be rescued, but part of him didn’t even want it. Part of him just wanted to go find Shari and bow before her and plead with her for more, and more, and more.
The other part was horrified and sickened at this very weakness and at the fear and nausea, terrified of the pain when he tried to disobey and contemplated rebellion. Even now his stomach cramped and his head filled with a low humming, and fire began to run through his body, recalling his first treatment in the Burn Room.
They altered me, rewired me, he realized. I’m a cyborg now, with bionic implants and nerves I can’t shut off, that force me to feel everything they want me to feel. But why? What do they want me to do?
Shoving the wire back into his wrist he watched the skin scab over and heal within minutes. Very convenient for covert work, he thought. It must have something to do with what they want me to do. Steal information? Plant it? And you know what, I’ll do it. He shook his head and tears began running down his cheeks. I’ll do it, because I can’t take that kind of pain. No one could, because there’s no way to run, no way to hide, no way to end it. I’m afraid of the pain, and I’m afraid I’ll never have the pleasure again.
Oh Lord, I’m an addict. That’s what this is. I’m addicted. They got me three ways – addiction, pain, and, I presume, death. There has to be some kind of deader mechanism inside me, probably big enough to destroy all the cyberware. I bet there’s half a kilo or more of C4 in my chest. Dear God, what can I do?
Outside in the corridor he heard footsteps, and the lock turning. He pulled on the teal scrubs he had been wearing, his only clothing, and sat tensely on the chair.
Shari entered the room, not in her lab coat but wearing a body-hugging red dress that showed off all her curves, and it drove him to his knees. He simply couldn’t help himself; his body betrayed him. From the floor he looked up like a dog before his mistress and a groan bled from his lips. “Please…” He was not sure what he was pleading for.
“Oh, Rick,” Shari said, closing the door and stepping over to him. “I missed you.” She caressed his head and he pressed his face into her body, clinging to her like a child or a broken lover, hugging her from on his knees.
“Please,” he said again. “Please…help me.”
And she did. Reaching a hand into her cleavage she extracted a pendant and pressed her thumbprint to the tiny touchscreen on it.
Rick cried out in relief and fulfillment as he was suffused with a feeling of love and caring and warmth that rolled in like a wave. It subsided into the background, and he found himself led to sit on his bunk, leaning back against the wall, eyes dull as a lotus-eater. After a few moments the feeling drained away, leaving only its afterglow, an imitation of intimacy that nevertheless felt real.
“That’s better, isn’t it?” Shari smiled, and all became right with his world. He could think of nothing but her, her presence, how much he wanted to be with her. All doubts had been washed away.
“Yes, thank you. I love you, Shari,” Rick said, and he believed it. He really did, even while somewhere within him wailed a thin small boy crying noooooo. He ignored the warning, focused on the woman in front of him, the only thing that made his life worthwhile. “I really do.”
“I know you do, Rick darling. We just have a little more work to do to get you ready. Get rid of some of those pesky little memories that just get in your way.” She held out her hands to him again and he came into her arms, and everything was really and truly fine, better than it had ever been.
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The Beast held four now, with Donovan gone: Lockerbie in the driver’s seat, Butler one-handed on the gun and Grusky backing them up in the rear. Jill could have found a replacement but she didn’t feel like trying to fit someone in at the last second. From the passenger seat of the monster truck she stared at the assault aircraft.
They were MH-60 Black Hawks from the 160th Aviation, the same kind of birds that had brought the SEALs in to take out Bin Laden. A bit old, but much upgraded and impeccably serviced. Other countries had helicopters more advanced than the US did now, but she knew that once the nation got back on its feet they would get some better ones. For now, the tried and true was good enough.
Four birds cranked up their rotors, and she watched forty nanocommandos load up. She ground her teeth, wishing she was going in with them, but then again, they couldn’t exactly fly the Beast along.
Her team was going in with the ground assault. That was supposed to start as soon as the commandos were down, and was mostly there to surround the place and keep anyone from getting away.
We’ll see, she thought.
The helos lifted in two pairs, each lead and trail about one hundred meters laterally separated. They disappeared into the dawning sky, barely visible with all their running lights off. On top of their surfaces they had faint green glow-strips so they could see each other, invisible from the ground.
Intel had detected no radars or air-defense weapons, so they had a good chance of dropping the assault teams off safely. Getting out might be another issue, but the aviators of Task Force 160 were the best in the world, dedicated support for the Delta hostage rescue teams and other special operations forces.
In fact, Jill had heard that once the commando nano was fully stabilized, Delta would be the next ones to get it. More power to ‘em, she thought. Gotta respect the D-boys after what they laid down in Mogadishu. Besides, she had a better plan for taking the next step up, and it was waiting in front of her.
The go-code crackled over the squadcomm and Lockerbie cranked up the Beast. They were parked behind a monstrous M1A4 tank with “Big Daddy” painted in white on its rear end. The laser antimissile R2D2 fitted to the turret made it look like something from a sci-fi movie.
They were supposed to let the tank, and its fellows strung out left and right of her, charge forward across the open fields and pasturelands outside of the Pax River complex. The Navy and Marines were making a similar assault on the Solomons Island complex across the narrow strait. Bill had given them all he knew but he’d never been to this area, the heart of Septagon Shadow, so a simultaneous assault was the best bet to rescue prisoners, capture scientists and take as much of the technology intact.
The big tank lurched forward and Lockerbie pulled in directly behind it as per orders. Dawn was just breaking to the east but the driver had the Beast’s infrared sensors linked into her squadcomm helmet and drove like it was daylight.
“See that next open field?” Repeth asked
“Sure, Top.”
“As soon as Big Daddy in front of us squashes that fence, pass him on the left and punch it.”
“Ah…okay, Top. Hope he doesn’t decide to put a round up our ass.”
“Naw, we got IFF on, right?”
“Right,” answered Grusky from the back seat after checking the comms stack.
“Fine. I want to be in on the kill.”
“Funny, Top, I thought you might say that. I didn’t need my next stripe anyway.” As the tank flattened the fence, Lockerbie accelerated and roared around the behemoth, bouncing over the ruts and bumps. “Shit!” she yelled as suddenly some hills grew legs. “They didn’t say anything about cows!” She wrenched the wheel hard to the right, then left again.
“Intel always sucks, you know that,” Repeth said dryly as the black-and-white milk cattle scattered in all directions.
In front of the Beast they could see the target complex, a low line of buildings now lit by flashes of gunfire. Whirlybird shapes appeared briefly above the treeline to their left before disappearing into the night at nap-of-the-earth height, wheels brushing the treetops.
“All right folks, let’s get in there and give the glory boys some help. Butler, you are weapons free, but be damn sure what you’re shooting at. Use Needleshock to start with in case it’s our guys.”
“Roger,” came Butler’s laconic reply. “Uh oh, here we go.” He ripped off a burst with his gun, a sound like steel cans going through a wood chipper. Yellow fire reached out from the Vixen as the tracers among the shells lit their path. An enemy SUV burst into flame and rolled to a stop, men bailing out.
“Cut them down,” Repeth ordered. “They might be Shadows. Needleshock will give them a fighting chance.”
“You got it, boss.” More light stabbed out, short bursts that touched the figures and threw them like puppets to the ground.
Then they were in among the buildings, and the weakness of Repeth’s rogue plan became apparent. There was a bewildering array of structures. Some looked like offices, some like hangars or utility sheds or warehouses. Remembering the Noman Cole plant, she said, “Keep a lookout for a building with skinny windows and concrete walls, like the other one we hit.”
“Like that one?” Grusky pointed over his shoulder to the left.
“Good eyes.” Repeth could not see any activity at that building, but the windows glowed with internal light and it was clearly occupied. “What do you think, Lock? Will the Beast take the hit?”
“The front entrance? Uh…no, I don’t think so. That’s reinforced concrete. This isn’t a tank.”
“Hmm. Good thinking, Lockerbie. Put you in for a medal.”
“I think you already owe me one or two, Top.”
“I’ll make sure you all get one good one, I promise. Now turn this puppy around and go find Big Daddy.”
***
“He’s not here.” Repeth kicked her prisoner in the butt, causing him to stumble.
“Boss, throttle down, okay? There are civilians.” Grusky hurried alongside her to keep up.
“They’re Unionist pigs, that’s what they are. Here, Corporal, got another one for you.” She shoved the hapless man with the Unie patch in the direction of the MPs and their makeshift stockades, then turned back toward the building and the Beast.
Big Daddy had rammed the front door of the building, after a bit of persuading on her part. The tank commander had waved as he pulled back to his position in the breaking dawn. Nobody was likely to have noticed their little deviation from the op plan.
The team had searched the building over the past half hour, and had cleared it of all resistance on the first floor. Now Repeth and Grusky returned to the Beast, which was now half-inside the structure with the Vixen pointed at an armored door. It was the only one they hadn’t been able to open, even with blasting charges. Whatever it guarded had to be important.
“You sure you don’t want to get some backup?” Grusky asked.
“Ask forgiveness, not permission,” Repeth growled. “Our answers might be behind that door, and I’m not waiting.”
“But how are we going to open it?”
“Go get Big Daddy again. Tell them it’s another case of beer each.”
“But Top, if you blast down the door it might kill everyone inside!”
Repeth looked Grusky up and down with evident disgust. “And they say women have no spatial sense. Follow me.” She led Grusky in a fast circuit of the room the door guarded, a twelve by twelve cube. “That’s either some kind of vault, or it’s an entrance to the basement, where the real facility is. Either way I doubt there’s anyone on the other side of the door to be killed. And I’m not waiting around for engineers to get it open; it will take them hours.”
“Okay, boss. On my way.” Grusky trotted off to look for their favorite M1 tank and crew.
***
The slap on her shoulder startled Repeth, and she turned to snarl at Grusky. “What!” She was about to tell him to use the damn squadcomm when she saw who was attached to the arm.
A midnight-black figure in head-to-toe spidersilk armor, articulated plates making him look like a laminated medieval knight, spoke through the cloth over his mouth. “Let me go first, Master Sergeant.”
“Back off, nano-boy,” she said, trying to jerk her shoulder out from under his hand. It felt like a clamp, and she didn’t go anywhere.
“We only found half a dozen cyborgs, and they weren’t that scary,” the man went on. “Aren’t you Repeth? The one who hit the other facility, and wrote the report?” He let go of her shoulder.
“Yeah, that’s me, so what?”
“Remember what the guy you snagged said. They had some boosted guards. I think that’s all we found. Not the real Shadow Men.” He gestured down the stairwell on which they were standing. “If these things are anywhere, they’re down here.”
“Or they got away. Okay, you go first, meat shield.”
“Right. Echo Team, let’s go.”
Suddenly there came a rapid fluttering of black all around her as five nanocommandos leaped the rails, bypassing Repeth and her team. “Right,” she muttered, and led the way down as fast as her legs would take her. Her grenade launcher bounced on her back as she descended the stairs: one, two, three landings, then an open door.
The sound of gunfire echoed down the corridor to their front, and in the glow of emergency lamps she saw black figures flicker, fire and leap. Something swung into jerky motion, picked up one of the figures and whirled it once over its head to slam it against a wall like a child with a bean-bag doll. A sickening crunch reached her ears and the man lay still.
The thing turned her way with glowing eyes, then twitched as automatic weapons opened up on it from the right. Jill lifted her grenade launcher and aimed, but the apparition bolted to her left down a corridor. She rushed forward, weapon ready, to shine a flashlight on the fallen figure.
It was a black-clad commando. She had no idea which one, since they didn’t wear nametags and she couldn’t see their faces, but it didn’t really matter much to her. The only thing this one needed a name for was his funeral. It leaked fluids, a carcass in a silken bag.
The commando team leader swore next to her, which identified him for Jill.
“You still good on taking point, nano-boy?” she asked.
“We’re good,” he grated back. “We’re going to get this bastard.”
“Might want to send up for something heavier than those PW-15s, then,” she said, gesturing with her grenade launcher. “Like this.”
He stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “Good thinking. Can your team hold here for a few minutes?”
“Yeah. We’ll save a couple for you. Go. Hurry up.”
The four remaining nanocommandos bolted for the stairs, leaping upward like preying mantises, leaving the four Edens with the bag of bones. “Grusky, Lockerbie, set claymores to cover those two corridors. Have two more primed and ready to go, back out of blast radius. Butler, toss a flare down each one, I want to be able to see.”
They broke open their backpacks while Repeth tried to cover both openings with one weapon. The flares went first, then the two claymore mines – blocks of explosives faced with seven hundred steel BBs, the lethal kind – were placed three meters down the way.
Forty seconds later there came a scraping from the corridor the thing had fled down. Repeth put one eye around the corner and saw those glowing red orbs. “Get ready,” she whispered. “Soon as I pull my head back, clack that thing.”
She watched it edge forward to pick up the flare, then toss the burning light back up the corridor toward them. “Crap, it’s smart. I can’t see it anymore. Throw another flare down there.”
She heard Butler digging in his pack when she saw the eyes halfway to her and moving fast. “Clack!” she yelled, throwing herself backward from the corner. A wave of pneumatic shock washed over her, would have deafened her in the enclosed space except for the noise-cancelling squadcomm inserts. As it was she still felt like a giant hand had slapped her across the floor.
She rolled to her knees to see the Shadow cartwheel among them. Too fast, it’s too fast! It must have gotten beyond the front face of the Claymore, avoided the sleetstorm of steel balls, and been shoved forward into their midst. Jill watched in horror as it stood and kicked Butler as he lay on the ground. The sound of his breath being driven from his body came over the link as she raised her grenade launcher.
The muffled bark of the weapon transmitted itself through the kick in her shoulder as it punched the man-thing backward. Lockerbie and Grusky opened up on it from their prone positions, hammering it with Needleshock on full auto.
It lay there for a moment, blue lightnings playing over its body with the electrical discharges of the charged-capacitor flechettes. That wasn’t so hard. Then, without warning, it leaped upward to cling to the low ceiling, insect-like, before scuttling across it toward her. Her weapon boomed once more but she missed, it moved so fast, and then it was on her with a hissing roar.
A face loomed before her, a demon visage of shredded flesh and glowing red eyes – they must have added those for effect, she thought in one of those frozen flashes of irrelevance that combat often brought – before it slammed her over backward with monstrous strength.
She could see it jerk and twitch, stitched by bullets from her teammates, even as it backhanded her across the room. In a confused grey haze she saw it turn on its tormenters and lunge for them. Groping for a weapon, she found her PW10 on its retractable sling and brought it up to fire.
Click. She struggled with the weapon, running at speed through malfunction procedures drilled into her nervous system by years of practice, but she knew she would be too late. The golem had Grusky in its hands and with a twist, it pulled her assistant’s head off and flung it from him.
Screaming in rage and lining up on the thing’s body, she poured another magazine into it on full automatic, but it’s not enough, I can’t kill it with these weapons when an avalanche of darkness swept past her.
At least a dozen black-armored knights lined up, raised their guns as one and fired at the Shadow. Jill’s bones rattled with the explosions of heavy weapons and the thing came apart under the pummeling. Grenade launchers filled with flechette, auto-shotguns, squad automatic weapons and even a .50 caliber M2 heavy machinegun lifted from its pintle atop an Abrams tore it to bits.
Ignoring Grusky, who was clearly beyond help, Jill staggered over to Butler, trusting the cavalry to deal with security. She rolled him over and saw his chest had been caved in and he was not breathing. With her combat knife she cut his body armor free and tried to figure out what to do.
A black-clad figure with a Red Cross patch shoved her roughly aside, then stripped off its mask to show a hawkish Semitic face. “Let me handle this, ma’am,” he said as he pulled off his gloves to reveal long slim fingers. Deftly he reached inside Butler’s crushed and bloody chest and pulled the ribcage forward into something resembling a normal position.
Jill knew that, assuming there was any life left in his body, it would be frantically healing itself. The commando medic had to rearrange the bones before they knit in a position that would keep his heart from beating. She could see the logic in it immediately.
Now that the bone structure was not pressing on the internal organs, Butler’s breathing was visible, his diaphragm working. “He’s an Eden, right?”
Jill nodded.
“He’ll make it then. Good luck.” With that the man was gone, racing after his comrades.
“Get a nutrient IV started,” Jill ordered Lockerbie, then staggered to her feet to look for her grenade launcher. Now that she had time to think, the whole front of her body felt bruised. Once she had retrieved the weapon she walked over to look at what was left of the Shadow Man.
Gleaming metal bones, unbroken still, poked out of the wreckage. Its plastic joints and sockets weren’t quite as tough, and had shattered and popped under the commandos’ weapons fire. The skull was a steel horror movie prop and the flesh…the flesh was just meat, bloody meat. Wires and implanted machines ran throughout the mass.
Jill thought about what one of these things could do if it carried a weapon – a 7.62 Gatling minigun for example. She shuddered to think. If a nanocommando was worth several ordinary troops, this thing could match several of them.
Then she remembered her conversation with Colonel Muzik. What had she said? “Then I guess we get ourselves some upgrades.” It had been flippant bravado, but the more she thought about it, the more it made sense. At some point the Tiny Fortress project would come up with combat nano compatible with the Eden virus, and when it did, she would be pushing to the front of the line. But now…maybe…it wouldn’t be like a nano shot. Building cyborgs must take days, weeks, even if all the techniques were perfected. She filed the thought away.
Jill shook herself out of her musings to check on Butler. He seemed to be resting comfortably. She was torn between staying and going forward. Finally, she compromised. “Let’s get him up the stairs. It’s less risky to move him than to take a chance one of those things shows up again.”
Carefully the two of them carried Butler up the steps and handed him off to the medics up above. Then they went down and carried Grusky’s body up to lay it on the Beast’s hood. He’ll still be there when we get back. Lockerbie stared at the corpse for a long moment before deliberately turning away. “What now, Top?” she asked.
“Now? We load for bear. Open the back. Pull out the boxes.”
Lockerbie pulled open the rear door of the Beast, where their extra gear was stored. They unloaded a dozen cases, and Jill opened most of them up to survey what they had. She dumped out the rounds she had in her grenade launcher and methodically started loading different ones. “Armorshock,” she said as she did it. “The Needleshock charges weren’t enough, and there’s no point in pumping Eden Plague into a cyborg. This should generate enough charge to burn out its electrical systems. If that doesn’t do it, the HE should take chunks out of it. Get a launcher and load up. And put a pumped beam on it.” The super-bright flashlights were just the thing for tunnel work, when stealth was not an issue.
Lockerbie complied, and they filled their vests with more of the anti-armor rounds.
“All right. Now let’s see how they like Armorshock. Just keep firing until it’s dead. Blow their heads off if they’re down. You saw how that one got back up. They’re tough, but we can kill them if we work as a team.”
Lockerbie nodded grimly, glancing at the still body of their fallen comrade, and hefted her launcher. “Okay, boss, let’s go find your fiancé.”
***
“Are we there yet, mom?” Lockerbie whispered as they rounded another corner and shone their lights down more empty corridors. “We’ve been down here almost an hour and haven’t seen a damn thing. There must be hundreds of rooms.”
“What’s that?” Jill pulled her squadcomm earbud out of her ears and listened. “Down there. Sounds like voices.” She turned and led the way down a long corridor, shoving the plugs back in.
A light showed ahead, and now they could all hear male voices that increased in volume as they rounded two more corners. Repeth’s team broke out into a well-lit room, some kind of laboratory.
Two broken Shadows leaked all over the floor, nearly dismembered by the impact of heavy weapons. Three black-clad figures lay there as well, neatly placed, and two more reclined on hospital gurneys. The seven remaining nanocommandos covered a line of people in lab coats standing against the wall.
Only one thing interested Jill, though, as she handed off her grenade launcher to Lockerbie and marched over to face the enormous man that stood among them.
“Professor Stone. I’ve been looking for you.”
The huge blonde, looking exactly like what he was, a former professional-entertainment wrestler, smiled and put his hands on his hips. “Well, well, well. You again.” He laughed. “You found me. Whoopee.”
“Yeah. Now I need some answers.” She unclipped her PW10 from its retractable sling and handed it back to Lockerbie.
He stared at her face. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think this was personal, but I don’t even know your name. And my boys never got a chance to use you, such a sweet piece that you are. What’s your beef?”
“You can call me Reaper. My beef,” Jill replied, taking her PW5 pistol out of its holster and handing it back to Lockerbie, “is that you sold my fiancé Richard Johnstone to these lunatics here, and apparently you ran off to join them too. So I bet you know where he is.”
“Even if I know where he is – maybe I do and maybe I don’t – I’m not going to give it up for free. Tell the ninja turtles here to give me safe passage out of here and I’ll tell you all I know. Hell, I’ll even help you find him.” Stone cracked his knuckles together, clearly enjoying the repartee. Perhaps he was reliving his glory days of staged television bravado.
“How about this,” Jill replied, sliding her gleaming combat knife out of the sheath in her right boot. “I promise to leave that pretty face of yours alone if you tell me everything I want to know, first.”
Professor Stone laughed again, loud and long. “That’s an empty threat. You’re an Eden, you can’t torture me.”
“I can.” The Echo Team leader stepped up, pulling his mask off his head. He was a rock-jawed recruiting poster come to life, standard issue for Special Operations. “I’m no Eden.”
“No, but you’re an officer in the Yoo-nited States Army –”
“– Navy –”
“– Navy, even better, and you’re all about lawful orders and the Geneva Conventions – at least, with this many witnesses. Besides, the Eden virus will heal me. So what do you have to coerce me?”
“How about this, then.” Jill twirled the knife in her fingers. “You and me. You lose, you tell me all you know. You win, SEAL Team poster boy here lets you go.”
“I can’t authorize that, Master Sergeant,” objected the commando leader.
“Authorize this,” she said, drawing out the paper sealed in plastic. She slapped it against his chest until he got a grip on it, finally taking off his gloves to unfold it and read.
“Holy cow.”
“Indeed. That authority enough for you, nano-boy?”
“Yeah. But I’d appreciate you secure that crap. We both just lost good men and I’m not in the mood.”
“Fair enough. What’s your name?”
“Brian Heppner. Lieutenant, USN.”
“Well, Brian, you have your instructions. If he beats me, escort him to the perimeter and give him an hour head start. If not, and he reneges on his word, I saw a room back there where you two can have some privacy, capisce?” She locked eyes with Stone. “And here’s a tip – if a beating or some carving doesn’t convince him, inject him with some of your nano-filled blood. He’ll go berserk and probably die in agony. Now if you think those orders are unlawful, you can take it up with the President.” She rolled her shoulders. “Give him a knife.”
Heppner manifested a blade from somewhere but Stone waved it off. “I won’t need that. I’ll break you with my hands, bitch.”
Jill took a breath and shuffled forward. Stone dropped into a wrestler’s stance, his long arms low, pawing and twitching slightly. Jill held her knife in her right hand tight to her body, with a killer’s grip. Her left fist stayed closed and up to block.
She remembered Spooky’s classes on blade work. He’d said, “Knife fighting is bollocks. I’m not teaching you to knife fight. I’m teaching you to win. That way when you run up against a knife fighter, you’ll put him down like a dog.”
This was different, though. She had to make sure she didn’t kill Stone if she wanted information, and he was twice as large, three times as strong, and outweighed her by more than a hundred pounds.
So this was going to hurt. She just wasn’t sure whom.
Probably both.
Stone came out away from the wall, and the US troops fell back in a rough circle, weapons pointed in and down. His face was drawn in a tight smile, concentration in his eyes. He focused through her chest, and by that she knew he was a skilled opponent. Only amateurs look at the eyes.
She feinted a couple of times to test him, then began a disarming sequence Spooky had taught her. Only Stone had no weapon, so instead of binding up her enemy’s knife, she drew the razor-sharp blade along the inside of his elbow as her left arm locked around his right. Blood spurted and his severed tendons pulled back inside his muscles. Eden Plague or not, he would need a medic to reattach them.
The price she paid was his knuckles in her face, reminiscent of the time he had hit her before. It felt like a mule kicked her.
She had hoped and planned for this, that he liked to strike, liked to cause pain rather than being smart and trying to lock her joints up and use his superior strength to break her bones or go for a submission choke.
Her skull rocked twice with his blows and she had to let go, spinning away, shaking her head to clear the blood from her eyes. He was on her instantly, striking at her backhand then forehand with a roar of anger.
Her arms came up to block the blows, nauseated from the first strikes. Concussion…can’t go out. Scrabbling sideways toward his weakened right, she made him come after her, turning to keep his injured arm back. His instincts betray him; he isn’t used to the blade. Better for him if he used the injured arm as a shield instead of leading with the good one. She kept blocking, waiting for her vision to clear, taking the bruises he dished out on her arms, stinging him with the knife when she could, timing his swings.
Then she shot under his hands to bury her blade in his abdomen.
His huge arm came down between her shoulder blades and slammed her to the floor, but she was already driving forward with her legs like a football lineman, forcing the knife deep into his guts, so deep the handle could barely be seen.
He clutched at the hilt and tried to draw it out but couldn’t get a grip as his legs turned to water and he fell to his knees. Spinning onto her back, she kicked him across his face, then used the momentum to roll to her feet. Bouncing on her toes as if at a boxing match, she gasped, “Had enough there, blondie?”
Stone tried to put his right hand down to brace himself but he forgot that he had no tendons in his elbow, and he fell over on his face. Rolling over onto his back, he held up his one good hand. “All right. You win. Just get this pigsticker out of me.”
“Allow me,” Lieutenant Heppner said, stepping past Jill and pulling his gloves back on. “Try not to move, sir. This might sting a bit.” He grasped the bit of the hilt still showing with his fingertips and wiggled.
Stone grunted, then roared as the commando got a grip. Slowly he pulled the knife out, and then wiped it on the wounded man’s khakis. “You’ll be fine, sir,” Heppner said as he squatted and looked the wrestler in the eyes. “And if you think getting your ass kicked by a girl was fun…try me. Please.” He stared at Stone until he was satisfied with the defeat in his eyes, then stood up. “Now I believe the lady wants to ask you a few questions.”
Jill cuffed him just in case, and he started talking. He talked for a while. Lockerbie took notes.
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Brigadier Tran Pham “Spooky” Nguyen finally felt comfortable in this tenth weekly meeting of the secret Committee of Nine, the shadow government of Australia that controlled the true strings of power.
He had become an accepted and respected part of the Nine, all the more so because of the disappearance of one of his recent challengers. Despite the lack of any hint of proof, he had let it be known that in this case, “disappearance” meant a horrible death. Because death terrified every man and woman at that long oval table, every day.
Everyone but one.
The untimely termination of their potential immortality seems to them ever more frightening, Nguyen thought. The more they have to lose, the more they have to fear. The antidote to such an attitude is that of warriors from antiquity: like Musashi, I count myself already dead. Every new day is a gift from the gods.
I simply refuse to fear.
Ariadne Smythe called the meeting to order and Nguyen divided his mind. One part listened to the routine business while the other carefully watched his colleagues for anything useful. Like a master poker player, he constantly evaluated their mental states, their strengths or weaknesses, their needs and desires.
His eyes rested briefly on Under-Minister of Research James Ekara. Smythe had procured him the official title, a favor to be exchanged later. Nguyen was not worried. Spooky had a much stronger hold, a much more powerful relationship with the dapper half-aborigine. As the secret supplier of Ekara’s pleasure, Nguyen held the whip hand.
Unlawful chemicals and pharmacologicals were the least of his leverages. Those were simple to obtain, and the Eden virus fended off physical addictions as effectively as disease. Sex and infatuation were much more effective, and the secret brothel staffed with carefully-selected deviants gave him levers to move anyone foolish or weak enough to accept its services.
Like Ekara.
But I’ve never had to threaten or push him. He swallows the hook with the bait and a gentle tug is all I need to lead him where I wish him to go. Thus I effectively control both Direct Action and Research and Development.
Nguyen’s attention focused when one of Ekara’s experts made his daily report on the Plague situation. Displaying his ever-present PowerPoint charts, the analyst reported the statistics of horror. “The current estimates stand as follows:” he concluded, “Fifty-eight percent of humanity is now infected by Eden Plague. Twenty-two percent are functional Demon Plague One infectees; seven percent have Demon Plague Two. Both of those numbers are dropping steadily except in Russia and parts of Central Asia. The remaining thirteen percent is uninfected. Note that these percentages reflect only live human beings, and change daily according to Reaper Plague deaths, which presently stand at something over one point five billion.”
“And of Australians?” Smythe snapped. “Get on with it.”
“Yes, ma’am. Current population stands at approximately thirty-five million, of which ninety-three percent are Edens or Outliers.” That was the polite term they had come up with for Psychos. “Six percent are normals, as government policies have recently been adjusted to stabilize this number, to ensure an adequate research pool. The remaining one percent or less represents small outbreaks of the various alien plagues, but the Health Service has been effective in quick containment.” At a nod from Smythe, the man sat down with a pleased expression.
“Excellent circumstances indeed. The Plagues have barely affected us, because of the wise leadership of this Committee. Australia is truly a leader in the Free Communities,” Smythe declared smugly, “rivaled only by South Africa. Not that there is any actual rivalry. We are all friends in the FC, under the illustrious Chairman Markis.” The rest of the table chuckled at her heavy-handed joke, and went on with its routine business.
When his turn came to speak, Nguyen bowed his head humbly. “Thank you, Madame Chairman.” While she technically denied the title, he knew it pleased her nonetheless. He made it sound as if she was co-equal with Markis.
Another lever.
“I would like to report a modest success. My technicians have succeeded in modifying the US-supplied nanovaccine, which is compatible with the Eden Plague, to provide a human performance boost of ten to twenty percent. Once testing is complete, in perhaps two months, we should be able to distribute the update to all of our combat forces.”
Mathilde Van Berson spoke up suspiciously. “Are there any side effects or disadvantages?”
He responded blandly to the wealthy transport magnate, “We will not release anything with serious side effects. A mild and probably inevitable effect will be increased caloric intake. The nanobots must have energy, and they are parasitic upon the body’s resources. Another issue is that the modification cannot at this time be made permanent. It will fade as the reprogrammed nanobots fail and are replaced by the basic models.” And will keep users dependent on Direct Action for periodic infusions.
She grunted. “How much increased intake? Won’t that complicate our logistics?” Her adipose jowls and neck quivered as she shook her head in disapproval.
How much must you eat to overcome the desperate ministrations of your virus and sustain that obesity, he wondered. And how ironic it is for you to quibble about the troops’ need for food to sustain that which makes them effective. “We believe the cost-benefit analysis will prove favorable.” He left it at that. Sometimes an argument simply draws attention, and opposition.
Smythe nodded and moved on to the next piece of business. Nguyen put his mind on autopilot until Ekara made his report regarding the Orion, the space warship he had proposed scant months ago.
The R&D minister began, “As you may have gathered from the media, the Orion effort is proceeding ahead of schedule. The countries of the world have been surprisingly forthcoming with resources and personnel.”
Personnel
are
resources, thought Nguyen with hidden amusement. That is why I will always control you, James.
Ekara went on, “We have chosen from among basic plans offered, and have selected a ten-million-ton design.” He smiled as those who understood the numbers gasped. “A hundred times as heavy as an aircraft carrier, and it will fly into space. And it will be simple, though not easy. Controlled thermonuclear explosions will power it. It is so big because all our eggs are in one basket, and we will achieve economies of scale. It will have every weapon we can devise aboard, and further ships of its class will follow in mere months.”
Nguyen was impressed in spite of himself. Even he had not thought on such a grand scale. “How soon will this…space battleship be ready?”
“With weeks to spare, if we are on schedule. Perhaps sooner.”
Smythe spoke up. “And can this monstrosity do the job? Can we beat the Meme ship that’s on its way?”
Nguyen saw Ekara prepare to waffle so he spoke up, saving his colleague the difficulty. “I have obtained reports from Daniel Markis’ own intelligence files that indicate, though vaguely, that the Meme scout ship is, perhaps, the size of a naval frigate. One or two thousand tons.”
Van Berson replied grumpily. “So aren’t we overdoing things just a bit? Sending an elephant to stomp a gnat?”
Funny you should speak of elephants, Nguyen thought to himself. He stood up, placing his knuckles on the table. “Raphael’s small spaceship travelled easily within our solar system, something humans have been unable to do up to now. Even that little craft possesses technologies far beyond ours, and from observations, its drive system is six or seven times as efficient than even our thermonuclear drive will be. If Meme weapons systems are equally effective, the contest between our representative champion vessels may look something like a bullfighter versus a rhinoceros – and we are the latter. We will need the enormous weight and ability to take punishment to offset their speed and advanced weapons. There are so many unanswered questions that we simply cannot make an accurate prediction. While I am not in charge, I am perhaps the most experienced military person here, and I for one would want our one throw of the dice to be heavily weighted in our favor.”
He stared at Van Berson for a moment, until her eyes fell. “There is no question of efficiency, only effectiveness. We must be profligate. We must install our best weapons on our best ship with our best personnel in charge using our last drops of blood and treasure. We must expend and keep expending to ensure the survival of Earth, and thus of ourselves. And one more thing. Something even more dangerous may be coming behind this scout ship.” He sat down to a ringing silence. That was all right, he had not expected applause.
Even so, Ekara’s eyes admired him, which was gratifying. Happily, I am not homosexually inclined, Nguyen thought. It’s also good I have distractions for him, that I may avoid any need to pretend. After the meeting he pulled Ekara aside and handed him a read-once flash stick.
“What is this?” asked Nguyen’s slim ally.
“An appointment. Details of a new acquisition. I believe you will like them.”
“Them?”
“A brother and sister. Untouched by virus. Very experienced, young, but of legal age. Barely.” Infecting normals while using them seemed to be as attractive to Ekara as deflowering a virgin was to some. “And I need a favor,” Nguyen remarked, diffident.
Ekara smiled, oily. “Of course, my friend. Whatever I can do to repay such kindness.”
“Direct Action needs a supercomputer for the nano research. Perhaps you have an older model you are replacing?” Of course Nguyen already knew that Ekara’s R&D section was getting three new Chinese machines in a secret deal. His spying on his ally was low-key and careful, as he had no wish to offend, so he did not have details about any superseded models; but it stood to reason that one might be available. For the right price, already in Ekara’s hand.
The man replied with a smile. “I think that can be arranged. For you, my friend.”
Nguyen knew Ekara almost meant it, as he anticipated playing with his new toys.
***
Spooky Nguyen attended each Dadirri session with eagerness. He’d found his anticipation growing each time, to spar with the aboriginal warrior Kalti and to learn from the elder shaman Maka.
He called the practice Dadirri within his own mind, even though that was imprecise, because the aborigines had no single word to describe their martial arts. No Karate or Kung-Fu or even his own culture’s Binh Định. As far as he could tell they didn’t formalize or standardize their principles either. Rather, there were shamans like Maka, and apprentices like Kalti, who passed their skills down to whomever would learn.
To the aborigines, Dadirri actually referred to a kind of still contemplation Spooky correlated to the idea of Zen. It meant to wait for the right moment, to think and meditate, to use the minimum force to intervene and deflect, to understand oneself and one’s opponent, and much more he had not yet grasped.
All of these, when he thought about them in such verbal terms, were just variations on the underlying spiritual principles of many of the Asian martial arts Spooky had already mastered. Yet Maka could easily defeat anyone who challenged him, including Spooky himself. He had a special and mysterious understanding of something – perhaps of a layer of reality, or of strategy, deeper than anyone he had ever met.
This was what kept him returning, the puzzle of this man, an endless frustration. A lesser person would have allowed that frustration to annoy him, would have even contemplated some kind of abuse of power to put him in his place. Merely as a thought experiment, Spooky wondered what would happen if he brought a gun to practice and attempted to shoot Maka?
At that moment laughter burbled up from the old man and Spooky found Maka staring right at him from the other end of the bench, as if he had heard his thoughts.
A flash of insight exploded in Spooky’s mind. If I did so, he would somehow know my plans, and he would simply not come. That is the way of Dadirri. If there is no need to confront, he would simply avoid. As in Aikido, the master is not the one who crosses the street many times; the master is the one who avoids the street entirely.
Of even that insight he was not certain. Perhaps Maka would attend after all, and somehow avoid the shot. Perhaps he would convince me not to do it. Perhaps he already is doing so, merely with his laughter.
Perhaps I shall be the master and avoid that street. I am not absolutely certain I would emerge victorious from such a confrontation, and though I might learn something, the cost-benefit curve is too steep.
Spooky twitched his head away without thought as the old man’s stick blurred through the space it had just occupied. He did not even think about such sudden attacks anymore. His body simply took the action necessary to avoid pain, injury and defeat while his spiritual center remained calm, imperturbable. Another less avoidable strike he stepped into, minimizing the force of the attack, adding rotation and deflecting the stick near where Maka gripped it so that the old man had to move his own leg to avoid impact. Their sharp voices and breathing blended like conflicting musical instruments as they exchanged a complex series of grips, strikes and attacks. It ended as Spooky found himself rolling away, a bruise over his heart from a straight-armed thrust of the wood.
Spooky stood there staring at the old man, waiting for another attack, when he felt the touch of Kalti’s spear on his neck. The three men began to laugh again, and the rest of the students joined in. Laughter was an essential part of Dadirri, according to Kalti’s infrequent explanations of Maka’s teachings. The old man never spoke a word of English, though Spooky was convinced he understood.
Each session inched Spooky closer to something he could only think of as enlightenment. Even so, it was like trying to reach infinity, or catch the wind, a process to embrace, never a goal to achieve. The spiritual stillness and profound satisfaction from his training and meditation here, in a simple dirt circle, put to shame all of his worldly pleasures and triumphs. After every session it became more and more difficult to go back to being Brigadier Nguyen of the Committee of Nine.
Once Earth is safe, perhaps I shall put off my dreams of domination and follow this man until I have learned enough. And why has Maka not taken the Eden Plague? It would be a crime for such expertise – such enlightenment – to pass from the world due to mere old age.
He resolved to ask, next time.
***
“He says that accepting immortality is not for him,” explained Kalti to Spooky at the next session. “He does not condemn it in others but why should he live longer in this state of flesh when soon enough he will rejoin the All?”
Spooky nodded, understanding. “I suppose when I am ready I also will not resist.”
Kalti laughed, which could mean anything from genuine amusement to an alternative to homicide. In this case he explained, which was something Spooky appreciated. “Perhaps at some time that will be true, but it is not now. You do not even believe in the All, much less do you feel it. You cut yourself off from it even as your yearning increases.” He said this not in the tone of a teacher but as if a friend, and bowed, backing up. Raising his spear, he nodded and attacked, initiating the dance of Dadirri.
Scant seconds later Spooky had struck the spear from Kalti’s hands, placing his own against the man’s throat. “Why did I defeat you, then?”
Kalti laughed. “Not why, but how. You learned the lesson of the many defeating the one. The spear is only a metaphor, and the body is the container for the spirit. In this case, I see it is a container for the many.”
Spooky cocked his head at the spear-master. How did he know that I have the nanites within me today? I should not be surprised if he thinks it unfair. He and the old man are purists. They will be left behind in the dust of history.
He felt vaguely ashamed that he had chosen to try out the nanites and their enhancements to speed and strength, conceding in his own mind Kalti’s point: that Spooky alone had not won. More importantly, while I have gained a certain knowledge, I gave up the ability to accurately assess myself and my progress toward parity with these men. I cheated to leapfrog over Kalti in the purely physical contest.
Have I lost the spiritual?
“Be not dismayed, friend Kalti. This advantage I borrowed will fade. It was an experiment, nothing more.”
“Then you have nothing to fear from Maka.”
Spooky’s eyebrows rose. “Had I something to fear?”
Kalti matched his expression, but only laughed, and took up his spear again.
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Rick knew what he had to do now. It was all so clear, he wondered why he hadn’t ever figured this out before. All he had to do was please Shari and follow all her instructions and his entire life would be perfect.
Things really weren’t so bad now. It was all overlaid with a warm glow, a peace that he had never felt before except perhaps a long time ago when he was a small child and had crawled into his mother’s lap, and that was how this was, it was like being eternally in his mother’s lap only better, because he was grown up now and could do those things with Shari, things that made him shiver, and if a fly buzzed in the back of his mind, annoying him from time to time, well, he supposed life wasn’t always perfect and into it a little rain must fall.
He looked around, wondering where he was. It wasn’t a familiar location, though it wasn’t exactly unfamiliar either. Through the warm fuzzy fog of feel-good he recognized the type of place this was, even if it wasn’t anywhere he’d ever been.
Awareness grew of people around him, first as blurry figures, then as human beings. A flood of wonderful aroma reached deep inside his nostrils, his sinuses, his lungs, and he congratulated himself on finding something so nice. Eventually the smell resolved itself in coffee, roasting, brewing coffee. Overlaid with scents of sugar and chocolate and baking, he became aware he sat in a cafe, one of those chains with funny names for their drinks, with lots of corruptions and misuses of Italian.
Everything fell into place with an internal click. Now he remembered he’d been taken by truck from Fredericksburg, bound for parts unknown. On the way the truck had run off the road and into one of the swamps along Caledon Road to Dahlgren. He’d been thrown clear onto hard ground but the rest of the men inside it had been trapped under the overturned vehicle and drowned. He hadn’t mourned his captors; they had not been nice men.
It had taken him all night to walk to the town of Dahlgren, eponymous with the Navy base it served at the sharp bend of the Potomac. He must have been concussed, and badly, for he’d hung around the town for a week, getting run out of one place or another, just another homeless, shell-shocked, plague-ridden soul.
He looked down at himself, seeing dirty clothes and muddy shoes. His nails were black with filth and he itched with infestations of who-knows-what, probably chiggers and ticks from the low-lying wilderness. Rubbing at his right eye, he realized people in the coffee shop were giving him unfriendly looks. He smiled placatingly and walked out of the place into a drizzling rain. His stomach rumbled, empty. Searching in his pockets, he came up with nothing.
There must be someone that can help me, he thought. Now that I can form complete sentences, maybe I can get some kind of a job. He looked around as much of the tiny old town that he could see. People walked here and there, a few cars and trucks moved.
A uniform stood out in his consciousness, then another: some kind of military dress, blue denim with white helmets that said “MP” in crude stenciled letters. Looking around, he saw at least ten or twelve more, and realized these MPs were everywhere – on street corners, walking around, and cruising in Navy pickup trucks. And they had guns.
The base must be providing security, law enforcement, he thought. Only is it the US, or the old Unionists in control? He walked down the street, trying to look like he had a purpose in his movements. People that look like they’re going somewhere are not usually harassed.
Something caught his eye and he turned a corner. Computer Repair, said the sign on the little shop, and the glowing word “OPEN” beckoned him in. He stepped through the door.
Inside he heard, “Kin ah help you?” An older man with a bushy salt-and-pepper beard sat at a workbench behind the front counter, and the smell of solder and ozone filled the air.
“Yes, sir. I hope we can help each other. I’m a computer technician but I haven’t had work or even a meal in a while. I’d be happy to work for some food and a place to sleep.” Rick leaned over to crane his head at the workbench. “Blown motherboard?”
The man looked him up and down, not unkindly, then nodded. “Right the first time. All right. I'll give you a try. Business is pickin’ up now that the real Feds is back around. But first, I think we’ll get you a hot shower and some clothes. You kin have some of my son’s he left, looks like you’re about his size.” The man came out from behind the counter to shake Rick’s hand. “Walter Secourt’s my name.”
“Rick…I can’t remember my last name. Sorry about the dirt,” he said as he shook the man’s hand firmly.
“Don’t mind. Look like you been through the mill, boy.” Walter looked Rick over carefully. “But I don’t see no wounds. You got the stuff?”
“The stuff?”
“The Eden stuff. They tried to make me get it but I told them I ain’t ready for no immortality. I took their vaccine shot on account of those epidemics but hell, I’m still a young man, and I hear that stuff makes your pecker soft.” Walter slapped his chest, partly covered by his long beard.
Rick laughed. “I don’t think that’s true, but I’d be happy to find out, if I can only find my girlfriend again.”
“What’s her name?” Walter asked as he turned off the Open sign.
“Shari. She’s really pretty. I really love her. She’s a doctor, but I lost track of her in Fredericksburg.”
“That where you’re from?”
“I’m not sure. Like I said, I’m having trouble remembering things.”
Walter nodded sagely. “Lots of that goin’ around. All right, let’s get you fixed up.” He led Rick out the back of the shop, toward the little white clapboard house behind.
***
Rick was just finishing replacing a hard drive on an ancient laptop when the Marines showed up. He figured they were Marines because the woman that jumped out wore one of those sharp octagonal caps, and she seemed to be in charge, all business. And she kept her finger flat alongside the trigger guard of the short nasty-looking gun snugged into her shoulder, ready to shoot anyone who got in her way. So he was surprised when she barged through the door and stopped dead in her tracks, staring at him.
“May I help you?” he asked politely.
“Rick! Thank God!” She moved toward him, dropping the gun onto its retractable sling.
“You know me?” he asked in puzzlement. The woman looked somewhat familiar but he couldn’t dredge up her name. “I think I know you from somewhere…” he said, then almost fell off his stool as she embraced him.
“Umm…miss…”
“Jill. I’m Jill.” She held him at arm’s length, tears welling in her eyes. “It’s true?” she asked, swallowing. “You can’t remember?”
“Remember what?”
She reached for her neck, pulling out a chain with a ring on it, to hold it up in front of her. “Remember this. You gave it to me.”
He reached out to touch it in wonder. “I…I can’t recall. I’m sorry. But I can’t remember a lot of things. I can’t even remember where I’m from or what I’ve been doing for a while. But I can fix computers!” He disengaged himself to show her the finished laptop. “I’m damn good at that.”
“Oh yes you are, Rick, you’re damn good at that. But it’s time to go now.”
“Go? I kind of like it here. Walter feeds me good and his cat’s friendly. Her name is Misty. What’s wrong with me staying here?”
Jill turned all the way around in frustration, hands working helplessly. “You have to trust me, Rick. You have a job, you have friends who love you, you have family. Your mother, your sister...you can't stay here. You need to come with me. You'll start to remember soon.” She reached out for him gently.
“I don't want to go. I don't." Rick crossed his arms, for all the world like a stubborn child.
“Oh, God, what do I do?” Jill whispered to herself. Then she straightened, to hold her hands up at shoulder level. “Rick, I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“This.” And she slugged him, a sharp straight right that ended on the hinge of his jaw and put his lights out instantly. Catching him as he fell, she repeated, “I’m so sorry, Rick. But I’m not going to lose you again. You’ll thank me later.”
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Three ugly days later Jill watched Donovan and Doc Horton load a groggy Rick into the Beast. She nodded at Lockerbie behind the wheel, and then climbed into the shotgun seat. Donovan went around to the other side and got into the back seat with Rick.
She was sure the medic-in-training hadn’t expected to be back with his old boss so quickly but this was a medical mission, so it seemed natural to ask Horton to let him accompany them when she’d seen him at Grusky’s funeral.
Butler was still in the hospital getting his ribcage reset. Rapid healing had its drawbacks; broken bones settling into new, unnatural positions was one of them. She couldn’t see Donovan manning the Vixen, so once they got on the road she climbed up to the manual turret and strapped herself in to the harness.
They had offered her an ambulance but she had declined. It wasn’t Rick’s body that was injured, mostly, it was his mind, and she felt a lot more comfortable with the Beast as their courier to the big medical center in Richmond. With the Eden Plague killing a lot of business for doctors specializing in the body, psychiatry was an exploding field. There was some trauma even the virus couldn’t fix. And then there were the Demon Plague Two infectees, the “Twosies,” who had lost their language skills and, once cured of their illness, sometimes needed help with their mental health.
Rick would be a unique case, Jill thought, but she had hope. With the gathering of specialists in the bustling Virginia capital – the northernmost city on the East Coast not to be nuked – someone should be able to figure out what to do. She sure couldn’t.
 
Oh, he wasn’t in any distress. But she was. He didn’t remember anything about her. Talking to him was like talking to a slightly ditzy acquaintance, not the brilliant and sensitive man she had fallen in love with. And when he talked about his “girlfriend” Shari – where the hell had he come up with that? It was all she could do not to punch something.
It’s not his fault. They screwed his brain up in there, some kind of mind control. When she or Doc Horton or Donovan could get Rick to talk about it, he said he didn’t remember any Shadow Men or Burn Rooms, but his eyes still went blank at their mention.
The physical exam had shown he’d had surgery on his chest and head, but they needed the imaging center in Richmond to tell them more. Whatever was in there required a good look and a good surgical team before they started messing around with it, and that meant Virginia Commonwealth University Medical Center in Richmond.
I-95 South had been cleared now so they hummed along nicely, averaging at least forty-five. She’d heard it had taken six to twelve hours to make the fifty-mile trip from Fredericksburg the first time. The main things that slowed them down were the checkpoints. The piece of paper next to her heart got them through, but there were always lines of waiting vehicles as martial law remained in force.
Once Rick woke up from the mild sedative they’d given him – he didn’t want to leave Fredericksburg, still trying to find Shari – he looked around like a child, and it nearly drove her mad to see. What did they do to you, heart of my heart? God, I know I’ve gotten off the path, forgive me for that. Punish me if you must, but Rick didn’t deserve what happened. Please, Lord, reach down and heal him.
They pulled into the bustling medical center parking lot and Jill sent Lockerbie off in the Beast to find them a place to stay that would take the military scrip she had. Real cash was in short supply. If they had to they could find a military barracks but they were all in the mood for good beds and lots of hot water.
Getting out, Jill was all ready to walk in to the enormous building when she heard Donovan say, “Okay, Rick, okay, just come…along…Top? Top!” Her head snapped around to see the medic holding on to a struggling Rick, who seemed to want to go in a specific direction, very badly.
“Hang on to him,” she said, jumping over and grabbing his other arm.
Rick had an eager look on his face and said, “I remember that. I remember that!” He tried to point, and she let his arm go but grabbed his collar. Once he could, he aimed his finger and arm across the parking lot, pointing at a group of geodesic domes, “golf balls,” and tall towers with microwave dishes and lasers pointed toward the mountains. The US was throwing satellites back up as fast as it could but the line-of-sight network was still more reliable.
“Let him walk,” she ordered, and Donovan released Rick. “If something is helping him remember, we have to let it play out. And…I want to see what he does.” Rick immediately started striding toward the installation, and they had to hurry to keep up. “Looks like a secure comms center. Maybe intel, maybe C2.”
“Reckon so,” Donovan replied, “but Top, we can’t let him in there. Who knows what they done to his brain, he could cause all sorta mischief.”
“I don’t care,” Jill said, “it’s worth the risk. We’ll watch him close.” Whatever it takes, I’m not going to pass up this chance before the shrinks get their claws into him. That scared her almost as much as seeing him this way. Maybe, if I’m lucky, we’ll have a breakthrough right now.
Donovan called, “Woah, Mister Rick, you jes watch out there.” They had run up against a tall, new cyclone fence with rolls of concertina wire atop it, and Rick made as if to climb it.
“Get him off,” Jill said, and the two of them pulled him gently down.
“But I want to go in!” he complained.
“What is it you remember?” Jill asked.
“I don’t know. I think I was here before, or someplace like it. I think if I can see more of it I can remember more.” His voice had an odd lilt to it, almost singsong, but Jill didn’t care. Anything that helped him recover what happened or connected him with reality was a good thing.
“Come on, let’s find the way in.” She turned to the right and they walked along the perimeter, passing warning signs and garnering a look from a pair of hard-faced guards. It wasn’t until halfway around, after perhaps two hundred meters, that they found the entrance. There was an armored booth and turnstiles.
It took her half an hour to work her way from the sergeant to the chief to the lieutenant to the captain to the major to the colonel in charge of the facility – she still didn’t know what it was, since it was unmarked – before the pass she carried got them inside. Because of all the rigamarole she surmised it had to be an intelligence setup, probably some kind of COMINT – communications intel – though who they were listening to was anyone’s guess.
“Colonel Murdo,” Jill said when the pinch-faced woman finally let them in, “I know this goes against all your security procedures and instincts but we’re still in a combat zone, still under martial law, and this pass gives me access to any US government facility. Any. If you have to, feel free to put a call in to Pueblo, but that signature is real. We need to come in and look around.”
“Actually, Master Sergeant, I recognize your name, and I believe you,” the Colonel said with a grimace. “We break lots of rules around here to get the job done, what’s a few more? I know, it’s not really rulebreaking if the President gives you that kind of blanket access, but it feels like it.” She smiled, suddenly, turning her face from forbidding to delighted. “Kinda fun, huh? Let’s go.”
Colonel Murdo gave them the grand tour, though Jill was savvy enough to realize that by taking control of a situation she couldn’t avoid, the woman was just making the best of a bad situation, and might steer them toward some things and away from others. Probably thinks we’re here for some kind of inspection, Jill thought, and didn’t disabuse the colonel of the notion. Frankly, even Jill didn’t quite know what they were doing, so she cued off of Rick.
He walked around looking at the antennas and structures, then headed for a boxy prefab with a river of cabling running into it, most gathered into large conduits. Reaching for the door, he was frustrated when it seemed to be locked. He tugged on the handle, looking distressed.
“What is it, Rick?” Jill asked.
“It’s in there. I know it is.”
“What’s in there?”
“The key to me. If I can see in there I’ll remember.”
Jill stared at him for a long moment, then shrugged. “Okay…Colonel?”
“This is our secure server building for the high-security networks,” she said worriedly. “Is this really necessary?”
“I’m afraid it is,” Jill said with more confidence than she felt. “Open it up, please.” No matter what it takes.
The colonel stepped in front of the keypad and lock, waving a chipped badge in front of it and punching in a code that she hid from the rest with her body. The magnetic lock sounded a clunk, and the door opened a crack with a hiss of pressurized air.
Inside, the large room was filled with humming servers, blinking lights and a rat’s nest of cabling. Rick took a deep breath, then turned right and headed down a narrow alley between tall racks that held the computer machinery. Jill could feel the blast of the air conditioning vents competing with the fans drawing heated air from over the hot circuitry and chips.
“What’s he doing?” Colonel Murdo asked. She pointed at Rick, who had stopped in front of one machine and was swaying back and forth as if drunk, and scratching one wrist with the other hand.
“Rick?” Jill asked, walking toward him.
He turned toward her, digging at his wrist until blood came. “Jill,” he whispered hoarsely. “Jill!”
“You recognize me!” she said with delight, but Rick did not seem delighted. Rather, horror filled his face.
“Jill…shoot me.”
“What?” She stopped, half-reaching for him, not understanding. “No, Rick, you’re confused.”
“Jill, I remember. I remember, Jill…it burns…IT BURNS,” he half-screamed, pulling a wire out of his wrist where the self-inflicted wound was. “I can’t hold it for long, Jill, shoot me or we all die!” He spasmed with pain, his fingers clawing at the rack.
Pushing aside thought and fear, Jill suddenly knew that Rick’s mind was back and she had to trust him. With a smooth and practiced motion she brought up her PW10 and fired one round into Rick’s left shoulder, the arm with the now-revealed wire trailing from it.
He jerked as the high-voltage Needleshock capacitor dumped its electric load into his flesh, knocking him to his knees. “Again! Shoot me shoot me shoot me –” He repeated those two words over and over until with a prayer and a convulsive squeeze she unloaded most of the magazine into him, one quick shot at a time.
Each tiny needle the gun fired poked a hole and sent a convulsive shock through his body, but didn’t do enough damage for even ten or fifteen rounds to kill him. It was, after all, designed to be non-lethal. She was careful to stay away from his heart and head but she felt his pain every time she fired, until the Colonel and Donovan, not understanding, grabbed her from behind.
He lay twitching and unconscious on the ground, and Jill had to elbow the colonel in the gut and shake Donovan off of her to get free. “There’s something wrong,” Jill gasped. “He’s been implanted with something and whatever it is, he wants us to stop him from using it. He recognized me.” She dropped to her knees to cradle him in her arms. “Rick! Are you all right? Did that do it?”
His eyes fluttered, then he started to struggle as his body rapidly healed the small wounds. “No, I have to...” He twisted, reaching for a server rack.
“Rick, tell me what it is!”
“No, no, Jill, it's...” His eyes seemed to clear for a moment, then the pain showed through and he screamed. “It's making me...I can't...they put something in me! If I complete my mission I'm expendable. Maybe...bomb,” he gasped, slapping his chest. “Shock me!” His eyes rolled back and he passed out from the pain.
Jill understood. “Donovan, hold him here, sit on him if you have to! Where’s a high-voltage line?”
Colonel Murdo pointed out a thick cable running behind the racks, and Jill reached to grab it, dragging all the slack she could toward the fallen man. “Ma’am, go get a medic right away. Send someone to the hospital if you have to, an ambulance, something. They’ll need to treat shock, electrical burns, and maybe restart a heart. Go, fast. I’ll wait as long as I can.”
“For what?” the colonel asked, then answered herself, “Never mind, I’m on it.” She bolted out the door.
“What’re you gonna do, Top?” Donovan asked.
“Whatever I have to. What I don’t know is, what can take more juice – an Eden, or the cybernetic evil they put in him.” With that, she pulled out her combat knife, made a bight in the thick wire, and cut it like a rope.
Her knife flashed and popped as it sliced through the copper strands, and the smell of seared flesh filled the room, along with curls of plasticky smoke. “Gah,” Jill cursed and dropped the knife. The dead end of the wire fell, but she kept the hot side in her left hand, holding on to it well back from the fully-juiced severed tip. The bank of servers the wire powered fell dark and silent.
“The colonel is going to hate me for this…Donovan, take his hands and tie them to that bare metal rack with some of this thin wire. Yeah, just pull them out, we’re going to crash this place anyway. His skin has to be touching it, he has to be grounded. And rip his tunic open, just pop the buttons. I need skin! Quick, he’s waking up.”
Donovan looked like he had no idea what was going on but Jill knew he trusted her enough to blindly follow orders, so it was the work of a moment for him to do as she said. “Now back up. This won’t be pretty. I have to do it now.”
As soon as Donovan was out of the way, she jammed the bare copper wire against the flesh of his chest, where Doc Horton had said he’d had some kind of surgery. Two and two still made four and by Jill’s calculation, the only thing dangerous enough to kill them all had to be hidden in his chest, probably a block of explosive.
It was a toss-up whether the enormous electrical charge would trigger the stuff anyway, but she didn’t see much choice. Without knowing anything about the electrical pathways, she had to just hope that Rick had known what to do and had thought the electrical charges of the Needleshock rounds would do the trick. Well, if they didn’t set it off, this shouldn’t either.
She held it against his chest for as long as she could stand it, the smell of his flesh singeing twin to her own right hand, now reddened and useless. It felt like she was burning her own self, but she had no choice. Finally she could take it no longer and pulled the wire away, handing it to Donovan. “Put this somewhere safe,” she said, and fell to her knees next to the dead man.
For dead he was, at least at this moment. No pulse in his neck or wrist could she feel, and she started to clear his airway with her one good hand before Donovan grasped her shoulders gently from behind and pulled her out of the way. “I got this, Top. It’s my job.” Expertly he ran through the steps of CPR, and that’s how the EMTs found them four minutes later, in full resuscitation mode.
“Listen,” Jill said to the team leader, “he’s got some kind of cybernetic implant in his chest and his arm and who knows where else. He needs emergency surgery to take it out or it will kill him and maybe other people too. You have to sedate him as soon as he starts to wake up or whatever’s inside him might activate.”
“We’ll do our best,” the man said, looking imperturbable despite the strange instructions. In a moment they had Rick on a gurney and loaded into the ambulance for the short trip to the hospital.
***
The handsome young surgeon took Jill out onto a balcony so he could light up a cigarette with shaking hands. “I got the bomb,” he said, “and I hope to hell I never have to do that again. But you did the right thing. The metal in his system carried the electrical charge to the control unit and burnt it to a crisp, even though it was insulated. You hit it with enough charge that it blew right past whatever safeties it had. And somehow the same charge didn’t set off the detonator. He must have a guardian angel, it’s a freakin’ miracle.” The man took a heavy drag on the smoke and let it out slowly.
“What about the rest of the cyberware?” Jill asked.
“I’m not messing with any more. The scans say there’s nothing dangerous in there – well, physically dangerous anyway – and the web woven into his brain is implanted far too deep for me to want to go in after it. If you want it out I suggest you fly him to Switzerland or someplace that can get a team of brain surgeons together with the best microsurgery robots available and plan the operation for a week.” He shook his head. “Damndest thing. Who put that in him?”
“Nazi Unionist scum, playing Doctor Mengele. We cleaned out a lab of theirs up at Pax River. I’d thought his problems were just mental.” Jill punched the wall gently with her undamaged fist. “I was wrong. And lucky, thank God.”
“Happy to be of service.” The surgeon looked at Jill speculatively. “He your boyfriend?”
“Fiancé.”
He shrugged. “Oh, well. Lucky man.”
“More than you know, Doctor. More than you know.”
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The incomprehensibly massive drive system sat inverted on the desert of the Australian Outback, over a hundred miles from anywhere. It looked like an enormous bowl one hundred meters in diameter and one hundred meters tall. More than anything else right now it resembled a small sports stadium. By itself it weighed almost one million tons, though smaller than the main battle module that would eventually mate with it.
Ten times heavier than the largest oceangoing ship ever built, it had been constructed in place in just under four months, using the new rail lines and heavy airstrip nearby, a staggering achievement. Over a hundred thousand men and women worked on the site, along with innumerable heavy construction machines. Now, all that equipment and those people were fifty miles away behind a range of low hills, building pieces of the main ship to come.
Brigadier Nguyen stood alongside Under-Minister Ekara, staring at the structure from a distance of only one mile. The foot-thick crystal of the bunker would not be enough to stop the radiation and debris thrown off by the ignition of the drive system, so Ekara ordered, “Close the shutters. Seal the bunker.”
Servos whined; the bunker housing the control center closed itself off from the rest of the world and prepared for the first test. Technicians counted down smoothly, a controlled chaos of crisp checklists and even crisper responses. Nguyen was reminded of NASA launches that had so impressed him as a boy.
“D minus one minute. Minister Ekara, please take your position.” The call shook Nguyen out of his reverie; he forced himself to remain calm, but inside he was full of concern. Failure of this project could damage him and Ekara both in the Committee, as Nguyen originated the idea and Ekara was in charge of making it work. He watched his counterpart step over to the console, to hold his hand above the large red button. The final ten seconds were agony.
“Three. Two. One. Fire in the hole.”
Not “Liftoff,” or even “Ignition.” Most of the workers here were not rocket scientists – they were nuclear and high-explosive engineers, and they used their own familiar terminology. Ekara’s hand dropped, smoothly and precisely, to depress the large mushroom-like trigger.
For seconds the whole structure shook, but far less than Nguyen had expected. The test crew smiled nervously around the room at each other, then looked upward at the thick bunker roof as a different sound, the hissing whoosh of the first atmospheric shockwave, came on the heels of the ground shock.
“Test energies within nominal range. Detonation within specs. No damage to the drive system detected.”
A cheer went up from the room, the tension palpably slackening. Nguyen let his breath out. He turned to Ekara and shook his hand with genuine happiness.
“It appears science-fiction is not a useless medium after all,” Nguyen said to his fellow Committee member.
Ekara shrugged. “It’s really an old idea, using nuclear bombs to power a spaceship. Project Orion in the 1950s. Nothing else even comes close to the efficiency of fission’s fuel-to-energy conversion, until we master nuclear fusion. If the anti-nuke lobby hadn’t spread such fear and suppressed the technology, the Americans would have done it long ago. We just have to accept the risks and radiation.”
“In that case the Eden Plague was a blessing. Nothing frightening about fallout any more. Chairman Markis was right; it ended a lot of fears for the common man.”
Ekara looked at Nguyen with open admiration. Reflected celebrity held sway even over the emotions of Psychos, and Nguyen exploited his connection to Markis ruthlessly. Many people still held the Chairman in nearly superstitious awe, Psychos most of all because he had engineered their deportation to Australia, in effect giving them their freedom.
The return blast came, the effect of the displaced air pulled back in by the vacuum and convection at ground zero. It was barely audible to those in the bunker compared to the earlier stresses.
The dapper man clapped his hands and called, “All right everyone, back to work. Tran, let’s go outside and take a look, shall we? The forces may have panned out but how did the drive system itself really fare? It’s going to have to stand up to thousands of these small nukes inside its detonation plenum without cracking or failing.”
“Half-plenum really,” Ekara continued aside to Nguyen as they walked up the stairs toward the blast-scoured surface. “It’s a bowl attached to a deep thick shock absorber system, like a fat pogo stick. The original Orion concept planned a flat circular plate of steel six meters thick. We have doubled the original thickness but dramatically improved the materials using ceramics and alloys, with nano-assembled coatings. We estimate no significant ablation until at least ten thousand detonations, assuming no errors.”
“Errors?” Nguyen stopped to look at his colleague.
“Of course. If a bomb detonates early – say inside the gas ejection tube – the ship will be instantly destroyed.”
Nguyen nodded slowly, seeming to expand with menace. “Perhaps we should be very, very sure that does not happen.”
Ekara shrugged nervously, and Nguyen moved closer to the other man. He hissed, “My friend…there will be room for an enormous crew. Even observers. Perhaps you should ride on the first flight of this machine you have built?”
Sweat broke out on Ekara’s face. “Perhaps I will.”
“An excellent idea. It will minimize…errors.”
One merely needs to know the proper levers.
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“I have been monitoring the Species 666 electromagnetic carrier signals,” Executive reported to Commander. “They mention a large warship under construction.”
“A spacegoing vessel? Is it a threat to us?”
“Unlikely. They have never lofted anything into space even a fifth as large as our ship, and their weapons are primitive. Only their fission bombs could overload our defenses, and their pitiful delivery systems are too slow to catch us.” Executive exuded confidence, now that his plan was ascendant.
Biologist brooded in his pool, building a new phage and exuding fragmentary molecular communication that a human would interpret as muttering. He kept his silence, finding much to doubt about Executive’s plan but unable to convince Commander.
“And if by chance we must fight this warship?” After all, Commander’s proper function was to explore all possibilities.
“Then the hypervelocity guided projectiles I have designed will destroy it without difficulty. I have also begun building armed observation drones.” Executive was, in human terms, smug.
“You will also ensure the emergency life-pod is fully capable at all times.” Commander tinged his molecules with sternness.
“We will not have cause to use it. But,” Executive went on hastily, tasting its superior’s irritation, “I will, of course, comply in all things. It shall be done.”
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Rick’s mother Cassandra and sister Millicent were there to greet him and Jill at planeside. The executive jet had pulled up in a secluded corner of the military airfield serving the Carletonville, South Africa research complex, and now was surrounded by a military force that was half honor guard, half security.
Though pumped to the gills with Valium, Rick walked down the stairway under his own power. He was physically recovered, or so they said, but he had a lot of psychological healing to do. Yes, he walked and moved just fine, but there was a hesitancy in his step, as if he was afraid of something happening at any moment, and now and again he would just freeze and look off into the distance. She’d seen it in combat troops – PTSD – but never expected it in Rick. He wasn’t a combatant, but he’d been through his own kind of hell.
The doctors in Richmond had done all they could for him, they said. Now it was up to him to heal himself, and the best thing for him was to be surrounded by people who loved him. That meant this return to South Africa and his family.
When he stepped to the tarmac, his mother and his sister enfolded him in their arms, then hugged Jill as well. She felt strange to be out of uniform and unarmed – mostly; well, at least gunless, she’d replaced her melted combat knife – but she thought, I could get used to it. Let other people worry about the security for a while. It certainly was strange to be back in a place where no one might be shooting at her at any moment, or vice versa.
She eyed the South African security force. They looked professional and alert, but relaxed. She thought that was a good sign.
A ten-minute drive on the facility and they were pulled up in front of a neat base house, alike to all the others up and down the street, nondescript except for a small plate by the front door that said “Johnstone.” The three of that name strolled up the front walk together, with Jill lagging behind. She had seen something…
From the porch she turned, her eyes sliding over the security guards spread around and past the vehicles that had made up their convoy to a muscular man standing by the front door of the house across the street. He held up his hand in greeting, and Jill waved and, for the first time in a while, really, really smiled.
Daniel Markis…I’ll go see him later. And then, it’s good to be home.
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Spooky Nguyen commanded hands-on when he could, especially in training Orion’s Marines. That meant everything from basic exercises such as this fifty-kilometer mass ruck run to tactical work with his highly trained cadre. They were almost to the turnaround point.
He turned as he jogged, reversing his direction and running past the platoon formations following each other down the dusty Outback track. He liked to see his troops, liked them to see him. When he reached the rear of the three-hundred or so aspirants he hopped up on the running board of the fall-out truck and spoke to the corpsman in the passenger seat.
“Any so far?”
“No, sir. Had one fall back a bit but I think it was just an e-lyte cramp and he worked it out.”
Spooky slapped the door twice, then jumped off to run forward up the other side of the jogging troops. By the time he reached the front of the formation he could see the boulder that marked their halfway point. Painted with graffiti, it was a favorite of wags, lovers and artists who came out this far, but it had recently been gobsmacked with a twenty-foot symbol: crossed golden swords over a silver anchor, the symbol of the Aussie Marines.
As the troops reached the thing they called The Rock, each man or woman lined up to jump and slap a hand against the painted patch, then fell back into formation on the road, taking five minutes to rehydrate, to jawbone a bit, and some to smoke.
The habit had come back into vogue, now that the health risks were no longer an issue. Besides, most warriors did not worry themselves much about miniscule concerns such as what tar and nicotine were doing to their lungs.
Spooky remembered a cadre member back in his early days in the US Special Forces who would conduct such runs with a lit cigarette in his hand, puffing the whole way. He was famous for such quotes as “I thought about quitting, but nobody likes a quitter,” or, “It takes a real man to face cancer.” Spooky shook his head to himself. He’d found that it was not unusual for training cadre to be nostalgic for their own acolyte days, but he was surprised to find himself succumbing to the same malady.
When five minutes were up the cadre got the trainees moving again, each Marine with a backpack precisely calibrated to twenty-five percent of body weight. Gone were the days of spiral fractures, sprains and knee problems; now the load developed muscle as the running developed endurance. Their combination of Eden Plague and nano could keep them healthy, but only training could build up their abilities. Some things brooked no shortcuts.
These Marines didn’t have the same tradition of cadence-calling as the United States forces, but Spooky had introduced it as a training tool. Thus he was unsurprised as the platoons spread out to avoid too much sonic overspill and began to sing.
Training organizations thrive on tradition, all the more so when the unit was new and the traditions barely born. This tradition was to begin the “Jody calls” on the second twenty-five kilometer stretch, supplying entertainment, feeding friendly rivalry, and building morale and essential esprit de corps. They started off with one of the old standards that traced its heritage back to the US Airborne of the Vietnam era.
C-130 rollin’ down the strip
Airborne daddy gonna take a little trip
Stand up, hook up, shuffle to the door
Jump on out and count to four
If my main don’t open wide
I got another one by my side
If that one should fail me too
Look out below I’m a-comin’ through
If I die in a combat zone
Box me up and ship me home
Pin my wings upon my chest
Tell my mama I done my best
Back at the barracks Nguyen ate with the troops. He rotated among the squads and kept his ears open, trying to gauge the temper and morale of the Marines. It was high, as expected among selected elites who were facing a life-and-death struggle to defend their families, their nation and their world itself. He tried to convey how proud he was of all of them, and he felt the echoes of their spirit merge with his own.
It is good to be in the company of warriors.
Replenished, he met with the training cadre, heard their reports, dispensed advice, and occasionally, orders. Then he went to talk with Colonel Angus MacAdam, an enormous rawboned ruddy man of Scots descent, formerly of the oceangoing Royal Australian Marines. He would command the Marine contingent aboard the Orion.
Nguyen knew the colonel was an ambitious man. He had turned down the Eden Plague but welcomed the safe nano they were using now, the strain developed from the American vaccine. Without it he would have undoubtedly been unable to keep up with his own troops. In reality he probably couldn’t, if push came to shove; nano plus Eden Plague was more effective than either alone, as long as the right versions were integrated.
The fact that he did not accept the Eden Plague made his ambition obvious to Nguyen. He wondered how far that lust for advancement extended. The need to rise was useful, even desirable to a point; ambitious men were often driven and competent commanders, and it was always better in wartime to rein in an eager horse than to spur a reluctant one. But such officers bore close watching, lest they try to advance by means foul as well as fair.
This was particularly true when the man in question would be in charge of Marines aboard the most powerful warship Earth had ever built. If he strayed – if he mutinied, to put it bluntly – he had the power to bring down nations. More importantly he had the power to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory and leave Earth defenseless against the Meme invaders.
Nguyen strode into MacAdam’s front office and past the startled admin troops who also functioned as flunkies, secretaries and gatekeepers. In this case there was no question of keeping the gate; the best the NCO in charge could do was leap to her feet and announce him, giving her boss a moment’s warning.
The Brigadier saw MacAdam come to his feet as he entered the cramped space. “Walk with me, Colonel,” Nguyen said mildly as he crossed the tiny floor of the prefab structure and opened the back door. Stepping out onto the small platform above three stairs, he paused a moment to stare at the near horizon, filled with so many structures that it resembled a cityscape. A kind of city it was, a busy hive of manufacturing and activity, a hundred thousand workers and more, working eighty-hour weeks.
He reached into the breast pocket of his brown uniform jacket already growing hot in the Australian summer sun, pulling out two fine cigars in silver tubes. Handing one to the Colonel, he trotted down the steps and onto the dusty soil of the Outback, walking away from the center of activity toward the sparseness of the edge of the desert.
Nguyen took the time to get his cigar lit even as he walked, before speaking. He found such rituals as smoking established a rapport with subordinates, something they could share as equals, something that put them at ease, the better to see through any pretenses. Once he had a good coal glowing on its end he spoke. “So, Colonel, we haven’t spoken much beyond the official lately. Is there anything on your mind?”
MacAdam walked beside Nguyen but said nothing for a long moment, his cigar forgotten in his hand. Eventually he responded, “You want me to speak freely, sir?”
“Always, Angus.” The use of the man’s first name was a signal.
“Right, then. I suppose you’re referring to me not going along on the runs. I’m drowning in paperwork.”
“The runs, and other exercises. There is always paperwork. It is important that you lead your men.” Nguyen’s voice hardened. “From your record I would not have thought this an issue.”
Silence reigned for another minute or two as the two men walked and puffed. They returned salutes from a trio of Marines returning from a shopping trip to the commercial center set up on the edge of the complex. “My record is unblemished, sir,” MacAdam said stiffly. “You may have the rank for this command, Brigadier, but mebbe you don’t have the right background.”
Nguyen raised an eyebrow. “I said speak freely, Colonel. Don’t dance about the campfire, say what you mean.”
The big man stopped, his face reddening with unchecked emotion as he turned to loom above the smaller man. “I mean, then, that it’s all well for you to play General and God knows you’ve gotten things organized around here, we need men like you to get things done. But buffaloing politicians to get this ship built is bloody well different from commanding Marines in combat. You made your bones in special operations. As far as I’ve been able to tell you never commanded anything larger than a platoon raid, and you’ve never been to sea. Except for that amazing sub highjack, of course, but that’s simply not the same.”
Nguyen sucked a mouthful of smoke, blew it out his nose, then looked speculatively at the cigar. “Have I run the training program well enough?”
“That’s part of the problem, sir. You’ve run it so well the men all love and respect you. They think you’re the commander, not me. You’ve undercut my authority.”
“Only because you’ve let me, Colonel. At any time you could have stepped up and taken charge, and I would have backed off. Instead I keep filling more and more of your vacuum.” Nguyen stared for a long moment at MacAdam. “But that’s not all. What else is bothering you?”
“What’s bothering me is the men talking about you commanding the Orion’s Marines.” His jaw set, as if for a fight, and Nguyen thought, this is the root of the matter, then.
“I assure you, Angus, I will not command the Orion’s Marines. The school is mine, the cadre is mine, because I am the most competent to organize, train and equip. As soon as the Marines graduate and are given their Space Qualification badges, they are yours. Once Orion is in space, they are truly answerable to no one else save you and the ship’s captain.” Nguyen tapped ash off the cigar, puffed again.
MacAdam stopped, let out a sigh of relief. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that, sir.” He tried to draw from his cigar, but found it had gone out.
Nguyen extended a silver-chased lighter to relight the stogie. “Excellent. Now that we have laid that rumor to rest…is there anything else?” He watched the Colonel carefully: he had asked pro forma, but had immediately detected some reticence, evidence of something else beneath the man’s bluff exterior.
Finally MacAdam spoke. “It’s…it’s a personal matter, sir. I’ll not let it interfere with my duties.”
“So I trust. Colonel, my sole concern is the safety of Earth by ensuring you have every tool possible. I do this because I fully expect Orion’s Marines to take heavy casualties. In fact, you must have already realized that mutual destruction of the Orion and the alien ship, if it comes to that, is a win for Earth. So deal with this personal matter, and if there is anything I can do to help, do not hesitate to tell me. I apologize for not clarifying all of this sooner.” He held out his hand. “Colonel, you have my full confidence.” A necessary lie, spoken so it may become true.
MacAdam shook it strongly. “I won’t fail you, sir.” He saluted Nguyen, who returned the courtesy.
“Excellent.” Nguyen chose that as the right moment to end the conversation and turned on his heel, heading toward the commercial complex. A moment later Major Ann Alkina drove up in his brand-new staff SUV.
“Mission accomplished?” she asked.
He noticed she had on a new scent, to go with her promotion, he supposed. Women. “We’ll see. I want you to set up a low-level surveillance on him. See who he talks to, where he goes, look for anything unusual. Also get someone on his family.”
“Consider it done.” She made a note on her touchpad. “Anything to worry about?”
“Probably not.” Nguyen got into the passenger seat and rolled down the window, tapping another chunk of ash against the outside of the luxurious Land Rover. It still smelled of new leather and wood. “But best to cover all bases.”
“Bases?”
“Hmm. An American expression, from baseball. It means to prepare for every eventuality.” He puffed the last of the cigar and threw it into the dust. “Where are we going?” Nguyen looked curiously around, orienting himself on the sprawling base. They seemed to be heading out into the Outback, though there was no defined edge to the unplanned city-cum-starport.
“You’ll see.” Alkina’s tone was coy, and he snapped alert inside, wondering if this was the moment when she betrayed him. His fingers went to the key fob in his pocket, ready to press the code numbers in their correct sequence, blowing Alkina’s deadman implant and stilling her heart forever.
She pulled around a low hill and under a scrubby tree, leaving the vehicle’s air conditioning running against the growing heat of the day. Then she turned to him, unbuttoning her military tunic from the top with practiced fingers. “I always christen my new cars.”
Nguyen relaxed, sensing no more deception than this pleasant little surprise. “Don’t we need champagne?”
“I think you’ll find me intoxicating enough.” She touched a control and the seats backs began to smoothly descend, forming an integrated bed of butter-soft leather. She rolled from behind the steering wheel and leaned forward, coming to rest on her hands and knees, face against his tunic as she looked up into his eyes.
“Please, Tran,” she said, her voice husky. “Make me beg.”
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“I need that favor we talked about,” Jill Repeth said as soon as she sat down in Daniel Markis’ living room. “As the Chairman of the Free Communities, I think President McKenna would listen to you.”
“I know he’d listen,” Daniel said, pouring a glass of red wine and handing Jill another. “Doesn’t mean he’ll grant it. Seems like an internal decision to me. It might be stepping on his toes. And besides, I heard you have his carte blanche already. Isn’t that enough?”
His wife Elise came and sat down next to her husband, taking one hand in both of hers but saying nothing.
“Look, sir –” she began.
“Daniel is fine. You’re not under my command anymore.”
Jill cleared her throat. “Daniel, then. I don’t have that access anymore. Not since I screwed up with Rick at Richmond. I’m sure the President is still grateful, but…I was out of bounds, using that pass for personal reasons.” She put her face in her hands. “It’s not just about letting me get the bionics. I want to get on the Orion.” She looked up with pleading eyes.
Daniel and Elise Markis exchanged glances. “You and a million other people. I’d have thought the list for suicide would be shorter, but apparently there are a hundred applicants for every position, except a few of the really unusual ones, like astronaut-helmsmen. For those there are only five or ten per.”
“That’s exactly why I need your help. In fact, there’s more. Rick wants to go too.” Jill reached for and tossed her wine off with a convulsive motion, then set the glass down carefully.
Daniel rubbed his clean-shaven jaw. “Okay, let me get this straight. You want me to use my influence to get you military-grade bionic enhancements from your own government, then you two get positions aboard Orion. That’s it?” His eyebrows danced above flaring nostrils and a disbelieving smile. “Not something easy instead, like, oh, world peace?”
“I thought you were working on that?” Jill retorted.
“I am. And to do it I deploy my favors and political capital carefully.”
“Spoken like a true politician.” Her bitterness bled through.
Daniel sighed. “I haven’t forgotten my roots in boots, Jill, if that’s what you’re trying to say. I understand how you feel.”
“The way I see it, sir – Daniel – you owe me.”
“Oh.” His face hardened. “It’s like that, is it?”
Jill’s face hardened in response. “You brought up politics, sir. I asked you for a favor, but maybe I should have said I’m here to collect one.”
“Even if I do owe you, this is more than one.”
“Fine, call it three and I’ll owe you a couple. But the Nebraska mission was also a fifty-fifty shot at suicide. Three good men died, and I…” She looked at her own clenched fists, slowly relaxing them to mere claws, “…I lost a piece of myself in there. But maybe you don’t owe me anything. By rights Rick should be enough. So…I’ll just ask you the favor. You do what you think is right.” She stood up. “But remember, they said they were sending the world’s best on the Orion. Hand-picked. With my record, I’m it. So I screwed up once. Everyone does. I’m still the best. And you know Rick is too. He singlehandedly kept the Free Communities – kept you – in the game for years with his network warfare, so you owe him too. Think about that, and then decide.”
Out of courtesy she didn’t slam the Markis’ front door behind her, but only barely. Great job, Jill. Go to ask the man for help and then antagonize him. He’s only the leader of a third of the world’s free countries and half of its economy. No big deal. Why didn’t you throw a drink in his face while you were at it?
She was halfway across the quiet street to the Johnstones’ before she realized she was being followed. Her hand was reaching for her holster before she remembered she was unarmed, and she turned to see Elise Markis. She stopped when she reached the sidewalk, under the watchful eye of a pair of the Chairman’s personal security detachment, letting Elise catch up.
“Jill, please,” Elise said, taking her hand. “I’ll talk to him. Don’t worry. You’re right, he does owe you. We all do.”
“And we all owe him, and you,” Jill said despairingly. “Everybody owes everyone so damn much, how are we gonna repay it all?” Tears welled suddenly in her eyes and the two women hugged each other spontaneously.
“It’s all right,” the older woman said, incongruously reaching upward to touch Jill’s bobbed hair. “You’ve been fighting for so long you forgot how not to. But you’re among friends now.”
“I know. That’s why it’s so hard. I’ve been surrounded by either brothers in arms or enemies for so long I don’t know how to act.”
“And you want to go back to it, I know. I’ve read about combat psychology, Jill. Edens aren’t immune to adrenaline addiction. Everything is simpler in a war zone. Now you have to deal with the complexity of normal life for a while and it’s hard.” Elise reached to stroke Jill’s face. “You know, Rick is like a second son to me, so that makes you a daughter. Don’t be such a stranger.”
“I think I just peed in my own pool, though.”
“Oh, Daniel? He doesn’t hold grudges. He’s just not used to being challenged anymore, at least not by anyone below the rank of General or Minister. It will do him good to remember the common soldier.”
“Marine,” Jill corrected automatically.
“Of course,” Elise said indulgently. “Say, why don’t you come over to the lab and we’ll find something for you to do. That’s probably part of it. Idle hands.”
“Sounds good.” They squeezed each other again and walked back to their respective houses.
Inside, Jill nodded to Cassandra Johnstone and Julio Marquez sitting at the dining room table. It was good to see Cass taking up with a man again. Twelve years was a long time to go without a companion, though with the longer lifespans now, she figured that would become more common. Up the stairs she went to Rick’s room.
Rick had a guilty look on his face as she came in, and held his left wrist in his lap where she couldn’t immediately see.
“You know,” she said as she came over to knead his shoulders, “I’m not your mother. I’m not going to tell you not to play with that stuff. You decided not to have it ripped out and if you want to put it to use, that’s your decision and I respect it.” She ran her fingers down his arm until she touched his left wrist, and the insulated wire that jutted from under his skin.
“Okay,” he said, holding it up in front of him. “Mom hates it. She thinks it’s the first step to losing my humanity. Or maybe she blames the cyberware for my…” he tapped his head by way of explanation. “But it’s not the hardware that messed me up. It was the software that turned me into a Pavlov’s dog. Pain and pleasure, and hypno-conditioning. We were lucky that the triggers they induced to get me to try to upload the computer worm also let me think for myself, just enough.”
“Like I said before,” Jill reassured him, kneeling down next to the chair, “you fought it to a standstill, and you saved all our lives. The forensic programmers said you were wired to blow half a city block, as soon as your mission was complete, and that malware would have left the entire US communications network vulnerable to spying by the Unionists.” She kissed his hand, then his wrist where the wire showed. “You did good. I’m proud of you.”
“Thanks. You’ll be even more proud of me when I tell you this.”
“What?”
“I want to take a walk.”
“Where?”
“Just a walk. No bodyguards, no doctors, nobody but you and me and Rosco.”
“Oh, now I’m no better than a Rhodesian Ridgeback?”
Rick laughed. “He won’t ask me about my childhood, or ‘how are we doing today Mr. Johnstone,’ or any of that garbage. He’ll just beg me to throw a ball until my arm falls off.”
“A walk outside. Well, I am proud of you. I know how hard it must be.”
Rick shrugged as if to say, no you don’t, but that’s okay.
Ten minutes later they were on that stroll, along the perimeter of the research compound, inside the fence. The mountains loomed fifty or more miles away beyond the Abe Bailey nature preserve, and it was almost as if they were outside the wire. She wasn’t sure Rick was ready for that yet. Rosco gamboled and they took turns throwing the ball to him.
“So Rick,” she began, and told him about her attempt at talking to Daniel Markis. “I’m assuming you still want to go.”
“I do. I’m sure I’ll be all right by the time it’s launched. It’s, what, almost four months away? The docs say I’ll probably have their blessing in a month or so, and Jill…I haven’t told them, but this thing in me…it’s amazing. What Shari did with it was evil, but it’s just a tool, a set of tools. Like anything else it’s how you use it, not what it is. And I hear they’re already talking about putting it in the astronauts’ heads.”
“No matter what you say, I feel kind of funny about using this technology. It seems tainted by their methods.” Jill ran her finger over his wrist where the rehealed skin covered the plug.
“So was Nazi research, but we used it anyway. And the irony is, it may save us. We’ll need every bit of edge we can get. It’s not so farfetched; fighter pilots already have some primitive versions for air combat, brainwave sensors and such. I’ve been testing mine out, and I’m starting to learn to get inside the networks, you know, with my mind. Just a little. Some of the equipment is not working, and I want to get it fixed.”
“All right then. If Markis will back us, then you’ll get your repairs, I’ll get my combat upgrades, and we’ll both be on the next spaceship outta here.” They both burst into laughter.
“You really are an action junkie, you know,” Rick said as he stopped her with a tug on her hand. “It’s what made you interesting, back in Colombia. Gun Girl extraordinaire.” He reached up to cup her head and kiss her.
She kissed him back. “If I am, what’s that make you?”
“Crazy, I guess. But either we’re both going, or we’re both staying. No more going off to war without me. Besides, I can put my talents to use on a spaceship. Maybe you'll be the one sitting around bored.”
“Silver-tongued devil. I bet that’s what you say to all the girls.”
“Never had another girl. Never will.”
Rosco the Rhodesian Ridgeback sat down and watched as the two-legs rubbed their noses together for an unreasonably long time.
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Brigadier Nguyen watched from the headquarters building balcony as the outline of the superstructure of the great warship took shape in pieces. Each section was enormous compared with almost any other human undertaking, certainly larger than any vehicle ever completed. When it was all done, the Orion would mass more than any hundred aircraft carriers, yet was a vehicle that would fly into space.
It still amazed him.
The main ship under construction was separated from the nuclear propulsion drive testing area by twenty miles of outback and a low hilly range. Once all the tests were done the drive would be inverted on its reinforced struts – an incredible undertaking in itself – and the pieces of superstructure would be fitted atop it like a giant child’s model. This was the only way the Orion could be finished on time: simultaneous construction by over a hundred discrete teams, followed by a whirlwind of assembly.
After that would come as much testing of ship’s systems as could be done, but no shakedown cruise, no tryout aloft. There was neither time nor purpose to a flight test; it either worked or it didn’t, and the only possibility to recover from a mishap after launch was to bludgeon the ship into space and repair it there. It would be structurally unable to ever return to Earth.
He could see the vast storage yards with their truck-like crawlers carrying pieces of ship. Once the concepts had proven out, serial production had begun. Australia, and thus the Earth, was not betting everything on this one vessel. As fast as they could, they were making ready to assemble more. If everything went perfectly they would be able to launch a ship every two months. But only Orion would be ready to defend Earth when the alien Meme arrived.
Every week Nguyen visited the assembly site – with the rubber-stamp permission of Minister Ekara of course – and simply took it all in. This is my brainchild, he thought. Without me this nation would still be building missiles, nuclear-armed rockets as a last-ditch defense against a hopelessly superior enemy. Without a ship like this the aliens could simply stand off and pepper Earth with plague after plague, or worse, chunks of asteroid. Wipe us out like the dinosaurs. Now, the entire world is contributing, pouring precious resources into Australia – my Australia. And I alone had the vision to see it and the fortunate influence to make it happen.
And then a different mental voice reminded him: Remember, thou art mortal.
The vast construction complex teemed with eager Edens, all working sixteen hour days, striving to save the Earth. It was a strange dichotomy in Nguyen’s mind that on one hand thanked his ancestors for such willing slaves, and on the other allowed him this contemptuous cynicism. He despised them as individual drones, but appreciated them en masse; Psychos would never have done so well.
We were made to be the masters, they the slaves. Once this crisis is past, we – no, admit it in your secret heart, I – will rule. To reign immortal over a world, perhaps an interstellar empire...but there is much work to be done, and these aliens will not go gently into that good night.
Remember, thou art mortal.
He turned back from the balcony into his guest office and knocked softly on the door to the adjoining room. After a moment Minister Ekara opened the door with a smile. “I trust you are satisfied with our progress?”
“Very.” And he was. Ekara was a particularly efficient manager for projects of this type, nearly obsessive-compulsive to make things run on time. Nguyen remembered reading of Albert Speer, the Nazi Minister of Armaments that had rationalized the German war machine late in the war, not soon enough to save his nation. This resemblance made Ekara useful.
Nguyen went on, “I would like to review the weaponry and Marine facilities, if you can spare some of your staff for a couple of hours.”
“Of course.” In reality this seemingly off-the-cuff request was part of a complex dance of trading favors and personal politics; Ekara’s staff had been preparing for the meeting, based on Nguyen’s well-known intentions, for at least half a workday. Maintaining the fiction that they could do it on a moment’s notice, however, allowed Ekara to seem even more competent than he already was – a stroke for his ego.
Nguyen spent the next several hours with the production experts on site. As head of Direct Action, the fact that he would be providing the nano-fortified Space Marines justified this leeway. The way they were expected to be employed became a justification all its own.
When he had first proposed the concept of boarding the enemy ship in space, the scientists and engineers had stared at him in disbelief, had called the concept impractical if not completely impossible. Once he had reminded them that he had commanded the only mission ever to board and seize an enemy nuclear submarine at sea, they had become slightly more receptive. And when he had pointed out that if they wanted to have any chance to acquire and use the enemy’s technology they would need a force trained to cleanse the enemy life form from their vehicle and capture it, they had agreed. Everyone involved thought it was the longest of long shots, but the payoff would be enormous.
It would have been extremely helpful to have Raphael’s shuttle available to examine, as an example of what they might face from the alien ship. Unfortunately, with Skull Denham out in space with the blended alien, most of the enemy tech was out of reach.
Not entirely, though. At great risk a Direct Action team had recovered the latest alien plague-spreading probe from where it fell to the seabed off the Chinese coast. Even now his people studied it in his secret laboratories, accompanied by selected scientists from Ekara’s department.
Nguyen had hopes that the alien biotech would hold the key to blending nanotech with a modified Eden Plague, resulting in even more powerful supersoldiers. Ekara’s people wanted to find more macroscopic applications: materials technology was the most obvious area, and also its tiny but powerful fusion drive.
Apparently the Meme aliens had no concept of operational security. Had humans designed the probe to inflict its plagues on an alien race – at least, had Nguyen – it certainly would have self-destructed after its mission, rather than soft-landing for easy recovery. Perhaps that was their usual modus operandi, to reuse their biomachines. Probably their mindset simply was not flexible enough to easily grasp the concept that they now fought a technological enemy that was determined to defend itself by any means necessary – including using the enemy’s tools against it.
“How is the probe exploitation coming?” Ekara asked Nguyen, though he certainly had read the daily reports his own technicians filed from the Direct Action labs.
He simply wants to hear it in my own words, Nguyen thought, to be reassured of our relationship. As if he could detect if anything was amiss, were I to wish to hide a betrayal. No, James, you are as good an ally among our Outlier subspecies as I could expect to have.
“Slow, but promising,” Nguyen replied. “The materials studies have yielded several very useful approaches in development of new structural and armor alloys. Unfortunately, deciphering their fusion technology is a greater challenge and is unlikely to yield results in time for Orion’s launch. Their biotech is another order of magnitude beyond even that; my people say it will take years before they are able to duplicate it even at the most rudimentary level.”
Ekara nodded, phlegmatic. “Yet we possess it, and if we assume their biotech is, let us say, hundreds of years advanced over ours, we shall have it in mere tens.”
“I suspect if it were hundreds of years ahead of us, we would all be dead,” joked Nguyen gently.
“Perhaps their strategies are not as advanced as their weapons.”
“I choose to hope that they are – how would the Americans say it – one-trick ponies.”
“Meaning?” Ekara’s expression was more than politely interested; he seemed to hang on every word.
Nguyen tapped his nose to indicate a secret. “Perhaps these fearsome aliens are so used to wiping out races with their biotechnology that they lack other weapons. Or at least, their other weapons are not so fearsome.”
“Then why this ship?” Ekara waved vaguely toward the Orion site.
Nguyen smiled. “Shall we wager the human race on my opinion, no matter how erudite? I think not.”
“You are wise, Brigadier Nguyen.”
The Vietnamese looked carefully at the slim Australian half-Aborigine, wondering whether this flattery was sincerely motivated. After a moment he relaxed, trusting his own judgment, ignoring his professionally suspicious nature. “We are both wise, Minister Ekara, to work so closely together, unlike some of the others.” Nguyen bowed, careful to keep any trace of irony from his voice or manner.
Ekara returned the bow with his head and heels, almost Germanic in its motion.
On such courtesies are empires built, thought Nguyen.
After discussion of the Marine facilities, personal weaponry, and boarding and counter-boarding equipment, he went over the ship’s heavy mounted weapons plan. While not strictly his purview, he felt competent enough to at least observe and ask pertinent questions, several of which had already prompted improvements. And since he had taken a personal hand in securing the promise of their delivery from the South-African directed-energy weapons program, he had a moral right to at least observe. The Free Communities were well ahead of the rest of the world in this area.
The South African state, heavily influenced by Chairman Markis and his wife Elise, had originally hoped to make the experimental lasers, grasers, masers and particle beams into nonlethal weapons for terrestrial use. Instead, now they would build a dozen or fourteen enormously upscaled versions for mounting on the Orion, dwarfing the fabled turrets of oceangoing battleships.
Fortunately it did not appear that Eden conscience against killing extended to the aliens. There was simply no biological basis for humans to detest killing non-human enemies, so Nguyen was confident that the crew of the Orion would use these terrible weapons without moral impediment.
When he finished his visit he praised Ekara, his facilities and his teams in a short recorded message for distribution during their next scheduled break. After that he left with Major Alkina, thoroughly satisfied.
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The wedding was a formal one. The bride was resplendent in modern Marine mess dress, with a blinding white long skirt and high-collared jacket, and rows of medals topped by the Navy Cross, the highest possible US military award save only the Medal of Honor. Jill could hardly complain; three quarters of MoH recipients were awarded it posthumously. The veil wasn’t exactly standard issue but she figured the Corps could forgive her that aberration in her uniform, just this once.
The groom, not being military, was attired in the finest tuxedo Johannesburg’s tailors could produce. That’s okay, Rick said to himself. A wedding is the bride’s day, but it’s the marriage that matters. And as a soon-to-be married man, he had to think about married things, like a house, and furniture, and bank accounts and things like that, he figured. No more all-night online gaming sessions – well, not many – and then there was sleeping together. Not sex, just…sleeping in the same bed with someone. It sounded great, until he remembered how light a sleeper he was. Any little thing tended to wake him up. Ah well, climb that tree when I come to it.
His three mothers, as he called them – Cassandra, Elise Markis and Shawna Nightingale – had organized everything, along with his sister Millie. Daniel Markis himself would be his best man, and Roger Muzik was flying out from the US to give Jill away in the absence of any other father figure, which was apt. The painfully handsome military officer still engendered something uncomfortably close to jealousy for Rick, as his bride-to-be had spent a lot of time with him. On the other hand, had there been anything romantic between them, it would have taken hold long ago and Rick would have been left in the dust. He still had no idea why she had fallen for him instead of one of the heroes she worked with, so he just chalked it up to good fortune and thanked God.
He fiddled with his lapel flower and then, as Daniel gestured to him to take his place, he wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers. After all you’ve been through, he told himself, this is nothing. Just a walk in the park.
Except a walk in the park still gave him sweaty palms. The shrinks weren’t quite sure why intermittent agoraphobia seemed to be a lingering side-effect of his captivity, but then, they could never admit psychology was still more art than science.
As with most men at their own weddings, the ceremony itself was a blur, a sensory overload. Snippets stood out in his mind: putting on the rings; Jill’s face as he lifted her veil; the kiss; the honor guard raising swords high and Rosco barking as Randy Butler and Denise Lockerbie, its co-chiefs, swung the flats of their blades in perfect synchrony to slap the bride and groom on their hindquarters. He was glad everything was on video, so he could fill in his stunned memories.
He relaxed a lot more at the reception, as the wine began to flow and he accepted the congratulations and well-wishes of all of their friends. He was surprised at how many they had, and how many had made it there considering the frenetic pace at which the world was working under the looming alien threat.
Perhaps they all knew that a day or two off made for redoubled efforts later. Perhaps they couldn’t stand to miss a good party. Perhaps they thought it would be one of the last good ones before hell rained down from above.
Rick did remember his wedding night with crystal clarity, with no need for an extra video camera.
He rubbed his right eye and smiled.
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Chief Energy Weapons Engineer Lawrence Nightingale ran his hands over the carbon fiber barrel of the enormous laser that squatted with its fellows in the barnlike Orion assembly building, a mere two miles from the ship itself. It was the first of its kind, a weapon fit for the Earth’s inaugural spacegoing battleship.
In basic form the tube resembled a naval gun of ninety centimeters diameter and more than twenty feet long. The strong outer sheath merely supported the crystal waveguide within, and what came out of the business end was coherent light. In fact, the back part of the gun itself looked similar to the squat camera-like devices in dentists’ offices or hospital radiology departments. But this version would transfer gigawatts of energy to its target. Each pulse delivered the force of a 500-pound bomb.
Theoretically we need to get within a thousand klicks to have a chance to be effective. Of course, we don’t know what kind of armor, shielding or countermeasures they have. All I know for sure is that these babies pack a punch, and the closer, the better.
 
Another advantage to lasers was their rapidity of delivery – literally the speed of light. Delay at one thousand kilometers was only one three-hundredth of a second, which sounded fast enough. At the speeds possible in space, however, this might still be too far. A ship traveling at even one percent of lightspeed would move ten kilometers in the time it took for the beam to travel, making long-distance targeting rather like shooting a flying bee with a rifle bullet at a mile distance.
Rubbing his hand down the barrel, Larry thought, I’ve done my part. Fire control is someone else’s problem. My job is to design them, build them, power them and keep them running. In fact, my objective is simple – just fiendishly difficult in practice.
All weapons are just energy delivery systems, Larry mused. That’s the way my team and I have had to think. Deliver energy to a target in a destructive manner – faster than it can be absorbed, reflected, converted, deflected, or otherwise defeated. That energy can be in the form of chemical or nuclear explosives – not my department – or kinetic, like a mass driver or railgun – ditto, not my thing. Or it could be directly imparted by some form of directed electromagnetics – beam weapons, in common parlance. That’s my bailiwick.
His beam weapons research effort had been expanding exponentially, intending to counter the atomic and kinetic strikes of the Free Communities’ enemies. The nuclear weapons of the ballistic missile submarine Nebraska had stamped the Free Communities Council’s further emphasis on the project as the world witnessed the horrible destructive power of even one such salvo.
Larry looked down the line of hand-built energy projectors hulking in the warehouse. Teams of technicians and unlimited funding had yielded a plan for fourteen lasers. While there were other possibilities – grasers, masers, particle beams – with limited time it was a herculean effort to even provide these prototypes.
It’s my own Manhattan Project, he thought proudly. In fact, every part of this incredible ship – the nuclear propulsion that will lift it, the engineering and materials that ensured it would not crumple under the unimaginable stresses, the power generation and storage capacity – constituted a Manhattan Project by itself. For the first time in history, the world is cooperating for its own good. Even the Russians have gotten on board, if only so they won’t be left out. Their contributions to the molten-salt hybrid fusion power plants and their missiles have been tremendously helpful. Wonderful engineers, if you can separate them from their political masters.
Given that there was no agreement or certainty on weapons effectiveness, Orion was being loaded to the gunwales with as many different weapons as possible. It was highly inefficient, and on a normal warship design would be ridiculous. But the military strategists believed – hoped – that the ship would only have to fight and win one battle.
If they won, no amount of inefficiency would matter. All the eggs were in one basket, and as long as crew, power, lift capacity and room were available, the design philosophy was “more is better.”
If they lost, they still might be able to send back enough data to make a difference. Pieces of the Artemis, Orion’s sister ship, even now rested in a growing park of warehouses and manufactories, ready to be carried via truck, air and heavy rail to the nearby Assembly Area Two, but that ship would not be ready for at least two months afterward.
The best and brightest cadres of civilian and military experts from around the world would also crew Orion. Nothing was being held back, and so the complement of the Artemis could not possibly reach the pinnacle of expertise and experience aboard the first ship. The Earth would burn its best capital, leaving lesser men and women behind to try to carry the torch of war.
Larry’s musing mind startled at the sound of footsteps behind him. He had not expected anyone in the warehouse so early in the morning, other than the ubiquitous security forces. Turning his muscular frame on its heels, he was surprised but not shocked to see Major General Nguyen, decked out in his dun-colored Australian Army uniform.
“Spooky! I wondered when you’d turn up.” The big man swept the small up in a bear hug, then put him down.
For his part Nguyen looked pleased but humble, bowing to Larry and not at all discomfited by the indignity of the greeting. “Good to see you too, Doctor Lawrence. Or shall I say Commander? I hope you don’t mind if I still call you Larry?”
“Call me anything but late to dinner, Major General Nguyen. Congratulations on your second star.” Nightingale cocked his head. “I still can’t get over the way you talk.”
“You want I talk like this again?” Nguyen said, reverting to a near-cartoonish Asian-American accent.
“Hell no, I like it! Make these Ozzies take you seriously, fo’ sho’. I’m proud of you, settlin’ down here with your girl and all. When do I get to meet her?”
Spooky reddened slightly and sighed. “Unfortunately, my friend, that will be difficult, since she has since found other company.” The convenient lie came easily to his lips. “But I have my fair share of lady friends, while it is you who have ‘settled down’ as they say. You used to be quite the bird-chaser.”
“Yeah well, they say you only need one if she’s the right one. Sorry about yours not workin’ out.”
“Perhaps then I shall find my ‘right one’ someday. Fortunately I now have time, with the wonderful Eden Plague in my favor.” Nguyen smiled again, a genuine-seeming grin that must have warmed Larry’s heart. It feels good to lie so well, to make my friend happy. And why should I not? What a flaw it must be to think that joy is finite and must be rationed, or that if another has more, I must somehow have less. Pleasure exists to be enjoyed, a tool to be dispensed to one’s allies and useful slaves and necessary supervisors.
Just like pain.
Too many Psychos fell into the trap of the short-term view, he thought, poisoning their surroundings with the detritus of destructive pleasure. Like seizing and tearing half-grown roses, they damaged the plant and missed out on the full ecstasy of the judicious application of power. Put another way, it was the ability to dispense horror and joy that gratified, not the emotions themselves.
Spooky went on, “And how is Shawna and the family? No permanent harm from the children’s little adventure, I trust?”
“Not at all. I don’t think they even knew they were in much danger. Daniella talks nonstop about how much fun it was to fly on the airplane. Now she says she wants to be a pilot. Even so,” he said, putting a huge hand on Spooky’s shoulder, “thanks for gettin’ ‘em back safe. I heard a few reports of how you handled those dirtbags, jerry-rigging that electromagnetic field to scramble their nanos. That was genius, maybe saved their lives.”
“I just tried to think of what my friend Larry Nightingale would do, and did that.” He patted Larry’s paw, then slid out from under it to walk slowly down the row of hulking lasers. “Of course, I did not do the actual technical work. I have people to do that. But I remembered one of your papers published on nonlethal electrical fields and took my inspiration from it.”
“You read my work?” Larry said with surprise.
“Of course. It is important to the Free Communities, your engineering skill. Forgive me – I should say, it is vital to the entire Earth. Since I have some status within the special operations community here, I try to stay current on the latest developments in weaponry.” Spooky ran one hand over a laser housing and tapped it idly.
“Well until you Australians got this Orion thing going I thought nonlethals would be all I’d ever do. With aliens…it’s interesting, but I don’t have any problem burning them like snails. Less, really. I mean, I’d never burn a snail just for fun, but these Meme have murdered over a billion people.” His voice dropped harshly. “Sons of bitches.”
“Yes, we are in a life and death struggle. I have thrown my small influence behind the ship, and have done what I can to smooth the way for international cooperation.”
“The way I hear it, you were real important, talking with the Russians and Chinese. They respect someone with a reputation like yours.” Larry nodded unconsciously and joined Spooky in laying hands on the lasers. They were tangible proof of his own vital role, and they meant hope for the future, hope that his family would be safe.
As safe as anyone in this world of horrors and death.
“My reputation as a killer, you mean?” Spooky looked pained.
“For strength, that’s what. They know you’re a man who means what he says, who keeps his word and backs it up. A man of honor.”
Spooky clasped his hands behind his back and sniffed, turning around.
Larry thought he saw tears actually well up in his old friend’s eyes before Spooky faced away. He really has changed. God bless the Eden Plague. This triggered another thought, which he mulled for a moment to allow Spooky to regain his composure. When he thought the time was right he asked, “Any word on Skull or the alien?”
“No, not that I know of.” Spooky said, still with his back to Larry. “I believe DJ has received text messages from time to time, but no video or audio, and he has not shared their contents with me. Actually, I have not asked. If there was something I needed to know, he would tell me.”
“You really trust him, don’t you?” Larry asked.
Spooky spun about with widened eyes. “Of course. Don’t you?”
“I do. I do, my kids play with his, and Shawna and Elise are inseparable…”
The smaller man looked sidelong at Larry. “But?”
“No ‘but’…well, perhaps. You know how they say power corrupts. Like the Roman emperors had someone to whisper in their ear, ‘remember you are mortal’ or something like that. But who does DJ have?”
“Elise? You? His other friends? But why do you say this? Is there something you have seen, something you have noticed about him?”
Larry shook his head. “Not really. Just a feeling…like, he used to say he would be happy to step down as soon as the crisis is over. He doesn’t say that anymore. He just kinda…assumes he’ll always be the chairman. I mean, he’s won every yearly election hands-down.”
Spooky laughed, waving a hand in the air. “But he held the elections. If he ever fails to do so, then you have something to worry about. I think he is just growing into his role after all this time. Once the crisis is ended, you will probably see real political challengers emerge, and then we shall see how he reacts. No, my friend, do not worry about Chairman of the Free Communities Council Daniel John Markis. Without him and his constant politicking, the Orion project would not be on schedule and fully resourced.” He seized Larry’s sleeve for a moment and leaned in close. “And keep this in mind if you ever think about spreading these thoughts: to save the world, we should embrace the Devil himself. DJ is far from that. Speak with care. If we were to lose him, we might well lose Earth.”
Larry’s knees knew a moment of weakness as he realized the truth of Spooky’s words. I take DJ for granted, don’t I, because I see him every day back home. But he is probably still the single most important individual in the world, and there are still people out there that want him dead. Hell, there are people who think we should welcome the aliens and their conquest. Lunatics. He patted Spooky’s clutching hand and sighed. “I got you, Spooks. I got you. I’ll remember.”
“Good.” He let go of the sleeve. “Now, come, let’s go get some food at a place I know nearby. Anderson’s. Really good noodles.”
Larry laughed. “Asian food. I’ll be hungry again in an hour.”
“Then you can eat again in an hour. Australia is a prosperous country. We have enough food for even your appetite.”
They laughed as they walked out of the big steel barn into the noisy Outback night.
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US Navy Captain Henrich J. Absen’s appointment to command the ship had been a hard-fought political battle; much of the world still did not want an American in charge. Eventually the “best man for the job” argument won out. The fact that the crew came from over a hundred nations helped soothe their fears as well.
It also might have had something to do with the common knowledge that he and his submarine had taken a heavy toll on the Australians in battle, and that an Australian Psycho enabled by a Free Communities special operation had killed his wife and children. He was unlikely to be a puppet to them or anyone.
Balances of power. The world’s political leaders were not stupid. They recognized what control of the world’s most puissant warship ever built meant, and the crew manifest was heavily scrutinized, trying to ensure no one nation or power bloc could take over.
Absen thought to himself how odd it was that very little had been made of the Aussie Marines. Perhaps the fact that they could not run the ship themselves was deemed sufficient to thwart a takeover, but in his experience a gun to the head was a damned fine motivation for cooperation. He put a few bugs in a few ears but he didn’t have enough influence to force anyone to listen, not as close-run as his own appointment had been.
And he certainly wasn’t going to risk that. He wasn’t in it for the glory, or even the unique opportunity. Absen genuinely believed he was the best man for the job. He’d served overseas and under them with other nations, he spoke four languages, and he’d done his NATO tours in Belgium back when there was such an organization. They’d offered him a third stint there, but he’d turned it down for a shot at sub command, and he was glad he did.
Now he walked the strange corridors of his earthbound command, familiarizing himself with it before the dry runs started next week. He nodded sagely at the scurrying workmen, the hurrying crew, and the Marines with their unloaded weapons racing hither and thither, assaulting empty rooms and getting in the installers’ way.
His ship. Orion was strange, and familiar. Metal bulkheads and ladders – stairways to a civilian – cabling, lights, airtight hatches and doors – the same kinds of things in every ship or boat on which he’d ever served, were as he expected. But right now everything was sideways, as the normal orientation of the crew would be feet toward the cylindrical skin. Right now on the ground, everyone walked on the walls.
There were mockups in different places, of course, to train the crew on damage control and repair, but it wasn’t the same. The ship, assuming it even made it to orbit, was an untested thing, the first of its class. If he succeeded, he would make history.
If he failed, likewise.
Now, as much as he would have liked to immerse himself in his incipient command, he had a long trip to make, shortened only by his insistence on being flown in the back seat of a double-seated trainer-model stealth fighter. Its supercruise would reduce the trip, Australia to Richmond, from seventeen hours to seven. Scant consolation, as in payment he would be catheterized and wedged into a cramped seat. Still, less than two months from launch, time was of the essence.
And mostly, as a bubblehead, he wanted to take his first and maybe his last ever flight in a supersonic jet fighter. If everything went as planned, soon he would be taking a much more impressive flight.
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Chairman Daniel Markis’ recommendation for the cyberware implantation had been enough, as they expected it would be, but in the end Rick Johnstone stayed home while Jill winged her way back to Septagon Shadow at Patuxent River, Maryland. For months he’d thought about returning and believed he would be all right. After all, he wanted more – more access, more equipment, more ability – but ultimately he just couldn’t face the thought of going back under the knife, especially not in that place.
But that was where the cyber-bionics program was. Governments are eminently practical when they want to be, and it made no sense to spend scarce resources to transfer the lab. Rick had also heard rumors that some of the staff had been kept on, under the watchful eye of minders. He’d read the history of the weapons programs after World War Two, where droves of German scientists, some of them genuine Nazis, had been “rehabilitated” and put to work. He was under no illusions.
Shari hadn’t been found, by that name or any other, but every time he thought about going to Pax River, really thought about how it would be, he got the shakes. Like holocaust survivors who couldn’t bear to face the ovens and the camps, even cold and empty of malice, it just wasn’t in him to go there. Not yet.
So he left Jill to go alone, feeling ashamed, burying himself in the virtual world of his head, learning to use what he had rather than hoping for what he hadn’t. It may have been running away, or it may have been therapy. Either way, it was the best he could do.
Jill understood. Her heart was at peace as she dozed on the long flight to Fort AP Hill. Rick had his demons, she had hers, but getting fitted with this equipment wasn’t one of them. Anything that makes me more effective at my job is a good thing.
The Burn Rooms held no horror anymore; painkillers and pathway blocks turned the terrifying into the merely miserable as her nervous system was rewired to accept the impulses and the actual presence of the cybernetic connections. The surgeons and cyberneticists were conservative; no more wholesale experimentation on humans, even with their consent. It was a step-by-step process from now on, this building of cyborgs, using the tried and true.
Even so, the results were often spectacular. Less than three days after the procedures were finished, Jill Repeth - she'd decided to keep her own name after all - bench-pressed one thousand kilograms. Her bones, laminated with a new ferrocrystal substance derived from the technology of the recovered alien probes, creaked but seemed in no danger of cracking. Her muscles, augmented with electromagnetically-activated expanding-chain polymers, worked smoothly to raise and lower the ton of steel on the bar.
And she knew that if she wanted to, she could have thrown the thing across the room, limited more by leverage than power. Theoretical limits put her strength at more than twice that, but testing those boundaries might result in a fiasco, such as complete detachment of muscle from bone and concomitant healing time.
More important was the endless physical therapy that taught her to use less, not more, of that power; how to control it, so that she could stroke a baby’s cheek as well as snap a tree in half. She was glad Rick's Septagon cyberware had no physical combat components; she knew he would hate himself if he made a mistake and hurt someone.
Training sessions for the less kinetic but still useful systems – cameras in her eyes and comms in her inner ears and jaw, an oxygen extender next to her lungs, an artificial heart to augment or replace her natural one, and several other interesting modifications – were long, and intense. Still, she relished it all, and once she had passed all the tests, she was not surprised to be sent to Richmond on the regular turboprop shuttle.
Ironically, almost two hundred years after the city had made its bid to be the capital of a new nation, it was rapidly becoming something like that now. With New England devastated, it was a center of East Coast rebuilding. As the great shipyards of the Norfolk area were only just starting to be cleared, the always-politically-savvy US Navy had established an administrative headquarters here, close to another center of power.
A civilian, not a Marine or even a sailor, led her to the briefing room inside that HQ, and the woman rebuffed her gentle attempts at finding out why she was here. The room contained eight other cyborgs; the equipment might not show but they were unmistakable to her by the way they moved. Most of them wore military uniforms, as she did, but she was the only woman. Nothing new with that.
The two men who walked in and shut the door were definitely not cyborgs, and as one wore eagles on his lapels, the first uniform to notice called the room to attention.
The civilian was an Eden that Jill recognized: Special Envoy Travis Tyler, a retired full General who now acted as one of President McKenna’s personal troubleshooters, a position of vast power within the zone of martial law. He looked quite a bit like his dead son, whom he had personally executed for treason and worse. She shuddered when she thought of what that must have cost him.
The other was an older man, meaning by definition a normal, non-Eden. Wearing the working khakis of a Navy Captain was her first tipoff. She used her telescopic implant to read his nametag: Absen. I know that name from somewhere…
Her musings shut down as Tyler said, “At ease, take your seats.” Once they had, he went on, “I’m Travis Tyler. If you don’t know me, ask someone later, but I’m not here for me. This,” he gestured at the other man, “is Captain Henrich Absen, and the reason you are all here. He’s your new principal, and you are now his personal security detachment.”
The room fell silent, with no muttering or whispering to test discipline. Tyler nodded. “Some of you know, some have figured it out: Captain Absen is to be Orion’s skipper. With a crew from over a hundred nations, the captain’s safety will be paramount. I know some of you were hoping for something a bit different – a bit more offensive in nature. Dreams of heroics, capturing or killing aliens, perhaps. And that might happen. But your only priority right now is to train and integrate yourselves, to become the most capable personal security detachment ever created. And in keeping with your clandestine nature, you will all be known as, and trained as, ship’s Stewards.” Tyler’s eyes swept his audience. “Captain?” He nodded to Absen, nodded also to the rest, then took his leave.
Absen cleared his throat as he stepped forward to stand in the aisle between the seats of the first row. “Good afternoon, lady and gentlemen. I’m your new principal, and I’m going to spend a lot of time with you because of that, but I’m not your team leader. This man is.” Absen indicated a fit-looking black man in a suit. “His name is Dwayne Tobias, and he comes to us from the Presidential detachment of the Secret Service. He’s in charge because of his experience in this kind of work.”
Absen pursed his lips. “Now I know all of you are probably supercharged alphas, ready to take charge of every damned thing around you. That’s why I am making this perfectly clear. Every one of you is an Eden. Every one of you is a Septagon cyborg. Every one of you is at the top of your profession. But this man has more than thirty years of experience in personal security, and as of now every one of you serves at his whim. If he doesn’t think your attitude is correct for this work, you’ll be sent packing for some Earthbound assignment. No appeal. No Orion. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” they answered in near-unison.
“All right, then. I’ll turn you over to him, and then I’ll see you all on the plane in…” he checked his watch, “…an hour and forty-five minutes.” Then he walked out.
“Plane?” said one of the men in front of Jill.
“Plane,” responded Tobias. “We’re all going to Australia, to train on the Orion. Now I got a short briefing for you, and then you all go get your gear and hustle back to the bus at the front of this building.”
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To Larry Nightingale Orion looked rather like an oversized Iowa corn silo sitting atop an inverted bowl of equal diameter. It was far from the elegant birdlike designs of science fiction warships. In fact, it most resembled an old-fashioned rocket or missile itself, merely upscaled a dozen times in every dimension. He sat and stared at the thing from the roof of his trailer parked a mile away, and still it looked big, like a larger and uglier cousin of that London Gherkin. Almost every night, or perhaps he should say morning since he seldom stopped work before midnight, he wound down by drinking a beer while watching it poised in the actinic glare of the sunlamps that illuminated the technicians’ single-minded hive-like activity.
More than four hundred meters tall and a hundred wide, it could have been a round art-deco skyscraper having more in common with a classic jukebox than a modern spacecraft. Those dimensions made it seem squat, menacing, and brutish, despite its enormous size.
Structure and superstructure completed, now the Orion swarmed with technicians installing the myriad systems that would put flesh on her bones. They laid massive cables of mingled copper, gold, silver and platinum alloys throughout, the wealth of nations. These would carry the incredible flows of electricity that would power the internal systems, external mechanisms, and most of all, the stupendous and numerous weapons.
Generating these rivers of power were the Russian-supplied fusion-fission hybrid molten salts reactors. These used fission to build heat and pressure sufficient to initiate controlled fusion, yielding enormous power for their size. They were also highly experimental, temperamental, and took a team of Russian experts countless man-hours to keep them running.
Along with these vital installations came all the lesser but still necessary fittings – electrical motors, fans and air ducting, water and sewer lines, bunks and lockers, tables and chairs, computers and screens, sensors, fire controls, and of course, weapons.
The offensive missiles went in first. The weapons engineers first installed a gross of enormous converted Trident SLBMs akin to the ones that had murdered two hundred million people so recently, each in its own canister below the armored outer skin.
Next came an even thousand Russian Grackle hypervelocity anti-ship missiles, and another thousand US-made SM5 multipurpose guided missiles. Each was fitted with a miniaturized nuclear warhead. These weapons they mounted in box-launchers of one hundred per rack, bolted in a ring to the waist of the ship. The engineers took to calling this “Orion’s Belt.”
The launcher arrays had no armor and just enough shielding to protect their electronics from cosmic radiation. These were expendable, made to be fired quickly in massive missile salvos. Once a rocket flew free, each emptied box would be pumped full of expanding foam that rapidly solidified, forming a layer of ablative armor that also guarded against chain reactions in case of damage.
After this came one hundred twenty British-made Arrowfish rotary counter-missile launchers, able to spit out hundreds of small seeking weapons designed to destroy incoming projectiles.
Then came the kinetic weapons. Twelve Dahlgren-made Behemoth electromagnetic railguns were set in internal turrets, their traversing mechanisms directing not the barrel, but rather the entire gun, to minimize the size of the external firing port. Operating in vacuum, these would spit one-kilo steel spheres by the thousands, accelerating them to ten thousand meters per second, sufficient force and velocity to pulverize asteroids.
The other gun system mounted was a Swedish Bofors-made close-in-weapons system, properly termed CIWS but commonly called an R2-D2, after the famous Star Wars droid. Each weighed twenty tons, but even so managed to resemble the famous robot, with its squat round-topped cylindrical shape. Its electrically-powered Gatling spat over eighteen thousand rounds per minute, guided by an automated integrated laser and radar system that not only aimed the gun but transmitted data to its bullets in flight.
Of course, there was no air to fly through, so no guidance was possible, but the system told each bullet precisely when to fragment into one hundred forty-four individual pieces, turning those eighteen thousand rounds per minute into over two and a half million individual projectiles per gun. This meant a mindboggling two hundred and fifty million individual projectiles could be vomited into intervening space in one minute. It was these R2D2s that were tasked with the final line of defense of the Orion, save only the thickness of twelve meters of armor.
That armor was a wonder in itself, composed of the most advanced materials developed by humans, plus a layer of nano-constructed ferrocrystal duplicated from the recovered Meme probe, thus turning their own technology against them. This combination yielded the equivalent of one hundred meters’ thickness of cold-rolled steel, sufficient to ward off even weapons of another Orion, save only the nuclear blasts.
Last and finally came the beam weapons, Larry’s babies: fourteen lasers to be mounted at the top rim of the cylinder where it started to curve toward its rounded nose. This allowed each maximum possible traverse, and by accounting for the ship’s spin, all of them could be brought to bear simultaneously on any conceivable target by the simple expedient of pointing the ship’s nose directly at it.
Larry popped a second beer tonight. Hangover was a thing of the past, except for diligent alcoholics, those benighted souls that dedicated themselves to Bacchus as if determined to prove the Eden Plague helpless against their self-destructive tendencies. He wasn’t one of those, and two beers, even the double-strong brews here, would have little effect on a man of his superb health and body weight. He raised the big canister in a toast to the men and women pouring their sweat, their souls, and their blood into its construction. At least twenty people had already died and hundreds had been severely injured as they cut every conceivable safety corner, never-ending payment for this great work of the hands of mankind.
He stared at his small contribution, the regenerating stub of his right little finger that wiggled pinkly at him like an unfamiliar larva. No matter, he thought. What’s important is that I get the beam weapons working and that I am going along.
The fight with Shawna had been fierce as such things went, alternating shouting and tears, the children crying in their rooms. It hurt his heart to remember it even now.
“Why do you have to go!” she’d screamed at him. “You’re not military! You’re an engineer, you have children, you’re needed here…” Then she’d collapsed in his arms weeping, an unfamiliar action for such a strong woman.
Before he left he put down his A. E. Houseman poems and wrote her a note in his own hand, drafting it over and over until it was just right:
I have to do it, love. This is what men do. It’s programmed into our genes, to stand with spear upheld against the fall of night and all its terrors. We wouldn’t be men if we failed to answer that call.
Nothing’s better for a man than to put his gifts to use in service to a greater cause, and I’m the right man for this job. It’s because I love you and the kids that I am going. Tell them I love them very much, and try to understand.
I’ll see you when we’ve kicked their asses.
All my love,
Larry
He heard someone else come up onto the roof, and he swung around to see a female figure as he folded the note into his pocket. “Jill? Jill Repeth?”
She sat down next to him, hugging him with one arm. “Hey, Larry. I heard you came up here sometimes. Contemplating our destiny?” She waved her arm at the harsh lights that lit Orion like a machine-age monument.
“No doubt. Rick here too?”
“He’s here. He’ll be a Comms officer. We called in favors with Markis.”
“I’d heard. Seems funny, him and me going. Not being military and all.”
“Yeah. Usually I get all the fun.”
He laughed. “Well, my fun meter’s been pegged ever since I got here.” He finished off his beer with a slurping sound. “You know I see Spooky now and again. He’s a two-star now. Runs the Space Marine program, when he isn’t doing some new voodoo with the aborigines.”
“I’d like to see that in action. Catch me up on everything, will you?”
Larry rolled to his feet. “Let me grab a couple more beers and I’ll tell you all about it.”
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Spooky Nguyen observed the disciplined ranks of his Space Marines with an immense feeling of satisfaction. In formation they faced the towering ship as it loomed over them. Awe-inspiring, even for me, thought Nguyen. More so for them, their first real encounter with the warship they will fight from.
On his right, their left, stood the hundred-odd men and women of the training cadre. Their role as trainers was transformed today into an advisory one. No longer instantly and blindly obeyed, now they would provide expert evaluation as the so-called White Team for the continuing exercises. And as soon as this group was done, they would start on another. It took a special kind of person to train those who would go off to fight, knowing you had to stay.
In the center, four hundred and fifty strong, were the Line Marines, the result of selection and training and the best possible version of nanites compatible with Eden physiology. Although the ship’s crew was drawn from many nations – an inevitable concession to obtain the other powers’ help – the Marines were all Australian citizens he had personally selected. Not all were born on that continent – several mountain-bred Nguyens stood among them, for example – but all had sworn allegiance to the nation, and all were Edens.
He laughed to himself, though his face revealed nothing. In the days of sailing ships and iron discipline, Marines were a ship’s Captain’s insurance against mutiny. The modern age had largely forgotten this fact, but Nguyen hadn’t.
Thus, on his left stood the smaller formation of his enforcers, innocently termed Guard Marines. Free of the Eden Plague’s confining moral influence, these were uninfected full nanocommandos, infused with the most powerful version of combat nano available. As Mao had said, all power comes from the barrel of a gun, and his enforcer Guards could impose their will – his will – at any time, with calculated violence.
He did not think they would be needed in that role, but he did not obtain and maintain his position by being careless. And their superior combat abilities might mean the difference between success and failure, even while their superb ruthlessness allowed them to do things Edens couldn’t.
The shockingly high percentage of full-nano carriers that went mad was something of a problem – perhaps one in nine - but the deadman switches he had ordered installed had functioned adequately. As soon as a commando exceeded certain physical parameters, precursors to madness, a tiny bead of explosive nestled next to his heart shredded that vital muscle. “An unfortunate side effect of the nano, quite unpredictable,” the medics declared when it was used.
It was even true, in a way.
Each body was buried with full honors of course, after all evidence was removed. The Guard Marines accepted this attrition in stalwart fashion, a fair trade for their supreme status.
Nguyen brought his mind back to the task and raised his voice to carry his speech to the troops. “Ladies and gentlemen of the Free Australian Space Marine Corps, you are the elite of the elite. You have the best equipment, inside your bodies and out, that the human race can provide. In less than two months you will be boarding this ship and you will be launched into space. Along with your naval counterparts, your mission will be nothing less than to save Earth from potential destruction by implacable, ruthless aliens.”
“Until then, you will train on site. You will become thoroughly familiar with this vessel and every possible method of attack and defense. You will train with vehicles, weapons and every tactic the think-tanks have invented. You will become, like Marines of seafaring nations before you, jacks of all trades, able to fill in for the crew to run the ship, able to defend the ship, and able to assault the enemy ship or ships.”
“I salute you and encourage you to engage with your officers and the White Team as you train. Blind obedience is not needed here; there is much that is new, and every man or woman needs to have input until orders are issued. Train well, so that you may fight well.” With that he turned the formation over to Colonel MacAdam, who he knew would keep them well in hand.
The hardest thing about the training over the next few weeks – besides forever stumbling over the construction teams and vice versa – was their inability to spin the ship. Designed for its floor and bulkheads to be largely interchangeable, it was impossible to get an accurate feel for operating within the ship until they got into space. Once there the Orion would turn constantly on its long axis, providing several critical benefits.
The first and most obvious was gravity. Humans were used to having up and down, with their water pouring from carafe to cup and falling from shower-head to drain. Without gravity a thousand systems would have needed reworking, whereas with it they were able to use many commercial off-the-shelf items. Toilets were the most obvious example: a simple water-powered machine with gravity, an engineering nightmare without. People also lost strength and bone density without gravity, and they had no idea how long they would have to live on Orion. It was certain that they would never be landing the ship itself on anything larger than an asteroid.
Then there was weapons fire. Spinning the ship was a cheap, relatively surefire way to ensure most if not all weapons could be brought to bear on any target in turn, a kind of rolling broadside. Computers stabilized everything, making the difficulty of aiming into a relatively simple process.
The third benefit was distribution of incoming fire across the available armor. If a concentrated barrage of enemy weaponry were to strike one place on the ship, it might break through. Constant rolling spin would help ensure separate strikes hit different parts of the armor, increasing the chance of avoiding damage.
That was the theory, anyway. No one really knew what it would be like in practice.
But Nguyen’s – MacAdam’s – Marines tried as many crazy, unorthodox, and difficult things they could on the ground – attacks and defenses of parts of the ship, from inside, from outside, from underneath and above, with their assault suits and without, in every conceivable condition.
Nine more died, from skyscraper falls and weapons errors, and from madness. The full combat nano and the Eden Plague apparently were still the most violent of dogs and cats, brought into close proximity only at peril. This was demonstrated most graphically when they found a Guard Marine and a Line Marine dead, locked in an intimate embrace. The Guard’s grimace of madness evidenced the reason for his death, hers less so. Eventually the investigation showed that in his convulsions he had wrenched the Line Marine’s neck and spinal column apart. They found her short blonde hair glued to the floor by her own blood.
***
In the end, Major General Nguyen did not hold Ekara to his promise to join the crew of the Orion; once the great ship lifted, it would never come back to land, and he knew the R&D minister would be needed to continue the work of the shipbuilding program. There was some talk of having a shuttle aboard to return some personnel to the Earth after launch but in the end this extra complication was discarded.
Instead, Nguyen settled for ensuring Ekara would be present in the bunker a mile from launch. This placed him within the crash zone if the Orion’s drive failed early in its liftoff. Though the risk was small, at least Ekara would face the chance that millions of tons of falling battleship would crush him for any negligence.
Of course, if the Orion failed, the Earth was likely doomed as well. Even so, Nguyen found that immediate consequences usually had more influence on the thought processes than delayed ones.
Now that this issue had been settled Nguyen tuned his thoughts to the makeup of the ship’s complement and ancillaries.
Aside from the Marines, more than three thousand men and women would crew the ship, mirroring an oceangoing vessel. They included pilots, gunners, engineers and machinists, specialists in computers and power generation and nuclear weapons and intelligence and communications – the list seemed endless.
Every job had a roster in depth, a luxury almost unheard-of in naval ships. Many oceangoing vessels of the past had failed for lack of a critical skill-set, which was also why cross-training was always a high priority. Nguyen remembered tell of one US frigate that sat in port for two weeks unable to deploy – by the book – for lack of its two ASROC gunners’ mates. They finally obtained one from another obliging ship, only to find out that the man, though qualified, was a dedicated Satanist with a penchant for painting pentagrams and erotic art on the deck around his workstation. Guess what, he mused. They went to sea anyway.
Nguyen suspected that such aberrations would now either be tolerated as immaterial during this crisis, or ruthlessly dealt with. Political correctness had dropped far down the list of priorities, as it always did in time of war. He mused on the irrationality of civilians, fat, safe and comfortable on their sofas, who condemned warriors to prison for such “atrocities” as desecrating the bodies of their dead enemies. A slap on the wrist, certainly, a loss of rank and pay – but prison? He laughed without mirth at such stupidity and betrayal.
These same pampered masses enthusiastically consumed movies glorifying such fighters as Vikings or Teutonic Knights or American Indians, forgetting that, no matter how noble, those warriors were also quite cruel to their enemies. It was only the definition of atrocity that had changed, not war or warriors itself. You can’t make troops effective by cutting their balls off.
Fortunately such considerations were largely absent in this coming battle. If MacAdam’s Marines wanted to piss on the bodies of dead Meme, he doubted Captain Absen would complain.
Nguyen certainly wouldn’t.
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Resplendent in full dress uniform, Major General Nguyen awaited his appointment with de-facto Chairman Ariadne Smythe, first of the Nine. Ushered into Australia’s secret political headquarters with all courtesy, he had nevertheless been subjected to a full body scan. He laughed to himself; had he wanted Smythe dead, his nanocommandos would have done the job with brutal efficiency.
Besides, the items of covert warfare he carried routinely passed full body scans, and this time was no exception. He did not expect to need them, but this visit, on the night before Orion launched, could conceivably upset her. Persuasion might be in order.
As one of the Nine, he did not have long to wait.
“General Nguyen, how good to see you,” Smythe stood and said in that plummy accent that tried to match his. He was sure it had morphed subtly in the last months, becoming even more faux-upper-class, but he ignored that for now.
“Madam Chairman.” He bowed, knowing she disliked being touched. He then turned to shut the door, giving them privacy. “I came to notify you of a change of position.”
“Really?” She drew out the word, as if richly amused.
“Yes.” He sat down across from her, sitting at attention, hands flat on knees. “I intend to join the Marines aboard the Orion.”
She hissed, an indrawing of breath. “You intend? And why should I allow this?”
“Please, Madam Chairman, let us proceed amicably. I have made arrangements to turn Direct Action over to Colonel Alkina. She is quite competent, I assure you.”
“Colonel? You jumped her two ranks? Wasn’t she just an army captain two months ago?”
“She was also a Navy Commander before I reduced her to captain. You know these ranks are just largely formality, a reflection of position and influence. I’d have thought you’d be happy to have someone with less experience in charge of Direct Action. Perhaps she would not so easily identify your spies. Such as your man Murland Fish, who joined my martial arts sessions so recently yet cannot keep his mind on his training for his interest in me.”
Smythe sat back, placing a manicured hand against her jawline. “Not a spy, merely an observer. After all, you must have such observers keeping an eye on me.”
“Only at a distance. Only to keep you honest. But I did not come here to spar with you, madam. I came to give you the courtesy of notice of my intentions. Now, I bid you good day.” He made as if to stand.
“Wait!” she cried. “You still didn’t answer me. What makes you think I’ll let you do this?”
Nguyen shook his head. “As I said, you should be happy. But in any case, you cannot stop me.” This time he did stand.
A fleeting rage crossed her face and she reached for her desk. Before her hand could touch anything Nguyen was there, gripping her wrist. “That was unwise.”
“How did you do that?” she gasped.
“Dadirri.” He saw her confusion so explained in simple terms. “Not only am I a master of unarmed combat, did you think I would not take advantage of my own nanobot treatments?” He squeezed slowly until she whimpered. “I could crush your bones right here. I could twist you into a pretzel then wait for the Eden virus to heal you into amusing positions. Or I could simply kill you.”
He released her hand with a push, then thrust her rolling chair backward into the corner with his foot, following closely, seeing the fear in her eyes. “Make no sudden moves, madam.” He sighed, pointing an accusing finger. “You disappoint me. I had thought you would use your head instead of your…ego. I tell you I am going, because I am the best at what I do. My talents might make a difference at the point of the spear – out there against the aliens.”
There came a pounding on the door, soon turned into a rhythmic slamming. “Your security personnel wish to enter. If they come in, I will take your head from your shoulders. Call them off.”
“Stop! Codeword Red Caster Annex! Stand down!” she called desperately into the air. The pounding ceased.
“Very good.”
“You won’t make it out of here.”
Nguyen laughed mirthlessly. “No matter how politically astute, you are a babe in the woods when it comes to this sort of direct action. If I wished, I could send a signal for my people and within ten minutes everyone in the building would be dead, save myself.”
He backed up to sit on her desk, still watching her carefully. “One thing I always admired about you is that you knew when to back down, try again another day. Cut your losses, make a deal, or so I thought. But now I fear I have offended you too much for that. No matter what you say, as soon as I leave I know you will try to have me killed, and that will precipitate a civil war that will tear the Nine apart and threaten the Orion project.”
“I give you my word I will do nothing,” she replied, brushing off her blouse and sleeves. “As you say, I will be happy to be rid of you and wish you godspeed on your way to fight the aliens.”
“If only I could believe in your word…but I have a way to ensure you keep your part of the bargain.” He plucked a button from his jacket, pressed a tiny switch on it with an audible click, and held it up for her perusal.
“What is it?” she asked suspiciously.
“Lunch,” he quipped, and blurred to motion.
With his left he slapped her solar plexus backhanded, interrupting her startled cry and leaving her mouth wide open, gasping for air. With his right he popped the button into her gaping maw, then held her nose closed with one hand while brutally massaging her throat with the other.
“Swallow…swallow…come now, it won’t hurt you, unless I let it.” Once he was certain she had ingested the button he stepped back, leaving her choking and retching. “Don’t bother trying to vomit it back up. As soon as it senses stomach acid its nanites attach to the nearest tissue. You’ll need surgery to remove it. The only problem is,” he went on, holding up his lighter, “if anything non-organic gets anywhere near it in the next twenty-four hours…pop!” He made a bursting motion with one hand.
“You bastard!”
“Hmm, no, my parents were certainly lawfully wedded. Yours, however, my investigations tell me…but never mind that. You’ve just swallowed a bit of my insurance.” He shook the lighter. “This is a deadman switch. If I cease pressing it just so, it stops transmitting, and you explode. If I get out of range, you explode. If anything happens to threaten my life between now and liftoff, you explode. Do I make myself clear?”
“Abundantly,” she gasped, convulsively rubbing at her neck.
“Then I suggest you follow along, and tell your people to back away and remain calm. You’ll need to stay within a mile of me until the launch, and keep out of any buildings with high metal content. You wouldn’t want the signal to be blocked.” Holding the lighter high, he reached for the door. “After you.”
Smoothing her skirt and face, Smythe marched unsteadily forward and exited her office. Outside were a startling array of armed men and women, all poised with weapons drawn. “Stand down,” she said firmly. “I will be fine.” As the weapons slowly dropped she said more forcefully, “Remember your nondisclosure agreements. You are not to discuss this incident with anyone not already privy to it, under pain of long imprisonment.”
Once he was sure all the weapons were put away, Nguyen stepped out from behind Smythe. “All right, let’s go. Everyone back away and give us a corridor, otherwise you’ll be mopping up your boss and everyone within ten meters with sponges.” He raised his voice as they moved slowly. “Move. Back. Now!”
Most did. One hapless or misguided uniformed guard hovered too close and Nguyen snatched his handgun from his holster in a blur of motion. He thumbed the hammer back with a click. “Hmm. SIG P220? Nice old gun. But even the best weapon is useless when someone takes it from you.” Nguyen slowly crushed the weapon in his grip, leaving it a twisted wreck. The man blanched and stumbled backward.
Together the two of the Committee of Nine marched out of the building, followed by a mob of confused underlings. At the door Nguyen turned to Smythe. “Tell them to take no action, or…”
“Yes, I explode. Listen, staff. This is just a minor misunderstanding. It will all be over by tomorrow. If any of you go beyond your instructions you may precipitate a dangerous struggle. I order you to take no action until I call with instructions, or until the Orion ship is launched.”
As they approached Nguyen’s armored SUV, newly-minted Colonel Alkina hopped from the driver’s seat to open the door for them. “Any trouble sir?” she asked as he shoved Smythe into the back seat.
“None whatsoever,” he said. “And Colonel?”
“Yes, sir?”
“All of Ms. Smythe’s little spies will have accidents. Tonight. Be kind, though; do not kill them unless you must. A nice bit of maiming will be fine.” Nguyen turned to Smythe. “I suggest you remember this little mercy and do not challenge Colonel Alkina in my absence. She may not have my personal combat skills, but as a woman, she is naturally more dangerous and spiteful. And she has my proxy for Committee meetings.”
Alkina smiled, glancing at Smythe in the rear-view mirror.
“One more thing, Colonel. Make sure all of Ms. Smythe's ‘leverage’ is…recovered.”
Smythe blinked, opening and closing her mouth.
“Did you think we didn’t know about your little hostage facility?” Nguyen made a tsk-tsk sound, mocking. “Very naughty, kidnapping civilians. The Colonel will take charge of them.”
“You’re a fool to let them go!” Smythe snapped.
“Who said we would let them go? It is your inefficiency, not your methods, which I despise.” He turned his gaze back to the front, enjoying the rest of the ride in silence.
When they arrived at a nondescript trailer Nguyen handed his prisoner off to two of his Guard Marines. “Hold her in place until one hour to launch, then join the contingent. Don’t let her go, just leave her locked in. Her people will break her loose after the ship lifts.”
As they drove away Alkina smiled at her lover. “The button with the switch?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think she knows it’s a bluff?”
Nguyen snapped his lighter open to fire the end of a slim cigarillo. “Not a chance.”
***
“I have one more task for you, my dear, before you are free of me,” Nguyen said, running a finger up Ann's naked spine.
She shivered and smiled, pulling her pillow in tight with sharp-nailed fingers. “I will never be free of you, Tran. When you return, I will be waiting.”
“I know. But until then you must maintain my power base, and if I do not return, use it for the good of all. You must not forget this, Ann.” He rolled her over to look in her eyes, compelling. “The narcissism of our kind is as a black hole in space, always ready to drag us in and destroy us. You must not give in to it, or it will turn the merely amoral into evil. Do you understand?”
“I think so. As you have said, evil always destroys itself, substituting short-term solutions for wisdom.”
“Yes,” he said, caressing her face and brushing back her dark hair from perfect cafe-au-lait skin. “The end really does justify the means, but now you must think in terms of centuries, and what end will suit yourself and me over the long term. Only by bringing benefit to millions of grateful Edens will we in turn rise. It is our own kind who threaten us. Exploit, but do not ruin. It is said a sheep may be shorn many times, but slaughtered only once.”
“I understand.” She gazed with admiring eyes on her mentor. “And the task?”
Nguyen kissed her tenderly. “A mission of mercy. As soon as we are finished here, you will take a hand-picked team to the trailer of Larry Nightingale, the Chief Engineer for the beam weapons. Discreet inquiries should allow you to find it easily. You will subdue him without injury, you will drug him and bind him, and you will ensure he does not board Orion. Release him after launch. There is an envelope for him there on the side table.”
“It will be done.” Ann lay back against the pillows of Nguyen's bed. “He is not worthy to go?”
Nguyen shook his head. “He is eminently worthy. But he is my friend, and in this case I know what is best for him. His family needs him more than Orion does. More importantly, Earth needs him to continue his advanced weapons program.”
“Tran, you are so arrogant to decide the fate of others this way.” Her smile was full of teeth. “It excites me.”
He drew himself closer to her. “Then let us share joy one more time.”
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Captain Absen sat in the rearmost and highest chair-couch of Orion’s Combat Control Center, rather like the projectionist of an old-fashioned movie theater. He looked over the shoulders of his officers and could see most of their screens, which plastered the inside of the half-sphere with glowing displays. Despite all efforts to the contrary, the crew had taken to calling the CCC “the bridge” as if they were on an old-fashioned oceangoing ship conning by eyeball – or perhaps the set of a TV space show.
The ship’s Master Helmsman, an experienced astronaut with implanted cyberware, sat in the center of the bridge in a pit in the floor, surrounded by a permeable sphere of displays. Sweat showed between the electrical contacts set into his shaven skull. Absen knew that this specially trained and augmented pilot and his five compatriots were the only people really able to fly the ten-million-ton monster he commanded, and so he matched the man sweat for sweat.
Once in space, others could maneuver Orion clumsily from the standard helm board if they had to. Several of the bridge crew cross-trained in its use, a more complex version of submarine controls, with massive computer augmentation. But true effectiveness in combat, not to mention the all-important launch, could only be done by these astronaut cyborg-pilots with chips in their heads.
The launch countdown crossed six minutes, grinding inexorably toward zero. Officers and technicians murmured into their headsets, and Absen marveled at the complexity of the thing he was about to fly. Fly, he thought. I don’t fly; I’m a sub driver, a bubblehead. So were many of the men of his crew, and most of the rest were naval personnel, with a smattering of air services people. And those Marines. Yet who better to go blasting off into space in a metal canister than people used to the sight of metal bulkheads and decks for months at a time?
Captain Absen’s one function until T-zero was to observe and, if necessary, decide to abort. If launch was go, the automated sequence would begin the controlled series of nuclear shaped charges that would provide the unimaginable motive power to lift ten million tons of warship from Earth’s gravity well.
His eyes flicked from display to display, seeing all in the green as the traditional final ten-count came over the intercom. Ten…Nine…Eight… When the dispassionate voice of Ground Control called “Ignition,” Absen relaxed the way he had been trained to, and waited for the hammer blow of the first explosion.
This first blast was literally four kilotons of explosives – not one of the precious 4KT nuclear bombs, but four thousand actual tons of C-8 blasting compound stacked beneath the ship like bricks. This popped the warship off the ground like a monster firecracker under a soup can – a rather heavy, full soup can. Orion lifted some two hundred feet, obscured by fire and smoke, before it started to slow, soon to fall.
As powerful as this explosion was, it still represented a far gentler, safer way to give the ship its first push than its primary propulsion system. When the first nuke went off the sound changed from bongo to kettledrum, the sensation as if a god standing beneath Orion struck the soles of her feet with a sledgehammer. Each one after was an echo that failed to fade.
Fifty miles away an old man stood with a staff, staring at the new suns that climbed like a ladder of stars into the night. His retinas burned out instantly by the sleeting ultraviolet; nevertheless he turned his sightless face to follow the heat of Orion as she rose. Laughing and capering he shook his gnarled staff above his head until the first of the shockwaves reached him, and so he rejoined the All.
As the roar of the metal god receded, Kalti crawled out of the hole he had dug, to wave goodbye at the thing in the sky. Once he found what was left of Maka, he grieved with laughter above the smiling body of his mentor.
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Alan “Skull” Denham awoke groggy, soon vomiting a thin stream of bile. It splashed onto the floor and the front of his cocoon. He watched it fade away as the base absorbed it. Complete recycling, he thought distractedly, then: What’s going on?
“Raphaela…you there?” He struggled but found himself just as immobilized as yesterday. Or whenever it was. How long have I been out? “Raphaela!” he yelled.
The door to the chamber irised open and a naked goddess walked in. His mind was foggy and he had to do a double-take before he realized it was really her. He cursed her inwardly for using such a blatant weapon of mass distraction against him but determined to follow his own self-declared resolution to remain emotionally distant.
“Your birthday?” he asked lightly.
She looked down at herself and started, reaching for the blanket on the sleeping platform. “Sorry. I’ve had no need for clothing these past months.”
“How long has it been?”
She compressed her lips, gazing at Skull reproachfully until he understood.
She isn’t showing. Not pregnant anymore. She looks like a Victoria’s Secret model. “So…nine months? Is it…is he…”
“Our son is fine. The base is taking care of him. He’s a clever little thing.” She continued to watch him for signs of…what?
Skull relaxed inside his immobilizing cocoon, suppressing his frustration. “So what now?”
“I’m going to let you out. I just want you to realize that I am not the same woman you knew nine months ago.”
He realized it was true. There was something else about her, something more self-possessed, more confident, more certain. He found it very attractive. He wondered whether it was her confusion and former weakness, and his own similar traits, that had made him so…reactive. “I believe you. And I’m not the same man.”
“I’m not foolish enough to believe you have suddenly grown up while in stasis. That you’ve suddenly become more reasonable.”
“No, but you have. And I have no doubt you have prepared for this moment for that whole time, and you came in naked deliberately, and you wouldn’t have woken me up if you intended to just put me to sleep again. So please, would you release me so I can see him?” Skull had no idea why, but at that moment he felt it was the most important thing in the world to see their child. He wanted to remain stoic but he couldn’t help himself; his eyes pleaded with her.
“You’re right. I’m going to let you out. And you’re right, I am prepared. If only you’d been willing to be friends instead of enemies.”
“I’m not your enemy. I never was. I just didn’t want to be your lover on your terms.” He made the word sound like an epithet. “Look,” he said, “we’re both unusual people in a very unusual situation. Can we make peace here, settle things, let bygones be bygones and all that?”
“You broke my trust, Alan.”
“Did I really? Or did I just fail to meet your fantasy expectations? Instead of insisting I be what you want me to be, can’t you just accept me for who I am?”
“Who are you then?” she asked defiantly.
“A man who will never hurt his own child. Nor will I ever harm you again. Come on, Raphaela. Forgive me. I’m not asking to kiss and make up. Just forgive me and trust me to be who I am, and stop fooling yourself about who that is.”
She stood up, wrapping the blanket around herself and tucking it in. “I’ll think about it,” she said as she walked out.
“Power is addictive, isn’t it!” he yelled after her.
The iris stayed shut for a moment, then opened again as she stepped back through. “What did you say?”
“You heard me. We’re both used to having a lot of power. It’s addictive. When I thought I had you in my control I…took liberties. Now how about you?” He didn’t go so far as to make a direct accusation.
She came closer to listen.
“There’s an old saying, Raphaela. ‘We become what we hate.’ The boy grows up to be an abusive alcoholic like his dad, the neglected junkie’s girl grows up to stick needles in her arm and turn tricks for her next high. I’m sorry for treating you badly. I haven’t had a woman in my life since…since I lost someone very special to me. I replaced all that energy with killing. I can’t instantly exchange twenty years of dealing death to become what you want me to be. If Ilona can’t understand that, ask Raphael. Ask what he knows about his observations of humanity. Ask him what he would do.”
After a long moment she whispered, “I will.” She walked out again.
His consciousness remained. With nothing else to do, he thought about what she had said. Eventually he slept.
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The shaking lashed through Orion in waves, one slamming shudder per second. Captain Absen was very happy with his deep, gel-infused chair-couch.
On the way up the crew felt as if they were repeatedly starting to fall, as each pulse fooled their inner ears into thinking they were being caught and flung back upward, only to slow and drop again. They’d been warned about it. The engineers had dubbed it “pogoing,” and the crew was thankful when it finally ended.
After eight hundred seconds and nearly eight hundred nuclear explosions, the city-sized ship reached bare escape velocity, heading slowly out into the solar system. It was lined up on the Plague probes’ reverse course; they assumed this was their best chance to intercept the Meme scout ship.
Absen felt less confident – for example, what if the enemy came from a different direction from the Plague probes? If he had been in the aliens’ shoes – if they had shoes – he would have had the biological torpedoes deliberately approach from another angle.
As soon as Brisbane ground control turned the ship over to him, Absen ordered the Master Helmsman to cease acceleration and begin his post launch checks. The people aboard sighed with relief. For many of them this mood was short-lived as they reached for and used motion-sickness drugs and emesis bags in the weightlessness of microgravity.
The captain hit the control that tipped his chair-couch to a more useful angle, then issued commands. “Engineering, run a prime diagnostic sequence. Take as long as you need. The enemy ship hasn’t been detected and intel says they should be able to give us a good two weeks warning. Once that’s done, spin the ship up very slowly.”
While his crew was all experienced naval personnel, they were also the greenest – the first – the only Space Navy in the solar system. Except for six cyberware-implanted military astronauts contributed by six different nations, none of them had ever left Earth’s atmosphere. The most important thing right now was to shake the crew down, to identify the inevitable problems in this wildly experimental design, and try to forge them into an effective combat team.
Absen touched an icon on his chair’s pad. “Medical,” he snapped into his comm, “give me a report in ten minutes.” Another touch rerouted his words. “Colonel MacAdam, how are your Marines doing?”
“Cycloning and dreaming of available groundsheets, sir.”
Absen could hear the faint sounds of laughter near the Aussie’s microphone. Must be some kind of obscure down-under slang. I knew I should have put more effort into establishing a relationship with him, but there was just too much to do. Well, no time like the present. “Outstanding,” Absen drawled, then switched to the man’s private channel. “Colonel, dinner’s on me in the Captain’s mess at 1800 hours. Bring any of your officers who know a fork from fornication.” Then he cut the circuit, carefully rationing his irritation.
“Sensors, full systems test and report what you see,” he went on. “Beams, you are weapons free on preselected targets as briefed. Guns and missiles, you are weapons hold, I say again, weapons hold.” The lasers soon began destroying some of the thousands of pieces of space junk swarming around the Earth, providing both practice and benefit to future travelers. Orion wasn’t going to add to the debris with its own practice projectiles until well away from Earth. Besides, ammunition was not as abundant as electricity.
So it went for hours as they ran through their procedures, tested their equipment, sorting out the painful chaos and friction of a new ship and crew.
Three unfortunate souls died within the first hour. One managed to somehow override an airlock and breathe vacuum. Two crushed themselves helping to manhandle one of the two ship’s pinnaces within its flight bay, mistaking lack of weight for lack of mass. Five hundred fifty tons of “small” spacecraft squashed weightless crewmen against a bulkhead just as easily as it would have on the ground.
If they had only waited until some spin was put on the ship, that might have been avoided. Absen made a note to reprimand the officer in charge of that detail and was soon relieved to feel a tiny bit of apparent weight returning to everyone. Orion spun up slowly, carefully, in stages, as each increase in force created new problems. Bubbles in water pipes caused pumps to spin wildly as they lost suction. Things fell and shifted. Human orientation changed as floors became bulkheads, hatches became doors, ladders were moved and reattached.
The bridge itself rotated on gimbals, a giant hamster-ball that kept “down” feeling the same, no matter what happened. Its gravity would always be a fraction of that near the ship’s skin, where most of the crew would work during combat. Set deep within the ship and off its axis, it was surrounded by extra armor, had its own auxiliary power supplies, and could be sealed off from the rest of the ship if necessary. An auxiliary CCC mirrored the real one, ready to take over in the event the main was somehow destroyed or rendered inoperable.
Captain Absen was still busy to the eyeballs when his watch chimed 1730, surprising him even as it reminded him of his appointment. He turned the bridge over to his executive officer, Commander Huen Xiaobo, Singaporean Navy. “Half shift, XO, then start the watch rotation. No need to risk fatigue yet.”
The Chinese nod-bowed, then took the Command seat and logged himself in. An extremely competent officer, thought Absen as he made his way to his quarters, but his skills are not what worries me. Loyalties…they didn’t choose me for my military talents alone, either, I know. There were others whose records were more distinguished. It’s my reputation for building crew cohesion, not to mention I speak four other languages. I suppose I need to start learning ‘Australian’ now. Nations divided by a common language indeed.
Inside the capacious Captain’s cabin he found Steward Repeth had his dress whites laid out. Superb Marine, he thought to himself. A bit grim, but so are they all. Probably hated to trade uniforms.
It was the first operational command he’d ever had that allowed, even demanded, that he bring along a full complement of uniforms. The irony of this ship was its profligacy in room and weight. Need to carry more? Build it bigger, make the bombs stronger, as long as you are willing to poison the planet with low-level radiation. But they could worry about those problems when the threat of alien genocide was dealt with.
He dressed carefully, and made sure to prominently display his South Pacific Action ribbon with V device and his Navy Cross. He had earned them for putting three Australian surface ships and two submarines on the bottom during the Three Weeks War between the UGNA and Australia. His single submarine’s record amounted to more than half of the North American ship kills and had saved the country from total embarrassment.
He looked at his sidearm nestled in its case, a custom .45, then ignored it. He wouldn’t win any friends or influence these people by being a cowboy, and the Royal Marines were sure to be nano-augmented. They would laugh at any attempt at physical intimidation, subtle or otherwise. No, he would have to win their respect and loyalty by the old-fashioned method of earning it.
If that failed, he had a few tricks up his sleeve. He wondered offhand how many Australian Marines would be enough to take on one of his Stewards. Perhaps a few rounds in the ring would defuse some tension…if they had the time.
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“Sensors have detected critical fission reactions on the target planet,” Executive reported, turning its eyeball to examine the neutron radiation scanner.
“Again? Perhaps we shall be fortunate and the humans will do our work for us,” Biologist speculated.
“Do your work for you,” Executive retorted. “It is your failure that has brought us to this.”
“It is also his failure that has provided your opportunity to succeed,” reminded Commander. “Perhaps you should express your appreciation by focusing on your work.”
“Yes, Commander.” Executive cheerfully returned to his tasks. If Meme had throats it would have been humming; after hundreds of years of boredom it was busy, and it was favored. Perhaps it would be given its own Command after this.
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Dinner passed and fingers loosed collar buttons. Colonel MacAdam had imbibed quite a lot of Captain Absen’s best port and still seemed dead sober, except for the heightened flush of his ruddy skin. His five company commanders and his executive officer were not so stable, except for the hatchet-faced one on his left, Major Stallers. That man sipped from his glass and kept his counsel, and Absen thought he, among the Colonel’s subordinates, would be the one to watch. The fact that he had been chosen Alpha Company commander reinforced that impression; MacAdam’s dossier had made note of his proclivity for ranking his favorites within his commands, so everyone knew where they stood on his list. And Absen knew Alpha Company was designated “Guard Marines,” some kind of elite status he supposed.
His Stewards kept their glasses filled with impeccable attention. Despite the alcohol and the company, the Aussie Marines had been exceptionally well-behaved. On one hand Absen felt relieved; on the other, he hadn’t identified any weak spots, problems or levers among them. That could be very good or very bad, he thought. All or nothing, all with me or all against me, if it came down to it.
He decided to take it as a good sign, and act as if there was no question in anyone’s mind that the Australians would support the skipper appointed over them, despite the history between them. Absen was sure MacAdam had noticed the medals he wore, but had not remarked on them. He knew the Colonel had never fought directly against any North American forces.
Absen hoped the fact that he dined alone – except for his Stewards, of course – with them would communicate confidence and trust. After all, if the Australians wanted to commandeer the most powerful piece of military hardware the world had ever produced, armed with thousands of nuclear weapons, nothing would be easier than that the Captain have an unfortunate accident. Even though by international agreement Commander Huen would take over, if MacAdam was willing to get rid of a North American he was unlikely to then take orders from a Chinese.
No, he had to get the Marines on his side – or at least on the side of strict adherence to military law and discipline – as soon as he could.
“So, Colonel, now that the pleasantries and the excellent food,” – not an exaggeration, he thought, for he had bought and paid for a healthy private stock – “is out of the way, I have a few questions for you gentlemen about your understanding and interpretation of the Standing Orders our nations agreed to…”
***
Absen shrugged off his dress jacket into Tobias’ capable hands, and then rolled his neck. It had been a long evening, and for a man less patient it would have been torture. Longsuffering and dogged determination were among his best qualities, though, and he had used them to slowly grind out an approximation of the truth. He’d check his impressions with the watching US psych/intel team in the morning. He knew they’d be up all night reviewing the video and interviewing the Stewards for any observations.
Along with the relative bounty of allowable physical possessions, the crew complement was enormous, larger than any naval ship before it. Granted, aircraft carriers floated with more people aboard, but more than half of those were the air wing, not ship’s crew. This had allowed Absen to hand-pick his staff and slip in people with all sorts of functions – like a separate intel cell.
With five hundred Marines added to the mix, Absen commanded a battleship, with one and only one purpose: to destroy other spaceships. Alien spaceships.
Meme spaceships.
For the thousandth time Absen cursed that damned nanocommando Denham who had kidnapped the alien and flew off in her spaceship. It must have been a case of the madness of the early combat nano versions. It made him sick to think of it. Better to get the Eden injection than trust his body to a bunch of quirky microscopic machines, but the thought of either one made his skin crawl.
At the same time he wished he could contact the man, if he still lived, but they were running silent, except for tightbeam laser communications with the ground. He couldn’t go broadcasting out into space without giving Orion away.
As he got into his shower and let the hot water run over his neck he thought about his crew. Most were Edens, those that psych testing had assured were not averse to blowing some aliens to hell. A few were nano-augmented, especially his eleven Stewards. These had the very latest, along with the training to employ it…and some other, very special modifications. He hoped he would not have to use them in the political powder keg of the Orion.
Barely dry after the shower, Absen threw himself into his bunk. I’ve been thinking about this for months; one more day won’t bring any revelations. That was his last thought before consciousness faded.
His Steward gently closed the Captain’s cabin door and took up his position outside. By force of habit he checked his seven weapons and three major embedded systems before settling into his vigil.
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Skull awoke and rolled over, clutching at the blanket and pillow. Then he sat up suddenly. Free! I’m free. He sprang out of bed naked, reveling in the sense of liberty and unconfinement, turning handsprings from the ceiling and floor in the low gravity. It feels like more than before. Perhaps she found a way to spin up the comet a bit, give us more weight.
He walk-floated to the waste closet door and was stunned to find a human-style bathroom-spa the size of a handball court. It was beautiful. A steaming tub of water bubbled within a clear floor-to-ceiling tubelike enclosure, like a huge cylindrical aquarium. A shower, a toilet, a bidet, a set of sinks, vanity cabinets, mirrors, and thick rugs of what he could swear were animal skins. The towels looked like plush terry.
He felt in need of a good cleaning. No matter how perfect the biotech, there was nothing like soap and hot water to make a man feel human again. He really did feel like he had nine months of grime on him.
Walking carefully over to the bathing facility, he searched for a way in. Finally he thumped the thing up near the top and an iris big enough to ease through opened. He boosted himself up and through without difficulty in the low gravity. It closed after him and he settled carefully into the water, trying not to send it sloshing too much.
It felt wonderful.
Afterward, he found a set of pajama-like garments back in the sleeping chamber and put them on, prepared to face his…what? He had no idea what to label Raphaela. But now that he felt clean and human again, one thought filled his mind.
His son.
He strode out into the spacious main base area, then stopped and turned slowly, looking. A lot had changed in nine months. Or rather, she had changed things a lot in nine months, he assumed. Raphaela was nowhere in sight. He would have thought she would be waiting for him, or would meet him there. He would have thought the base would have told her he was up and around.
Suddenly alert for trouble, he padded quietly from chamber to chamber, ignoring humming and burbling biomachines. Soon he entered a well-equipped human-normal kitchen, and searched the storage shelves for some quick food. He found what looked like cheese and bread and ate, and drank from a water bottle as he searched. She – they – were nowhere to be found.
Of course they could be in some chamber sealed with an indistinguishable iris. Once he had searched the whole place he could see, he decided sneaking around was pointless.
First he yelled, and then began banging on walls. He found more rooms as his thumping caused irises to form. Most were darkened and filled with incomprehensible facilities like the insides of living things, until finally he found one unlike the rest.
At first he thought the doorway somehow opened to naked space, but after looking carefully he realized that it was enclosed by a crystal-clear half dome, set into the edge of the base. Gingerly he stepped forward under a canopy of pinpoint stars, hard-edged in the vacuum. It occurred to his suspicious nature that it wouldn’t take much to have the door close behind him and the room vent its air into space, but he dismissed the idea. If Raphaela had wanted him dead, she’d have done it when he was immobilized. But never again would he let himself be caught that way. Not if he could help it. She says she loves me – okay, she implies it, and says she could – but that’s not real. It’s just an ancient being’s desire for control filtered through a desperate young woman’s immaturity.
Yes his inner voice sounded unconvincing even to himself. He desired to believe it, wished to cease depending on her or anyone, wanted to return to relying on no one but himself. But he couldn’t go back, as long as he was out here in space surrounded by biomachines she controlled. It’s your own damn fault, Skull. You got yourself into this mess. Man up and deal with it.
Isn’t that what she said to you before?
The door opened behind him and he turned in the darkness. He could see her outline against the machines’ glow. Slowly she glided forward, holding a bundle in her arms. She held it out to him, a soft wiggling creature.
It spoke. “Da-da.”
Impossible. It – he – is less than a month old. Skull moved toward Raphaela and she backed up, not to refuse him but to step into the dim warm light of the interior base. She touched a control and the glow increased, and he saw the baby – his child – for the first time.
All of his resolve and self-control crumbled as those shining grey-blue eyes met his. So clear, so innocent, so knowing. “Da-da,” the boy said again, reaching his tiny hands out. Skull held out his own, touching a finger to each. The little fists closed, locking on tight, son to father. “Da-da-da-da.”
Raphaela smiled, tearful, looking with approval at Skull, at the unfamiliar tender expression on his face, hoping with the oft-vain hope of women everywhere that a child of two bodies would somehow make them one again.
“How can he be speaking already? He can’t be a month old.”
“I am a Blend, more than human, and he’s half a Blend. I accelerated the pregnancy a little: he’s ten weeks, actually. I also transferred a huge store of Meme genetic memories to him. I also…well, the process also may have unlocked some of yours.”
Skull looked at her in confusion. “What?”
“You contributed your genetic material. One sperm contains the equivalent of about seven hundred fifty megabytes of data. Some of that is racial genetic memory. That’s just one cell’s worth, the one that fertilized the egg. Then my Blend biology provided many times as much during the gestation.”
“How much of me is really in him?”
Her face dimpled in a smile. “More than the average child has of his father. He’ll be tall. He already shares that schnozz of yours, and my eyes. He already knows you. And he’s an Eden, of course, so he’ll be healthy. And smart.”
“So he’s some kind of genius?”
Raphaela smiled further, nearly blinding him with her perfect white teeth. “He should develop to the apex of human capacity, as well as having access to a great deal of stored knowledge, bypassing the need to learn it. So yes, in one sense, he will be a genius. More like a human being operating near the upper limits of his mind.”
Struck speechless, Skull could only stare at the mobile little face. “So small…What’s his name?”
Raphaela moved closer, gazing up into Skull’s visage. “I thought I’d leave that to you. He’s your son. What do you want to call him?” She watched him carefully.
He gently disengaged one finger from a tiny hand to stroke the fine hair on the baby boy’s head. “There’s only one answer I can think of. His name is Ezekiel. We’ll call him Zeke.”
“And what’s his last name?”
Skull eyed Raphaela in vague irritation. “Can’t let it go, can you? Can’t just let things be? The more you push me, the less inclined I am to go along with what you want.”
Her eyes teared up in turn, but she smiled through them. “At least you figured that out.” She shrugged. “That’s progress.”
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Captain Absen awoke with the distinct impression he was not alone. He opened one eye, expecting to see the apologetic face of one of his staff poking in, but the cabin door was shut. He closed the eye for a moment before both suddenly snapped open, staring in amazement at the small Asian man with the thin moustache sitting in his chair, utterly still.
The American rolled to a sitting position on his bunk, incidentally bringing him closer to his .45 in the bedside drawer. The other man did not move, but nodded to him gravely, a seated bow.
“Good day, Captain,” he greeted Absen softly. His mouth twitched up in the ghost of a smile. “I am pleased to meet you. My name is Nguyen.” He wore a simple black jumpsuit with no markings save an Australian flag and a cloth nametag on his chest.
Absen’s heart thudded in his chest. “Spooky Nguyen, they call you. Hijacked the Nebraska, fired eighteen nuclear missiles.” He swallowed with eyes hot as his lips skinned back to nothing. “Those warheads killed my family.”
Nguyen blinked, stared past Absen at nothing for a long moment. “I bear responsibility. I fired the missiles. A rogue Psycho changed the targeting. The culprit has been dealt with. It was a tragedy, and for my part in it, I deeply and sincerely apologize.” He stood and bowed low from the waist, holding the position for long enough that Absen could have gotten out the .45 and blown his head off.
Instead, the captain blew out a long breath and rubbed his face with his palms. “It was war. The Unionists…my country’s hands aren’t clean either. We nuked civilians, we launched kinetic strikes. If I make this personal I’ll lose my mind.” He put his hands on his knees. “All right. You mind telling me what you’re doing here? And I won’t even ask how you got past my people.”
“Even so, I will tell you.” Nguyen sat back down and smiled. “Dadirri.”
“Uh-huh. Some kung-fu ninja magic?” He pounded one knee lightly. “And…”
“And I am here to offer my help.”
Absen looked around his cabin, as if seeking some kind of answer to this mystery. He shrugged, sitting back against the bulkhead. “Okay. Your reputation precedes you, so I won’t dispute your ability or the value you might place on it. But why do I need your help?”
Nguyen smiled, held up a first finger. “If I can get in here, perhaps others can too.”
“Unlikely, but stipulated.”
Second finger: “Your crew is composed of men and women of a hundred nations. Do you think none of them have separate, possibly disastrous agendas?”
“I have no doubt of it.
Third finger: “For at least the next two months, this ship is the most powerful weapon in the solar system. Once you deal with the alien, how will you secure your command?”
Absen nodded, thinking. “Any more fingers?” he asked after a moment.
Nguyen shook his head. “Not for now.”
“So you’re here to…what? Be my covert agent? And why would you do that?”
“Let’s just say I am…providing insurance. I know you have a dozen or so of America’s best to guard you and enforce your will if need be. But your real concern is five hundred Australian Space Marines.”
“If this whole situation wasn’t so deadly serious I’d have to laugh at that silly name.” Absen walked over to his small refrigerator, taking out a plastic bottle of orange juice. “Want anything?”
“Yes, the same if you please. And what would you call them?”
“Just…Marines, I guess.” He handed Nguyen one bottle. “Cheers.”
“Up the Irish.” Spooky took a swallow. “No matter what they’re called, they carry the real power here. Which means they hold the human race in their hands.”
“Yes, all this has occurred to me. In fact, I had dinner with Colonel MacAdam and his company commanders last night, just to assess them. The Colonel seems like an honest man. I’d feel better if he were an Eden, but then again, I’m not either so I can’t fault him for that.”
Nguyen put down the plastic bottle to clasp his hands around one knee as he leaned forward. “Interesting that you should point that out. Everyone wants everyone else to be an Eden; so they are predictable, trustworthy, loyal. But look how many do not wish to be so themselves. What does that say about the human condition?”
“Are we here to talk philosophy?”
“Nothing truly exists but philosophy, Captain. Without it we are mere animals.” He tapped his temple with one slim finger. “Philosophy guides the mind, the mind guides the body, and the body guides all of history. I am an Eden,” – of a sort – “did you know that?”
“Yes…and I never understood how you could be so effective with that handicap.”
Nguyen smiled humorlessly, as if pained. “It forecloses some options while opening others. I am still myself. I am still a major general in the Australian Army. And I am still the deadliest single individual on this ship. I commanded all of those men during their training, selected their cadre, their officers, and the colonel himself. MacAdam has ambition, I am sure, but I doubt he would oppose me openly.”
“So you’re…what? My ace in the hole?”
“An apt metaphor. I am a card you must play at the right time, if you need me.”
“Why not just take control of the Marines now?”
“And alienate MacAdam by snatching his independent command away? How would you feel if an American admiral suddenly presented himself to you and said he was taking Orion from you?”
“Point taken. So you just…blend into the crew for a while? Stay out of sight? How do I reach you if I feel it’s time?”
“Just make an announcement over the ship-wide PA for Mister Winter to report to the captain.” Nguyen stood up as if to go.
“Why don’t you stay and talk a while? I have a dozen questions to ask you just off the top of my head.” Absen tossed the juice bottle into his trash bin with a practiced flip of his wrist.
“You have much too much to do. In fact, I suspect we are about to be disturbed.”
A knock came at the door. “Captain?”
Nguyen bowed sharply once more, then opened the portal for Steward Repeth standing outside. “Hello, Jill,” Nguyen said as he walked calmly out, to her complete and utter shock.
Absen looked Repeth in the eyes and held a finger to his lips.
She nodded, speechless in any case.
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For several days Skull made sure he never lost his temper, never raised his voice, never gave any hint of inner turmoil. He knew the game; Raphaela was testing him. While she seemed confident that he would not deliberately hurt Zeke, he noticed she was restrained, careful, reserved around him. Observing. And he had no doubt that after nine or ten months she had rigged the base with all sorts of traps and fail-safes to put him back into confinement if she felt it necessary. So he waited, and played the role she wanted.
A funny thing happened. As the days went by, he played the role less and less, and became the role more and more. Their comradeship, their sexless pseudo-marriage became more and more friendly, more relaxed, less a wary dance between mistrustful strangers and more a smooth and comfortable partnership. Like brother and sister, they raised a child they both loved.
For the sake of peace he’d avoided talking about the future, but finally he couldn’t help asking as they cleared the table on the fifth evening. Zeke lay asleep in his cradle. “So…when can we expect our visitors?”
“Eight days. I was hoping to discuss it tonight.” She handed him a plate to put in the recycling bioprocessor.
Skull smiled wryly, not entirely believing that. Probably she was waiting for me to bring it up, that way I’m the bad guy for introducing a dose of reality into her idyllic domesticity dream. “Well, we’re talking now. Tell me about it, in detail, would you please. What should I expect them to do?”
“They will not leave their ship at first. They will match velocities with the comet, then they will send down a biomechanical probe. They will hope to get their answers that way; Meme are by nature a cautious race, as most who live long are.”
Skull laughed quietly. “Do you know when you start talking about the Meme, Raphael comes out. You sound like a professor giving a lecture.”
“Or an intelligence officer giving a briefing; did you ever think of that? Why are you always so eager to prove that I’m not really human? Can’t I be fully both?”
“How can anyone be fully both of anything? That’s like there being more than one hundred percent of anything – it’s impossible,” he retorted.
“Weren’t you brought up Catholic?”
Skull froze, then forced himself to relax. “Sure.”
“Doesn’t your Church teach that Jesus was fully God and fully man?”
“Maybe that’s the exception that proves the rule. You got a Christ complex? Besides, even if I still believed that stuff, it would be a matter of faith. We’re talking about biology here.”
“Let me put it another way, then,” she said. “What makes a man? His body? Or his memories? What if I could transfer your mind into someone else’s body and your personality was the stronger?”
“It would be,” he said with confident amusement.
Ironically. “Of course. But who would that Alan Denham mind and that Joe Smith body be? You, him, or both of you?”
“Me,” Skull crowed in triumph. “That’s my point. Your four thousand year old Raphael mind makes you more him than Ilona.”
“So it’s a matter of amount? Percentage of memory? But here’s a better analogy – I graft a computer into your brain with a database containing enormous knowledge – every video, every newspaper, every scrap of history the human race ever generated. Are you still you? I just gave you a set of memories a million times larger than your own.”
“But Raphael wasn’t just a database. He was a conscious being.”
Raphaela put her hands on her hips. “Yes, but in our terms, he was a human-level psyche with an inhuman storage capacity. His actual thinking, reasoning mind was no larger than yours or mine. In fact, his willpower was certainly less than yours, and probably less than Ilona’s. So there was no superiority, no dominance. Raphael deliberately gave his will over to Ilona, incorporated himself into her. That’s the best way I can explain it.”
“So you’re a mostly-human body with a mostly-human mind with a mostly-alien database in your head.” His sarcastic tone had absented itself. Instead, he mused.
“Just like you’re a mostly-human body with a human brain and mind, but who knows how long until the nanites find a way to do the job they were programmed to do?” Her mouth quirked up at each end.
“What? What does that mean?” His shoulders and hands twitched as if he thought about seizing her but suppressed it.
“That means that the nanobots are relentless, and they are small enough and their life-cycle is short enough that they are undergoing a rudimentary adaptive process.”
“Life-cycle?” He looked at her aghast. “The nanites are alive?”
“If that’s the label you want to put on them. They certainly have some of the characteristics of life. They reproduce. They absorb energy, they take actions based on their internal imperatives, they make rudimentary decisions – kill this, leave that other thing alone, rebuild those. And I’ve observed that they adapt. In fact, I’ve forced adaptations on them in my lab. It’s only a matter of time until they find a way past your blood-brain barrier and enter your grey matter en masse.”
This time Skull did put his hands on her, but gently. “Then what?”
The intellectual triumph in her died as her eyes grew worried. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe they will help heal your brain, all those little scars formed by those childhood concussions you had…or maybe they will change you somehow.”
Skull noticed she didn’t ask why he’d had so many concussions. It wasn’t peewee football, baby. He dropped his hands and turned his back on her, rubbing his knuckles. “Maybe they’ll drive me mad. You were right to be distrustful. You knew this before, didn’t you?”
“It was only a feeling, until I put you in the cocoon and ran a lot of tests. And I did what I could to help. I tried to keep them away from your brain with magnetic fields. I cycled the nanites off and on for most of the time. I turned them off again just before you woke up.”
“You were trying to help me then, not just control me.” Still with his back to her Skull lifted his hands in front of his face. “So they are turned off now?”
“Yes. It’s safe to leave them off for about eight hours, then they start piling up in unfortunate places, clog your blood vessels. Some get excreted. Unless you want them all filtered out, we have to turn them back on every now and again.”
“And every time you do, I get closer to…something bad.”
“We don’t know that it will be bad. Everything might be fine.”
“McCarthy wasn’t fine.” Skull flashed back to that day in the lab when the SEAL had gone berserk. “Something about the interaction of the Eden Plague and the nanites made him crazy. Some of it had to have gotten into his brain. People don’t suddenly lose their minds unless their brain is somehow affected. And in my experience, when something changes, nine times out of ten it’s bad.”
“Alan…we can manage the nanites. We could filter most of them out, turn the rest off, extend the time before they clog your system…”
“Sure.” He turned back around with a weak, wan smile. “I know you’ll do your best. Just so long as I don’t hurt you or Zeke, and I can be at full strength when your buddies show up.” He reached out to embrace her and she pressed her head into his chest with a sob.
“Oh, Alan, I don’t want to lose you. I love you.”
A week ago he would have jerked away. Now he just took a deep breath. “I know.” He forced the words out, made them sound natural. “I love you too.
It’s always easier to lie when you’ve let go.
Or maybe it’s easier to admit the truth.
Flip a coin.
***
Skull and Raphaela ate their next meal after making love for the first time. Neither of them counted the violent animalistic sex act that had created Zeke, nor did they discuss it. They were both too raw.
For her it was the fulfillment of desire that had been growing ever stronger over the last nine months.
For him it was not love as most defined it, but it was a reasonable facsimile nonetheless. A relief, a pleasure, and a healing of a part of him he’d thought long dead, the drenching of a dry shriveled seed hermetically sealed in an emotional capsule. The space in his psyche where Linde’s love should have been had been almost filled by his friendship with Zeke Johnstone. The poisonous fertilizer of anger, hatred and death for his enemies had filled the rest.
Now the amazing life-giving love for his son Zeke, and Raphaela’s quiet womanly persistence, had replaced the dead ashes and surrounded the kernel of his humanity. Like any seed, it struggled heroically to life.
For the first time in thirty years, Skull felt fully human.
As he stared at her quietly smiling face across their table, he wondered why that was. He rejected trite answers about the love of a good woman or seeing his son’s face for the first time. He wasn’t prone to easy solutions, and when he made that observation to himself, he realized why the Eden Plague had provoked nothing but contempt in him.
Like the platitudes of the priests and nuns that taught me, that claimed that salvation was a gift of God, I realized the Eden Plague was a crutch and a trap. Nothing you don’t earn is worth anything. That’s why I had to become strong enough to stand up to Dad and his drunken fists, so I could earn his respect and my own. Then when Linde came into my life and gave herself to me, I took her for granted; I didn't earn her, I used her as a prop in the pathetic little screenplay of my existence. I never really got to know her, just a perfect fantasy image of her that I constructed. That’s why God snatched her away from me, because she was a gift I didn’t deserve.
One thing the Church got right, love is worthless without sacrifice. I didn’t sacrifice my need for speed. I didn’t sacrifice myself for her. I risked her life for a thrill and I killed her. I am the anti-Christ. God was right to punish me.
Without the shedding of blood, there is no remission of sins.
Skull knew God wasn’t his friend, certainly not his buddy like some people viewed Him. Not someone to chat with whenever any inane or whiny thought crossed his mind. God was an embodiment of iron justice, a being to be respected and feared, and only to be addressed when there was something important to say. So for the first and perhaps the last time in thirty years he spoke to the God who had so cruelly laid on the whip: Thank you Lord, he prayed, for making what I have to do clear to me. Now get out of my way and let me do it. He turned away and crossed himself surreptitiously. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritūs Sancti. Amen.
Raphaela saw him in deep thought, recognized the expression of peace that came over him, and she relaxed. Since she didn’t really believe in any supernatural power she had nothing and no one to thank. Still, the culturally-appropriate words came unbidden to her mind. Thank God he’s getting better.
Skull did not smile as he turned back to her. “I know what we have to do now.”
“What’s that?”
He told her what, and she hated him for it. But in the end, tearful and grudging, she agreed to do as he asked, because she loved him, and because she loved her son.
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Orion proceeded slowly outbound for a week after launch. We are the lumbering rhino, Absen thought to himself for the hundredth time. Earth is their target, but the Asteroid Belt is their arsenal.
All the analyses agreed that the most devastating and simple tactic the aliens could use was to throw rocks. Push them with their ship’s drive, or perhaps slap fusion engines and a guidance system on them and it was goodbye humanity.
The rock that hit Tunguska, Siberia in 1908 was only about one hundred meters across, yet it struck with the force of a thousand Hiroshimas. A one-thousand meter asteroid would devastate a small country. A big one, perhaps ten kilometers across, might wipe out all life more complex than cockroaches.
Absen’s nightmare scenario was that the Meme were as clever at war as they were at biology. If he was in their shoes he would come in slowly, watch for enemy, move laterally along the plane of the solar ecliptic, and send in the rocks all at once and from unexpected angles in a coordinated bombardment. There was no rational reason he could think of that the aliens would engage his ship in combat. Perhaps a bullfighter and a rhino was an inapt metaphor; it was more like a Zeppelin and a fighter plane. How could the dirigible catch the airplane?
He had to hope for a break. Perhaps they would be stupid, or single-minded, or overconfident. Perhaps they had no kinetic weapons and relied exclusively on plagues to do their dirty work, though he knew the Raphael alien had contradicted that notion. Perhaps they could be enraged.
Perhaps the aliens would be the rhino and charge the bullfighter if they waved the right red flag.
His only chance then was to proceed with eyes wide open in hopes Orion could spot the enemy before being seen, to sneak up on them and launch a surprise attack. It sounded preposterous, but space was enormous. There were thousands of asteroids in the solar system larger than Orion; perhaps she would be mistaken for one of them.
Absen wished again he could broadcast a hail to try contacting the Raphaela alien, but that was too risky. As a submariner his instinct was to run passive. Orion possessed powerful phased-array radars but they were all shut down, and other electromagnetics were minimized. Instead, they listened, and looked. Meter-wide telescopes probed outward, computers comparing known backgrounds with observations, looking for anomalies. Communications dishes collected the signals of the universe, sorting out the noise of stars, looking for…something else.
“Sir! We’ve got something.” Rick Johnstone, Comms officer on watch, typed in a command and a low sound filled the bridge, a machinelike whirr and series of pops, rising and falling rapidly. “It’s machine code.”
“Where away?” Absen leaned forward, then stood up to loom over the young man. “What’s your rank, anyway…Johnstone?” he asked, reading Rick’s nametag.
“I’m a civilian expert, sir. They gave me a Reserve commission as a lieutenant but I don’t know anything about rank insignia really –”
“Never mind. Where’s the signal coming from?”
“Uh…”
“I got it, sir.” The Sensors officer, Scoggins, tapped rapidly at her controls and a moment later the main screen showed a representation of the ship and its surroundings. She made adjustments and the view pulled out rapidly, until Orion was just a blue dot near the orbit trace of Mars. A red icon flashed, out beyond Uranus’ orbit.
“It’s telemetry, sir,” Johnstone said, one ear pressed to a headphone. “I’ve heard it before.” He touched a control and the sound slowed, then looped. “You see, it’s hexadecimal. The third and fourth grouping –”
“Good work, Mr. Johnstone. You too, Lieutenant Scoggins,” he interrupted, nodding in the direction of the Sensors station. “Stay passive, work together and collect everything you can. Pass it to SIGINT and Crypto, see if it can be cracked. Put that Korean supercomputer to use.”
Chief of the Boat Ray Timmons, his senior enlisted man from the USS Tucson, stepped up beside him, catching his eye. Absen glanced over, then withdrew to his captain’s chair, the COB following after. “Crew’s talking already. Might be a good idea to calm them down, sir.”
“Right you are, COB.” Absen knew with this green and mixed crew the scuttlebutt would race around like shit through a goose, triggering misunderstandings and mistakes. He put on his headset.
“Now hear this. This is Captain Absen. We have detected an alien signal. Maintain silent running, obey your officers, do nothing to let them detect us. The closer we get to them, the more likely we will beat them. I say again, no signals, no emanations, no ranging lasers, no radio-telescopy, no radar, nothing. That is all.” He released the button and nodded at the COB.
Timmons raised his ever-present coffee mug of lifer-juice in salute and faded back to his niche.
Absen felt a thousand times better now that he had a target. He hoped it was really the alien, and not some forgotten relic of one of Earth’s space programs.
They were headed in roughly the correct direction, but one problem loomed and grew. Use of the nuclear bomb drive was painfully obvious, impossible to hide. They had launched when Earth was turned away from their line of travel, then whipped around in orbit and adjusted course with a few bombs, hoping that the explosions would not be connected with a ship heading the aliens’ direction. But setting even one off this far out would surely alert them to the presence of something manmade.
No, Absen had to keep thinking like a submariner sneaking silently up on his target, only revealing his presence at the last moment.
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If he’d had to say, Skull would have sworn he’d never get back into his cocoon, the one in which he’d slept away the nine months of Raphaela’s pregnancy.
Technically, he hadn’t – the thing that encased him now had been so heavily modified it was more of a biomechanical space suit. He could move in it, eat in it, excrete in it, and fight from it – more or less. It was Raphaela’s final gift, a project that had occupied the several long days until the base’s sensors had at last detected the Meme scout ship decelerating toward the comet.
Fortunately the forward-facing fusion flare from the decelerating enemy masked its sensors, and Raphaela and little Zeke flew away in the other direction, themselves hidden by the bulk of the comet. The fusion wake blasted the comet even from thousands of miles away, kicking dust-sized particulates into a cloud. The accelerated helium atoms also knocked water molecules and contaminants off the naked ice surface. The combination obscured the base, the comet, and their escape.
Skull saw most of this as the base fed him visuals and passive sensor data. He watched as the Meme scout ship, a dirty grey teardrop, matched velocities with the comet and detached some kind of shuttle from a hundred miles out. As she said, they are being cautious.
It maneuvered carefully closer, agonizingly slow taking hours. After a journey of hundreds of years, the Meme were apparently in no hurry to find out what had happened to their forward base. Yet another difference between us and them, Skull thought. In their place humans would be screaming with impatience. Like I am now.
He wanted to get it over with, wanted to come to grips with the enemy. The old prebattle bloodlust hammered at the hatch of his iron will and he clamped down on it. Not now, he crooned silently to himself.
The last days and weeks were all forgotten now as he slammed shut the compartment where Zeke’s precious face resided, and behind it, Raphaela’s. The very fact that it was his child, rather than his…mate, he could call her – that obsessed him, proved to himself that his so-called love for her was merely a reflection of his perfect paternal pride in his son.
And so like any good father, Skull prepared to put his body between the ravening wolf and his family.
Finally the landing shuttle docked at the base, and commenced boring into the outer surface. Raphaela had ensured that the base itself would not cooperate with the Meme in any way – in fact, it would appear nearly dead, with just some random residual bioelectrical signatures to mask Skull’s presence and activity.
The thing cut its way slowly and carefully in through the roof of the base, which on the inside served as the floor because of the comet’s spin. This was all to Skull’s advantage; the scout ship could only observe its lander for about half the comet’s fifteen-minute rotation period.
Skull and Raphaela had argued desultorily about whether one of the Meme crew would come down personally or send some kind of teleoperated probe first. Raphaela turned out to be right. The thing that crawled into the base was no Meme.
It was a crab-shaped biomachine, with at least ten appendages fit for grabbing, grasping, cutting, sampling, and manipulating. It searched the base room by room, finding nothing but dead or inert Meme machinery.
Except for one fascinating piece of equipment.
The semiautonomous robot tested the heavy cocoon module, probing at it with biological and electrical samplers, trying to find a connection to what humans would call a computer. Finally it found something damaged and confusing in its data, but enough.
The cocoon contained a human being retrieved many cycles ago, its damaged memory seemed to say. It had been used and kept alive for bio-experimentation to better tailor the Lightbringer phages for the indigenes. Combined with the scout ship’s own observations of the comet – it was clear the ball of ice had been struck by a passing asteroid – the Meme accepted the implied explanation: the base had been slowly dying ever since the impact, and was in its last stages of failure; the three Meme Watchers were dead, or had departed long ago in the missing shuttle.
Skull watched through his sensors as the crab-shaped thing crawled all over his cocoon, hoping Raphaela’s preparations had been effective. He hated to think that it might get into the module and cut him out like a lobster from its shell. He had bet his life on his belief that they would want him and the module alive and undamaged, to study and learn. They will either bring the cocoon to their ship, or they will land at the base to take a look and to salvage, now that they are convinced it’s safe.
Either way, they’ll let me come close enough to hurt them.
Some time later Skull felt the module being loaded onto the shuttle; apparently he would be brought up to be examined before the Meme came down to look at the base. This was another binary they had discussed: would they come down, or bring him up? Apparently they took the safer course, that of tackling fewer unknowns at once. They would examine him and his sarcophagus, then when they had learned enough, they would look at the base in person.
So now it was just Skull against the enemy again, alone and unafraid. Well. He had to admit to a bit of healthy fear. If you had no fear, they called that a death wish. He’d seen it before in some men, who’d given up on life. They took insane chances and often seemed like heroes, until they became dead heroes. He wondered how many Medal of Honor winners were really such men.
He tried to doze in the module as there was nothing to do. The shuttle ride took hours. Casting his mind back to his brief nanocommando training, and the exercises he had practiced on the base, he visualized his planned movements in microgravity, going over them step by step in his mind.
Finally there came a series of thumps and then a slight but pervasive hum. He surmised he must be feeling the normal operational vibrations of the scout ship.
 
 



 
 
-37-


The alien telemetry signal had snapped off abruptly after just a few hours, but provided enormous information to Orion’s crew.
First, the signal proved easy to crack, an elementary two-level digital control signal encrypted with a simple sixteen-bit key. Once deciphered, the cryptologists and computer experts working in tandem reported their belief it was used to control some kind of remote, a teleoperated robot or probe. Perhaps it had something to do with the comet lazily spinning a hundred miles away from the signal. Intel noted that the Raphael alien had said he had occupied a base on a comet. Perhaps that was it.
Second and more critical to combat concerns, the signal allowed the ship’s optics, especially its one-meter telescopes, to find and fix on the enemy spacecraft, held firmly in view by NASA-designed computers originally made for orbital space telescopes. As long as it made no sudden maneuvers, Orion’s crew could see the alien ship and, they hoped, it would not notice them.
Absen stared at the enormous central screen of the CCC as the alien frigate, as he thought of it, hung in its center. Shaped like an elongated and reversed teardrop, it appeared that when under power it would fly with its point forward, its fatter end back. Intel surmised that this would allow it to deflect debris and weapons with maximum efficiency by pointing its needle-nose toward its direction of travel or its enemy, like the armored prow of an oceangoing ship cutting ice or deflecting shells.
Other than that, it showed an undifferentiated black skin in the visible spectrum. No radar antenna, no structures, no doors or hatches, nothing. It was just matte-black. With infrared sensors it glowed warm enough to be easily tracked, so Absen thought it unlikely the black was a stealth measure. It was probably simply the most efficient color, collecting the tiny bit of solar energy available this far out, using it to maintain power.
But what were its weapons, Absen wondered? Inquiries to Chairman Markis had supplied all the data they had, or so they said, from Raphael and Raphaela, but they had never debriefed him – her – it – specifically about Meme weapons. From some fragments and deductions, Intel believed they would have hypervelocity missiles. That would be an obvious application of efficient miniaturized fusion drives such as had been recovered from the Demon Plague probes.
Perhaps they would have projectile gun weapons, powered with fusion or superconducting rails. With fusion power, beam weapons were also easily within reach. Some of the wilder speculations included aggressive biologicals – a plague of killer insects, for example, that scurried everywhere and poisoned everyone they stung, or destructive Von Neumann machines that would try to dismantle the ship piece by piece while replicating themselves with the materials.
In truth, they simply had no way to know.
The bridge let out a sound of collective surprise as the picture on the screen abruptly altered. The alien ship changed orientation, from half-toward the Orion to pointing almost directly at it. Now the image appeared as a circle with a small point to one side altering its black perfection.
Cilia deLille at Helm spoke up in smooth French-accented English. “Bogey has turned in our direction.” She adjusted a control with a feather touch, accessing her feeds. “I have fusion flare from behind it. Without active pulse I cannot be certain, but it makes sense that they are accelerating toward us.”
“Passive Doppler confirms,” the Sensors officer said, “accelerating at…ah…this can’t be right…”
“Just report the figures, Lieutenant.” said Absen with icy calm.
“Ah, about three hundred Gs, sir.”
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” breathed the COB.
“That’s enough.” Absen spoke mildly. “We’re not here to admire them, we’re here to kill them. We all know they have advanced technology. But they can’t outrun lasers, and right now they are coming right toward us. That’s good.” He stroked his jaw, leaning forward in his chair. “How long until they reach beam range?”
“Uh…” the Sensors officer frantically tapped keys, buttons and touchscreens.
“If they continue on present vector and acceleration, they will pass us within two hours.” The Master Helmsmen bobbed her shaven pate as she ran her fingers over screens. A moment later a plot appeared that showed the frigate’s course curving past Orion, headed nowhere in particular. “Closest approach will be approximately one hundred thirty thousand kilometers.”
“Two hours? Helm…are you sure that’s correct? Aren’t they out beyond the orbit of Uranus? That’s…weeks away, normally?” Absen wasn’t sure he should reveal his lack of astrophysical sophistication to everyone but it just didn’t make sense to him.
“It’s hard to understand for the layman,” deLille said condescendingly, “but that’s what the calculations say. If they continued at 300G acceleration, they would be at fifty percent of lightspeed in roughly fourteen hours.”
Absen swallowed, letting her attitude pass for now. “Then there will be no way we can catch them. Not a chance in hell.”
***
“Where the hell are they going?” Absen asked to no one in particular, and not for the first time.
“Forward,” responded Helm as if to a child. “No change. Correction…bogey has reduced acceleration. Doppler feed now shows zero G.”
“They dropped from 300 to zero G?”
“That is what I said.”
Her vowels were liquid with her accent, Quebecois if Absen had to guess. He would have to hear her speak French to be sure. His legendary calm demeanor was starting to fray from her attitude. “Any idea why, Lieutenant?” he asked with deceptive mildness. “This isn’t a guessing game. Come on, people. I need information.”
“Asteroid,” Scoggins at Sensors spoke up. “There should be one about five kilometers in size two million klicks ahead of them, according to the surveys.” She grinned in satisfaction at having beat deLille to the punch.
Helm spoke up. “Bogey is changing orientation. Reversing.” The bridge crew saw the frigate turn end for end within the space of seconds, then the screen whited out for a moment. When it came back it was in a false-color representation different from before, with a point near its fat now-front end blacked out by a virtual disc to hide the glare of its drive. “Deceleration. Doppler is not able to cope with the fusion flare, but interpolation of data indicates similar energy expenditure. If I had to guess,” she said, turning her supercilious gaze on the Captain, “I’d say they were decelerating just as fast as they accelerated, in preparation for matching velocities with minor planet 2005UP460.”
“That’s the asteroid?” Absen asked.
The Helm’s smile was wintry, superior, her eye-roll definitive. “In common parlance.”
Absen had had enough. He straightened, speared her with his eyes. “Miss deLille, call for your relief,”
“What?”
“That’s what, Captain. I said call for your relief. I want you off this bridge immediately.”
“You can’t do zat! I will report zis to my government, I will…” Her excellent English began to break down under stress.
“COB, do you have your sidearm?” Absen flicked his eyes at his Steward Tobias, who suddenly quivered with alertness like a hound spotting a squirrel. He shook his head minutely at the man.
Master Chief Timmons patted his holstered pistol.
“COB, remove this insubordinate officer from the bridge and confine her to quarters. Cut off all comms and net access, post two Marine guards and arrange for a rotation. Bread and water. If she resists, shoot her, treat her, restrain her, and sedate her.” Absen turned to the steward. “Mr. Tobias, get me a new Master Helmsman please. Weapons – what’s your name?”
“Ford, sir.”
“Lieutenant Commander Ford, slave Helm to your board until the station is occupied.”
The COB took the stunned helmsman and frog-marched her off the bridge. A few snickers from the younger officers echoed around the hemispherical room.
“Secure that garbage, people, unless you want to follow her down,” Absen snapped. From then on he heard nothing but professional chatter.
Seven minutes later the new helmsman stepped onto the bridge, Steward Tobias behind him. “Master Helmsman Okuda reports for duty, sir,” he said, his midnight-black face impassive. His accent was also tinged with French, and the sounds of Africa. One of the former French colonies, then – Mali, Congo, Chad?
“Take your station. Sensors will brief you. Everyone back to work.” Absen sat back, putting his chin on his fist, a calculated pose, and stared at the main screen. He quivered with anger within, but showed nothing but dead calm. It had been ages since anyone under his command had tested him like that. He knew the story would scuttlebutt fast, and hoped it had been the right play.
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Raphaela lifted the shuttle gently away from the comet to avoid creating any signature visible to the incoming Meme. She had used up much of the residual biomechanical capability of the base to refurbish the shuttle, so it responded well to her touch on the controls.
She tapped a thruster and turned the craft into a trajectory that would keep the comet itself between the shuttle and the Meme spaceship, then ramped up the fusion drive until she was well away from the mile-wide planetoid. Then she cut the thrust, eliminating the telltale hot flare of her engines. Now she was just one more drifting chunk of rock as far as sensors were concerned, and a small one at that. The shape of the shuttle was naturally stealthy to radar, curved and low-reflective.
She reached over to draw Zeke gently out of his cradle-cocoon. He cooed and smiled, waving his arms in the zero gravity. Letting him go, she watched as he flapped and wiggled, instinctively trying to swim around the room. He got as far as arm’s length before she snagged a toe and reeled him in, to feed him at her breast.
Knowledge flowed into him with the milk. Raphaela had simplified her explanation of the physical processes for Skull. In reality he did not have all of Raphael’s knowledge firehosed into his little brain; she was feeding it to him in his milk, drink by drink. The millions of RNA-like carrier molecules made their way through his digestion and into his bloodstream, eventually to deliver their memories directly into his developing mental structure. It was a very efficient system, much better than that of ordinary humans.
For Raphaela had, of course, emphasized her humanity and minimized her differences, in hopes that Skull would overcome his stubborn resistance and love her as a woman. And for a few brief days, perhaps he had.
She rubbed her belly, inhumanly certain that more of Skull’s children grew inside her even now.
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“How close is our nearest approach to the asteroid, and when?” Absen asked.
“We are more than a week away, and assuming no change, we will pass it at approximately thirty thousand kilometers, sir.” Helm replied. Okuda seemed highly competent, and also seemed to understand his captain’s mood. He put on no airs. He’d probably already heard about deLille.
“And how long until they match up with the rock?”
“About fifteen more minutes, sir.”
“All right. Comms, sound general quarters. Secure for high-G maneuvering. Reduce spin to fifteen percent using gyros only. Maintain silent running. Make all ready for nuclear drive. Maneuver only on my order.” Absen waited as his instructions were relayed in terse tones and the thrumming of precessing gyros set their teeth on edge.
“Mister Okuda, give me your expert opinion on what they might do.”
The former astronaut nodded, closing his eyes to commune with his computers through implanted cybernetic links. “They are reducing deceleration smoothly. Approach curve shows they will come to rest relative to the asteroid in approximately twelve minutes.”
“Does it appear they will pass behind the rock?”
Okuda blinked. “Behind? Relatively speaking, sir…I do not know. They are too far away to tell.”
“I want to know the instant you have a prediction. Is the spin off the ship?”
“Fifteen percent, sir.”
“With gyros only, compute and orient for a course that will intercept the asteroid.” He rubbed at his cheek. “Mr. Okuda, as a sub driver I could keep maneuvers in my head, but now I’m out of my depth.” He waited a beat, and a couple of the bridge crew got the droll joke. “I’m going to rely on you to interpret my orders and make this ship do what it needs to. Do we understand one another?”
“Perfectly, Captain,” the African said with a thin, white smile.
“So if that frigate goes behind the rock, completely behind it, mind you, I want all ahead standard – what’s that, eight Gs? – in hopes they won’t see our drive flares. Otherwise we just keep drifting.”
“Aye aye, sir.” The gyros vibrated the ship again, dragging the Orion’s nose to the correct orientation using nothing but stored kinetic energy, the same principle that allowed a child’s toy gyroscope to seemingly defy gravity.
The alien frigate’s drive abruptly flared out, and Sensors pulled the display back to show it and the asteroid designated minor planet 2005UP460. Colored circles sprang up around the two now-tiny dots as they slowly grew closer. Every few minutes the Sensors officer adjusted the screen, bringing magnification back up, until eventually the shapes of both objects could be seen again.
The asteroid seemed enormous compared to the enemy, fifty times as long and thousands of times as massive. “Opinions?” asked Absen.
“Pulling in for fuel?” responded Weapons.
“They’d probably use a comet for that,” Rick Johnstone demurred. “They might be getting ready to push it at Earth.”
Absen asked, “Helm, if that 300 gravities was their max power, how long would it take them to launch it to hit Earth?”
“Within what time frame, sir?”
Absen raised his eyebrows in puzzlement.
“If they have a year, they will only need a nudge. If they want it to strike within, say, a week…perhaps a full day of that acceleration would do it. Do you need a more precise answer?”
“No, that’s fine. How quickly can we get there?”
“It depends on how many drive bombs you want to expend, sir.”
“Say…one hundred. Leaving us…”
“Two thousand one hundred and nine. About five days if that is all used for acceleration. About seventeen days if we use part each direction and intend to come to relative rest at the asteroid.”
“Five days!” Absen cursed. “Mr. Okuda, I am putting us in your hands. We need to intercept the enemy. To do that we need to lunge in his direction when he’s behind that rock and can’t see us, then coast to get silently within range. We also have to be close enough for our Tridents to chase down and nuke the rock, deflect it from hitting the Earth or break it up. If he sees us, he can run away – hell, he can run rings around us and go find another asteroid halfway across the solar system.”
“I understand, sir. Please allow me to concentrate.” The Master Helmsman put his head back against the padded rest and closed his eyes.
Absen paced the bridge for long minutes, then realized he would just cause needless delay if Helm had to fire the drive, so he sat back down. Breathing deeply, he tried to relax, musing on how many subtle and gross differences there were between a sub and this spaceship, none of them favorable as far as he could see.
“Captain, my computers are still working the problem but I predict that the enemy will pass behind the rock within two minutes, assuming no adjustment on his part. However, none of this may matter.”
“And why?” Absen asked patiently.
“Because, sir,” Okuda explained carefully, “we are approximately eight light-minutes away from the target. What we see on the screen is already eight minutes in the past. You must decide, sir, if we should risk initiating the drive now, hoping the frigate stays behind the rock. If it doesn’t, but passes to the other side, they will see us.”
Absen bit his bent thumb knuckle in thought. He remembered another time when he played it safe, avoiding taking the Tucson under the ice for fear of scraping his boat. Two hundred million people might have died because of that caution.
“Light it up, Helm. We take the risk. Use your best judgment as to method.”
“Aye aye, sir.” He lightly brushed a touchpad. The bridge crew settled into their couch-seats and tightened their restraints.
A computer voice filled the ship with rich feminine tones. “Now hear this, now hear this. Acceleration to – eight – gravities in – five – seconds. Five – four – three – two – one.”
“Thank you, mother,” Absen mumbled as a madman with a rubber jackhammer tried to shake his ship apart.
Mere minutes of nuclear shuddering seemed like hours to the crew, great soft rubber mallets of pressure pounding over and over again. It ended abruptly, as it must, with no decrease: one moment a bomb; the next, silence broken only by the ringing in their ears.
“Report.”
“Intercept in approximately two days, sir. One hundred forty-six bombs expended. The enemy remains hidden behind the asteroid.”
“Thank God.” Absen dug himself out of the gel-filled cushions. Two days. Right. “Secure from general quarters. Bring the spin up to sixty percent. Return to normal watch rotation. Okuda, schedule yourself so you are Helm when we approach combat. If we engage early, get up here ASAP. You are now my go-to guy.”
“Thank you, sir.” Okuda glowed quietly with this acknowledgement.
“In fact, I want all of you back when we go in. Make sure you get your shifts adjusted. Fine job, everyone.”
Captain Absen saw Commander Huen come down the ladder into the CCC, to stand by the command chair. He checked his watch, saw it was time for relief, and turned the ship over to the Chinese officer. As he left with Tobias following faithfully, he heard the bridge crew reporting their status in turn, and went to his cabin for some rest, confident the ship was in good hands.
For now.
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The radiation scanner changed color, signaling anomaly. Biologist ignored the thing; it was Executive’s bailiwick, not its. It contemplated bringing the readout to Commander’s attention, then decided that would be pointless. Executive was in favor now, and anything Biologist did would be looked upon badly. It turned deliberately away and went back to its own work.
Executive briefly noticed the radiation anomaly but had its entire attention focused on the asteroid in front of them. Landing on the rock, analyzing it, plotting its center of gravity, setting up the ship to send the massive thing plummeting into the Blue World’s gravity well, all of these things and a dozen more consumed its attention. It had no time for radiation anomalies. It was probably just some fissionable ore within the rock.
Commander noticed the display, but it would be beneath its dignity to check on it. It contemplated ordering one of its subordinates to do so but that risked either of them telling him it was nothing to be concerned about. Better to remain aloof. Command could be a lonely position.
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Raphaela watched the Meme scout ship on passive optics as she drifted, impersonating just one small rock among many. Her cousins were arrogant; they must have been monitoring the television transmissions of Earth, many of which would have mentioned Orion’s construction, even if the operational details were classified. Yet they ignored the obvious implications.
Then she remembered the loss of Earth’s satellites. Perhaps now that the vast majority of communications went via fiber-optic cable or direct microwave transmission rather than to and from orbiting objects, the danger wasn’t as obvious. Or perhaps they could not conceive Earth’s technology being any threat to them this far out in the solar system.
She wished she could transmit to the Orion ship she knew must be even now speeding – or lumbering – out from Earth. To do so would be asking for discovery. The Meme might be ignoring or misinterpreting the myriad signals of Earth; they would not fail to notice something out here with them. She wished she could do anything. But revealing her ship as artificial in this vicinity would bring swift investigation, and disaster with it. She could not risk her children.
Once the battle began, perhaps she could move closer, though what her tiny unarmed shuttle could do was debatable. So she merely watched as the Meme accelerated with incredible power.
When she saw this she choked back a gasp of fear for Skull. The Meme had gravity control within their ships, over very short distances and using vast amounts of power, so she knew they would use that technology to keep themselves safe from the crushing of the massive acceleration she witnessed.
But Skull…she had to hope that they would realize that subjecting a human body to hundreds of gravities would destroy its usefulness, and that they would safeguard it from harm. She had to believe it.
She observed as it maneuvered toward an asteroid large enough that, were it to impact the planet, would probably erase all their worries along with most human beings. Those remaining would be powerless to resist, and Raphaela was sure that, given the choice, the aliens would accept a devastated ecosystem.
Now, with nothing to do, she wished she had communicated more with Daniel and Elise Markis on Earth, or with others there. But the risk had been too great. Any transmission directed her way might have been intercepted by the incoming Meme, and once she was committed to Skull’s vision of his mission, she had to make sure that the aliens were not warned.
This was doubly so now that their children grew within her. She knew without undue pride that she might now be the single most important organism in the solar system. If all else failed, she had the means and the technology to find another home for humanity – a new sort of human – and rebuild Eden on her own.
She chuckled darkly to herself. Some wondered where Cain got his wife. Maybe sometime in the future they will wonder where Mother Raphaela got her husband. The answer wouldn’t fit the common morality, but survival was a brutal master, and needs must when the devil drives.
She hoped that scripture would never be written.
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Skull remained quiescent but on edge. He knew Orion had been launched; the nuclear explosions would have been impossible to conceal. Hopefully the aliens would not realize what they meant, or if they did, would discount the threat to themselves. After all, at normal rocket speeds it would take weeks to get out this far. Raphaela had told him that a nuclear drive should allow them to reach the enemy in only days.
But he knew that the Meme would not ignore a series of nuclear explosions marching across the solar system toward them. Even if by some chance they did not realize the bombs constituted a spaceship drive, they would investigate. They would seek, they would find, and they would easily destroy.
Earth’s only chance as he saw it was for Skull to pick his moment, some critical juncture, where his attack, his sacrifice, would give Orion a chance at victory. One well-placed nuclear warhead and it’s bye-bye Meme…and bye-bye Skull. To save his son, and Raphaela, and all those others on Earth…he was at peace with that notion.
Just as long as he had a chance to strike.
If only I had an atomic weapon, he thought again, but there was no way to make one and even had they been able, it probably would have been detected and not brought aboard. No, he himself, a bio-weapon, a Trojan Horse, was the only thing the enemy would allow inside.
He’d sensed many different things lying in the coffin. Movements, shocks, noises like the slurping of gustation and the gurgles of digestion. Whines, buzzes, taps, a gamut of sounds impossible to interpret without looking outside. Once he had felt acceleration, first in one direction, then another. Then a shudder went through the ship, something different this time, a feeling as if they had run into a wall and stuck.
Skull wasn’t sure what it was, and he was tempted to begin his assault right then, but held back. One big impact did not a battle make. He had to know for sure that the alien was engaged, that in the confusion whatever internal defenses it had would not swat him like a bug.
So he waited.
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With two days until arrival, Absen made the best use he could of his time. Rather than interfering with the crew, he did a bit of wandering around, showing himself to his people, shaking hands with Marines and engineers, talking to the officers. This seemingly pointless exercise was actually part of the glue that would hold a complement together in combat, to know that the Skipper cared enough to leave his lofty command spaces and visit them.
As he was returning from taking a look at the ring of lasers circling the forward edge of the fuselage, the lights went out in the passageway. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence; there were still plenty of power fluctuations throughout the ship, and lighting panels were getting to be in short supply already.
“Crap, not again,” cursed Jill Repeth, snapping on a mini-light from her belt. Her counterpart, Schaeffer, pulled one out as well, and he reported the anomaly through his implanted comms. “Repair crew has it now, let’s move on.”
When the pressure hatch in their direction of travel slammed shut, however, Absen knew it was no accident. He was about to warn his two Stewards when he heard the hatch behind them slam as well, leaving them in flashlit darkness.
“Lights out,” hissed Jill. “Switch to night vision.” The Stewards snapped off their flashlights and activated their ocular implants, allowing them to see in the near-dark.
A smell of pine came into the enclosed space. “Gas!” Schaeffer barked, and reached into his cargo pocket to pull out a mask. Instead of pulling it on himself, he handed it to Absen. “Put it on, sir!” he urged.
“What about you?” Absen said with his last breath, not using it.
“I have internal oxygen, remember! Now put it on!”
Absen pulled the thing on and the pine smell went away. Slightly woozy, he remembered his recent visitor, and lunged for the wall intercom, but it was dead. They were cut off. Then he remembered his Stewards’ implants. “Can you get through to the shipwide channel?”
“I think so,” Repeth answered.
“Put this out, then, just as I tell you.” He read the reference number from the bulkhead. “Now hear this, emergency, Mister Winter, report immediately to C-4-13. Repeat it at fifteen second intervals.”
Puzzled, Repeth did as he told her, then briefly switched channels to call for the other Stewards. Out of the corner of her eye she saw someone standing at the hatch behind them, peering in through the tiny window. “Get down, sir, on the deck. Lay down. Act like you’re overcome by gas. Schaeffer, watch the other end.” She slipped down the darkened passageway to wait in a short dead-end side passage.
She heard the hatch open, and a rush of feet. I can’t open fire, or they’ll fire back, and the Captain isn’t even an Eden. In this passageway, automatic fire will ricochet down and probably kill him.
As the attackers came abreast of her she snapped her leg out at the first one, a roundhouse kick that folded the figure up like a taco. She felt ribcage crush under her shin and, holding tight to a standing pipe, used its stability to reset the leg and kick again, and then again, three strikes within the space of less than a second.
Screams followed, and gunshots, then she was among them. Bullets slammed into her chest, and she felt them penetrate her body armor and skitter off her ferrocrystal ribs. Something heavy and armor-piercing, she thought as her forearm chopped across a masked face. The man dropped to the deck, poleaxed, and she snatched weapons out of others’ hands and tossed them behind her. Then she unsheathed her claws.
Tiny blades extended from her fingertips, razor-sharp, piercing her own skin with cold pain before she healed around them. She dragged them across enemy flesh, not going for kills. She needed some alive. Instead she raked a man’s masked face, ripping flesh from bone, and blinded another.
They didn’t go down easily. Must be nanos, she thought as she fought the three that remained on their feet.
Jill felt a burning in her calf and looked down to see one fallen attacker had stabbed her from the ground. She stomped on the hand and was rewarded with a scream. Then came another loud boom, and she staggered with a pain in her gut. The round had come up under her armor and penetrated her abdomen.
Dimly she heard Schaeffer in the midst of his own fight. They must have come from both ends, she thought, and put up her arms as she saw a gun muzzle come up. This is going to hurt, then it did. Submachinegun rounds tore into her arms as she covered her face, trusting to her armor and bones to defend her vital organs. Some slipped past, or through muscle, to bounce off her ferrocrystal-coated skull, but one found its way to her throat, and agony shot through her as it tore out her esophagus and part of her carotid.
The weapon clicked empty, its thirty-round magazine expended, and the gunman expertly popped it out to insert its taped twin. Jill’s systems flooded oxygen into her bloodstream to compensate for the blood loss but she felt herself going under. She barely noticed it when her head hit the deck. Despair was more painful than bullets. I’ve failed, she cried to herself as the grey mist took her.
Jill came to with Schaeffer’s hands at her throat. She almost clawed him before she remembered what had happened, and froze as she felt his gentle pressure trying to hold her tissues in place to let her body heal itself. She tried to swallow, then to speak, but gave up.
Captain Absen’s face swam into view and she relaxed with relief. Long minutes later a medical team arrived; some expert field surgery later her head was immobilized and her throat was stitched into place. “You’ll be all right in a few hours,” the almond-eyed doctor with the precise British accent said. “Just don’t move and you’ll be as right as rain.”
Then Jill remembered her cyberware and training. “What happened?” she subvocalized carefully through her comm implant.
“I don’t know,” said Schaeffer. “One minute we were getting creamed. The next, some kinda ninja showed up and went through these guys like they were standing still. I never seen anything like it. He made us look slow.”
Jill closed her eyes. Thank you Spooky. “Captain secure?”
“Yeah. Called all the Stewards here.”
“Who?”
“I dunno. Asians. Little bitty guys. If I had to guess…North Koreans?”
“Get intel on it. Tell Tobias check all Asians.”
Schaeffer licked his lips. “Racial profiling?”
Jill snorted painfully. “PC worth dying for?”
“Okay, point taken, but he’ll have to do it quietly or things could get ugly.”
“Get South Koreans to help.” Jill winked at him.
“Oh.” Schaeffer smiled. “That’s brilliant.”
“Thanks. Now I’ll rest.” With that Jill closed her eyes.
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For forty-six hours the Orion echoed with repeated klaxons. Absen had ordered simulations run with bridge and auxiliary bridge crew, as well as exercised every other naval function from damage control to virtual targeting.
In the meantime, assisted anonymously by “Mister Winter,” the combined US-South Korean investigation uncovered another cell of North Korean assassins among the enormous crew. They had initiated suicide protocols when discovered, so Absen might never know why they had been ordered to do it. Did the North Korean government prefer Huen to him?
Absen wondered how many other stowaways, benign or hostile, they had aboard, and blessed Travis Tyler for his foresight in providing the Stewards – and Spooky Nguyen for saving his bacon. He didn’t think Repeth and Schaeffer knew who had helped them, and Absen was determined to keep it that way as he turned his thoughts back to the coming battle.
The operational planners had refined their scheme as much as possible, but they still expected only one crack at the enemy. They had to make it count. Then he made sure everyone got a few hours of sleep before they initiated the attack.
The target asteroid was visibly moving now, accelerated slowly by the hidden frigate, apparently not using its full drive power. Perhaps the ship’s structure could not accept the strain of shoving an asteroid at full thrust; perhaps they were just conserving fuel. In any case every minute brought Orion six thousand kilometers closer to the rock.
The battleship’s plot would pass “behind” the asteroid’s direction of travel. Because they would be decelerating, the nuclear explosions in front of them would create a storm of EMP that might have some effect on the enemy, as well as potentially blinding his sensors. Once they fell past the frigate’s axis of acceleration, the battleship’s nose – and thus most of its weapons – would bear on the enemy. It wasn’t too different from the old fighter pilot’s trick of letting the enemy overshoot, except appearances were that they flew backward and the enemy stood still.
The disadvantage of this maneuver was that, once they passed, any kinetic weapons – missiles and railguns – would have to play a mad game of catch-up, overcoming their backward motion before accelerating toward the enemy. It was like throwing baseballs backward off a fast-moving flatbed truck.
Surprise was paramount. If they did not cripple or destroy the enemy frigate on the first pass, they would have to settle for harrying it around the solar system, deflecting asteroids and buying time for the Earth to build more warships.
“Spin at fifteen percent, Captain,” Master Helmsman Okuda reported.
“Bring it down to five percent.” That was enough to allow the ship’s two pinnaces to launch from their bays if necessary, and to keep people’s feet on the floors they preferred. “Battle stations.” He watched as the bridge crew locked their clear fishbowl-like lightweight breathing helmets down, a final line of defense if the ship were badly damaged. “Helm, roll the ship. Weapons, initiate your program when stable.”
“Aye aye, sir.” The gyros whined and thrummed again, and the crew felt a strange sideways wrench as the great ship twisted to present its broadside to the distant asteroid, still hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. It now appeared to be flying sideways toward the asteroid.
“Conn, Weapons: Railguns firing.”
The massive Dahlgren Behemoth magnetic drivers spat streams of fist-sized steel balls as they bore in turn, aiming at the asteroid. Most were not expected to hit the thing at this range, but if they did, all the better. Any strikes on the rock would fill the nearby space with chips and dust, to the detriment of the frigate thrusting on its other side. More importantly, Absen hoped, the enemy might stick his nose out from behind and catch one as it went past. Winning is about putting yourself in a position to get lucky.
It was critical to launch their first salvo of kinetic weapons now, rather than when closer, for as they approached their target Orion would travel more and more slowly as it decelerated drive-first. Right now, to launch was to gain free energy already imparted by the ship’s own velocity.
Even if the kinetic weapons did not happen to damage the frigate, Absen hoped they would give the enemy fits, forcing him to react and defend rather than bringing whatever offensive systems it had to bear on Orion. Thus he was not happy to hear the weapons officer’s next call.
“Conn, Weapons: failure on DB three and five. Gun crews report power overdraw and scram on Reactor Four.”
“How long to get them back on line?”
“Scram procedures require six hours, sir.”
“Dammit. Tell Engineering to get power to those guns at all costs. Reroute, override, I don’t care how. They have one hundred ten minutes.”
“Aye, sir.” A pause. “Missile salvos. Tridents away,” The shudders of two dozen launches ran through the ship as the fifty-ton weapons ejected from their tubes. “Grackles away. SM5s away.” Two hundred of each single-warhead nuclear-tipped missile salvoed at maximum rate of fire. “Tracking.”
The larger missiles, the multiple-warhead Tridents, would bore straight in after spreading their timing and warheads out to eliminate nuclear fratricide. If all went as planned, each missile’s twelve-warhead load, expanded into a ring like a basketball net aiming to encircle the ball of the asteroid, would detonate one hundred kilometers out. Each ring stationed itself one hundred kilometers from the next with its controller bus in the center, directing the warheads. Since they were all travelling at better than one hundred kilometers per second relative, the asteroid would be pounded by a series of twenty-four multi-megaton-sized thermonuclear wreaths traveling through the vacuum of space, lightning bolts to put Zeus to shame.
On the large screen Absen could see the cloud of his smaller missiles spreading out to the sides even as the railguns continued to fire. Lines snaked forward from the Grackles and SM5s, future plots that took them outward, then curved back in to strike the asteroid from all sides. It was a very tricky problem in physics, as the missiles would still have so much forward velocity that they would in reality rely on their proximity fuses to detonate as soon as they flashed by the asteroid. It was rather like a sword-wielding horseman trying to backhand an enemy as he rode past, only a thousand times faster.
“CIWS salvo.” A long ten seconds of the small Gatling guns threw out millions of aspirin-sized projectiles, a cloud to follow the rest of the weapons and hopefully scourge the enemy from existence. All of this reaction mass sent forward also gained Orion a significant amount of deceleration, saving several drive bombs. “Weapons fire ceasing.”
Absen nodded unseen inside his helmet. “Sensors, I want a sharp lookout for anything happening from the enemy. Helm, roll the ship and orient for deceleration. At the first sign the enemy has noticed us, you are cleared to maneuver. If it throws something at us – missiles, projectiles – feel free to use the drive as a defense mechanism. I can’t imagine a missile that can survive a nuclear fireball.”
Okuda nodded sagely, pleased the skipper had seen what to him was obvious: that as they fell tail-first toward the enemy, the drive itself could become a shield, or a weapon of sorts.
All told, Orion expended approximately one quarter of its ammunition in its first throw of the bones. Arguments had raged over the numbers, with some of the officers calling for up to half to be used, others pleading to save enough for a long campaign. In the end, the simulations had decided what numbers provided the best risk-reward ratio. Absen hoped the computers were right.
***
One hundred eight minutes stretched the crew’s nerves to a nail-biting tension. Now his long periods of waiting in submarines paid off for Captain Absen as he sat calmly in his reclining chair. He had long ago found a quiet place within himself for those times when there was nothing to do but wait.
The rest of the crew coped as best they might, talking or making quiet jokes between their routine reports. Throughout the ship, men and women sat or stood at battle stations, most of them blind within the bowels of the great vessel, sharing the lot of all sailors since the days of wooden ships and brass cannons.
Marines in armored spacesuits checked and rechecked weapons, sipped at drinking tubes, wished they had hit the head one more time before battle. Some availed themselves of the capability of their suits to handle urination; others thought to hold it until the battle was over.
At Reactor Four, a Russian engineering team threw its heavy switch and watched the digital displays closely as the molten salts approached critical temperature to initiate the controlled fusion reaction. They had cut corners and skipped steps to ensure the two railguns would be fed the megawatts of power they gulped, and the crew hoped the thing would hold together long enough to fight.
On the bridge, Absen awaited the moment when he would see whether they came up craps, or winners. He watched the digital countdown on the screen as it proceeded toward zero. When it hit that magic null, the fireworks should start.
“Three…two…one…” he counted under his breath, riveted on the display of the asteroid looming large. The lightspeed delay was now negligible, less than a second, so just a moment after the digit zero froze round, the viewscreen whited out. It adjusted under computer control, dimming to show a picture still difficult to comprehend. Brilliant blazing rings entered the screen from the left to impact the asteroid, wreaths from titanic Roman candles.
Growls and cheers filtered over the intercom before Absen heard Lieutenant Commander Ford intone, “Conn, Weapons: Trident warheads confirmed on target.”
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The next shock Skull felt was unmistakable: a wave that shook him inside his cocoon-suit, slamming his head against the crystal faceplate, the only inflexible part of the thing. He saw blood on the surface and felt it run from his nose, to quickly dry up as his nano healed it.
More shockwaves came in close succession, and he knew the time for action had come. He pressed the place on the cocoon to set its conversion in motion. From a sarcophagus shaped more like a coffin than a man, it morphed, splitting to form arms and legs, shrinking away from the faceplate to allow him to see, and molding it to him, a living life-support system and armor that would allow him to survive inside the inimical Meme environment.
Skull saw he was in a kind of cargo hold, with what looked like ore netted by biological ropes, and irregularly-shaped containers of who-knows-what. The crab-thing that had retrieved him sat unmoving in a corner.
That had to be his first target. The shocks had bumped him up into the air as the gravity vanished. He had no idea why that happened and no time to speculate; he had trained in the suit and in microgravity so he had no trouble using his feet and hands, adhesive to the Meme surfaces, to maneuver over to the quiescent bio-robot.
As he approached it, it twitched, and he grabbed a nearby bar of metal, one of a stack of raw materials he presumed, and with nano- and suit-assisted strength he pounded the thing until it was fluid-leaking dead. Then he tried to leave the room.
The mitten-like coverings on his hands, Raphaela assured him, were encoded with the Meme command “open,” and did not fail. Slapping his hand against the wall formed a fleshy iris, and he stepped through.
Organs of inscrutable sorts covered the walls, and some kind of vessels, veins that distributed liquids around the interior of the ship. As good a place as any to start, he thought. Putting down his ichor-covered bar, he touched a control on the suit. A baseball-sized glop of sticky dough rolled into his hand, and he slapped it against one of the organ-things, which immediately began to turn an unhealthy shade of crimson-black.
Picking up the metal bar again he ran to the opposite wall and slapped himself another hole. He knew the necrotizing disease Raphaela had engineered would eventually be contained by the ship’s internal immune systems, so he had to spread havoc as fast as he could. In rapid succession he visited several more rooms, planting his deadly pestilences.
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The three Meme quivered like jelly in their pools as the ground shock transmitted through the rock. “Have you destabilized the asteroid with your ‘engineering’?” Commander asked with the meme version of sarcasm.
“No, Commander, look at the radiation detector. It is showing readings thousands of times above background,” Executive replied.
“Is that dangerous?”
Biologist answered this time. “It is within tolerance though the ship will be stressed with repair protocols.” The shocks increased, but the artificial gravity of the control center kept any harm from coming to the controlling aliens. “I also have an infection of some sort among the digestion-conversion modules.”
“Infection?” Commander expressed astonishment. “That is…unusual.”
“The immune system should handle it without difficulty. I will monitor…but from whence come these shocks? They are increasing.” Biologist looked accusingly at Executive.
“Commander, there are thermonuclear fission reactions occurring all around us at a range of approximately three kilometers!”
“The human ship! You failed to detect it! We must get free and maneuver!”
“Initiating separation,” replied Executive. “It will take some time. I am ordering missile formation within the ship and the observer drones.”
“Why were the missiles not already formed?” Commander asked harshly.
“I was working to capacity with setting the asteroid on course. Perhaps if one of you would do something instead of remaining inert in your pools, the situation would improve!”
Biologist was now quite frightened, not having a combative disposition. Still, he loaded his best short-term effort, a metal-eating phage, into the missiles that the ship was growing within it, in hopes his contribution would make the difference. It knew the phage was weak, lacking the usual hardiness of bio-weapons, but after all it had created it from scratch in a very short time.
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For the next twenty-four seconds, Absen watched as 288 ravening nuclear fireballs pounded the asteroid. There was no way to predict what the effect of such incredible energies would be – would the asteroid crack in half, break up into pieces, explode or melt? Much depended on the makeup of the rock.
“Sensors, can you cut through that mess to see anything?”
“No, sir. Unless the enemy accelerates laterally under full power and gets out of the glare, we won’t be able to see a thing.”
“What’s he going to do,” Absen muttered. If I were him I’d run as fast as I could, directly away, staying in the asteroid’s shadow before the warheads shatter it. “If we’re lucky, we caught him napping and he’s getting pummeled,” said the Captain to no one in particular.
The light show ended and the display normalized, showing a much-changed asteroid. Parts of it glowed white-hot and molten, until the computer adjusted for the infrared. Globules and pieces formed an expanding cloud, and the scale thrown over the image confirmed that more than half the rock’s mass had been stripped away by the waves of heat and blast.
“Conn, Helm: sir, there is one effect we forgot about.”
“Yes?”
“The warheads acted much like our drive does. The asteroid has been pushed away from us at a considerable speed.”
“What do you mean, considerable?”
“We were closing on the asteroid at one hundred kilometers per second. Now that rate appears to be approximately eighty-five to ninety KPS.”
“Weapons,” Absen snapped. “What effect will that have on remaining missile targeting?”
“Computing.” A pause. “Sir…it might actually improve things. Since the missiles are approaching the asteroid more slowly, it will give the proximity fuses a few more microseconds to work, make them more accurate.”
Absen let out a sigh of relief. He had been worried the change might cause the entire salvo to miss. Unlike beneath the ocean, visualizing the situation in space was still not easily done in his head. “Someone throw up a schematic of the battle as seen from a point above it. Plot all of our weapons, us, the rock, and anything else of significance.”
A moment later the view on the screen shifted to a place seemingly above their course. Orion’s track now plotted to miss the rock, passing it on the other side from their original intention as they overtook the asteroid more slowly. He knew Helm could easily compensate for that, though. Much more critical were the plots of the weapons Orion had fired.
The estimated position of the cloud of railgun projectiles now led off to the side of the asteroid, followed by the larger, slower mass of the Gatling bullets. “How much will the guns miss by?” he asked.
“Ten to fourteen klicks,” Weapons replied.
“Damn. We wasted those shots.” It was a one-in-a-billion chance that any of those would strike a target, now that the asteroid and presumably the frigate had moved. Fortunately the missiles’ guidance systems were optically locked on the asteroid as a reference point. “What’s our range now?”
“Passing thirty-six thousand kilometers, sir. About eight minutes out, if we don’t decelerate.”
“Damn. I screwed up. Didn’t predict that shove we gave the rock.”
“It was my fault, sir,” replied Okuda. “I should have known.”
“It’s a new playing field. We’re all learning. Here come the missiles.”
The bridge crew watched as dozens of icons, each representing multiple Grackle or SM5 missiles, closed at an angle to intercept the fleeing rock. No sign of the enemy had yet been seen, so they had to hope that the frigate was lying doggo, or perhaps had been damaged and was unable to maneuver away from its shielding asteroid.
“Come on, babies,” Ford muttered as the first missiles passed the rock. Each would use up the last of its fuel decelerating and positioning itself for maximum effect. As they flashed past, their fuses detonated.
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Skull dodged another of the things he thought of as white cells, gloppy masses with ropy tentacles that chased him here and there. He had killed a couple of them with his metal bar, and a few more he had to throw bio-bombs at and run.
The things were mindless, and not very fast, but they were relentless and more were showing up all the time. They must be automatically generated and were clearly converging on the irritation within the Meme ship body – that is, him.
That all changed when he felt the next shocks – fainter ones this time by far, but with an interesting and unforeseeable side effect.
The ship screamed.
That was the only way he could describe it as a clear sound of agony came through the thin spots over his ears. Things that before remained still, jerked and snapped, lashing this way and that. Something sure pissed it off, he thought with vicious joy, and continued to plant his irritants.
In the next room he switched tactics. The plan had been to wait, but he wanted to see what the results would be, and perhaps now, when the ship was obviously hurt, would be the right time. He prodded another part of the suit until it activated and another type of ball fell into his hand, extruded by the thick suit surrounding him.
This one had a solid, hefty feel to it, and had a compact core of metal dust composed of millions of nanobots that Raphaela had filtered out of him over the months he had been in stasis. All it would take was exposure to the warmth and moisture of a living thing to activate them.
She had been unable to reprogram them in any way – there was simply no facility or technology available to work with the microscopic machines – so it was really a gamble what effect they would have. Nothing? Perhaps. But they were programmed to heal and augment human physiology. It was a crap shoot what they would do to Meme cells.
Skull hesitated holding the nano-ball. What if it helped heal the ship? He might be helping their enemies. But Rapaela had assured him that at the very least it would not be beneficial, based on her own experiments with pieces of her ship. She’d said there was an outside chance that, if its replication got going, it could cripple the whole thing.
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Despite being strung out from the change of parameters, the Orion’s two hundred missiles detonated with admirable regularity, carefully timed to minimize the chance of nuclear fratricide, which was the effect of too-close warheads consuming each other as they detonated.
These explosions occurred on the sides of the rock as seen from the Orion, set to slap the backside of the asteroid as they crossed its equator at high speed. Unfortunately very little of the blast effect reached its dark side, as the speed of the missiles receding actually exceeded the speed of the physical shockwave. Orion’s main hope with this salvo lay in the hard radiation and EMP that the two hundred warheads poured into the frigate from a range of mere football fields. If the enemy ship had a lot of biotechnology aboard, the theory went, then pumping it full of radiation might damage it badly.
“Results?” Absen asked.
“More debris, sir.” Scoggins at Sensors changed the view, moving the schematic to a secondary screen, then zoomed in on the asteroid and its surrounding space. They could still see nothing but a misshapen and pummeled rock floating in space. “Do you think we got it, sir?” she asked.
“Let’s hope we did, and act like we didn’t.”
“Permission to go active?” asked Scoggins on Sensors.
Absen chewed the inside of his lip. “Not yet. They still may not have spotted us. How far are we out?”
Okuda responded, “Four minutes, passing eighteen thousand klicks, sir. Deceleration can commence any time. The sooner we do it, the gentler the Gs but the longer it will take.”
“As soon as we do, they’ll see us anyway. All right, Scoggins, at twelve thousand go active on all sensors. How much time will you need for a scan?”
“At least fifteen seconds, sir.”
“All right. Ping for twenty seconds, then secure the radars, call it out. Helm, as soon as that’s done you may start your deceleration.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Okuda responded as Scoggins initiated the Orion’s powerful phased-array radars that until now had sat idle.
Helm reached for his controls, hands poised.
A shrill alarm cut through the calm. “Conn: Sensors, I have bogeys. Four maneuvering tracks.” The main screen jumped to show a nose-on schematic with flashing yellow icons depicting the contacts, set in a rough square about five kilometers from the sides of the asteroid.
“More bogeys.” Abruptly six new icons leaped from behind the asteroid, then stabilized close to its image on the screen. A rapidly decreasing stream of figures accompanied each one. “Bogeys on intercept. Accelerating at high G, impact in nine seconds.”
“Helm, fire the drive.”
Okuda’s finger was already stabbing down, overriding the normal five-second count. Nuclear fire flared from the forward-facing tail of the battleship, throwing up a screen of heat, shock and radiation Absen hoped would fend off the enemy missiles. “Weapons, you are free to counter.”
“On it, sir, computer counterfire on automatic.”
It won’t matter, thought Absen suddenly to himself. There was no way the Arrowfish or Gatlings would be able to see or fire through the drive blasts. If the nuclear explosions did not stop them, there would be no time for the CIWS, and certainly no time for the missiles.
Nine seconds passed with no apparent effect. “What happened to those tracks?” Absen snapped.
“Too much EMP…scanning…sir, they flew past.” Scoggins typed frantically and a plot speared on the main screen. It showed six tracks arcing around the front of Orion like a starburst, then curving inward.
“They dodged!” Johnstone cried as the drive fell silent.
“Counterfire tracking. Arrowfish away.” Salvos of five antimissile missiles streaked from each of six rotary launchers, groups crawling slowly toward the six enemy missiles on the plot. By comparison the alien weapons moved like possessed hornets, looping around and lining up on the Orion to lunge toward it. “CIWS firing.” A sound like a thousand electric chainsaws filled the ship as every radar-guided Gatling that could bear spat thousands of rounds that burst into millions.
Absen watched in horror as the six enemy missiles sidestepped the Arrowfish like halfbacks around lumbering linemen. Too fast, too fast, his mind screamed. The plot zoomed in, decreasing its scale as the weapons closed. Rivers of speckled light representing the CIWS bullet streams writhed lazily toward the things, overlapping by the dozens.
One track winked out, drawing a cheer from the bridge, but the rest bored in, overtaking the ship, sandwiching it between themselves and the frigate, dodging the streams.
“How fast are those things accelerating?”
“I have nine hundred Gs, sir,” Okuda answered calmly.
“Nine –” Absen nearly choked. “Velocity at impact?”
“Roughly one hundred kilometers per second.”
“Holy –” Words failed him.
Helm touched a control and his voice rang over the PA. “Now hear this, collision alert, all hands brace and seal.”
Sensors called, “Three, two, one –”
The great ship rang, cried out in agony as five hypervelocity missiles no bigger than fire extinguishers punched deep into Orion.
Each struck with the force of a small atomic bomb, lacking only its radiation. Each flattened from its sleek reverse-teardrop shape as it encountered the ferrocrystal outer layer, allowing the merely human-developed ceramic and steel sandwiches to slow it further. Even so, each tore a ten-meter-wide gap in Orion’s skin and bludgeoned dozens of meters deep into her innards, shredding decks, equipment, and people.
The terrible impact turned the missiles’ substance into plasma as it was stripped away by friction, igniting every flammable substance along their paths, consuming oxygen, suffocating and vaporizing human beings, setting to flame even the aluminum alloys of the air conduits. Five blazing fingers reached for Orion’s heart.
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Slapping another opening in a wall, Skull tossed the nano-ball into the room, half-occupied by some kind of pulsing hemisphere. The object struck and stuck, then melted, leaving a greyish smear of nano dust on the surface. He watched for as long as he could before the white cells started to appear. No effect. Cursing, he went back to running and planting his bio-bombs.
Several infections later he slapped open a wall to find something new. It was a corridor, whereas before he had been wandering from room to room. This wide tube looked to run the length of the ship, and seemed to have a stable shape. Its surface was firm and solid, almost metallic instead of rubbery and organic.
Looking to his right he saw enormous tubes lining the walls for a dozen meters, which then converged to a place where they seemed to penetrate the bulkhead. To his left, the tubes thinned and then disappeared, and more corridors led off in several directions from up there. He went left.
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“Report!” roared Captain Absen as red lights flared on the bridge officers’ boards and the CCC rocked nauseatingly on its gimbals.
“I –”
“There’s –”
The ship’s drive lit again as Okuda maneuvered, initiating deceleration. Sound and waves of kinetic energy from the drive bombs competed with klaxons and the screams of the dying as he fought to slow the ship before it flashed uselessly past the asteroid. It was clear to all that they could not compete with the enemy in a battle of maneuver. Orion was the Zeppelin, the enemy the fighter plane.
The Master Helmsman knew they had only one chance. They must close and bring their armament to bear on the enemy at point-blank range, where maneuver would mean nothing. No matter what the cost, he knew that he had to get the ship to within a thousand kilometers, preferably a hundred or even ten. One blast, one salvo, one punch was all they might have.
Okuda angled the drive bombs, throwing them out slightly off center, causing Orion to drift and angle herself in toward the asteroid as she slowed. He varied the deceleration, leaving gaps of seconds in hopes that the radar beams could punch through the EMP interference of the drive bombs. The phased array radars were hardened, and mounted near the front of the ship, but even so he knew Sensors was struggling. The computer-generated synthetic plot on the main screen jumped and twitched as it received sporadic updates, interpolating knowns and unknowns.
Absen clamped his jaw tight, feeling the inertial forces build as the bombs exploded. His G-suit inflated, forcing blood to his brain, and he wondered again whether he should have given himself the Eden shot. No matter what everyone said, he still didn’t trust it. What a hypocrite you are, he told himself. You made the normals in the crew all take it yesterday, with no problems whatsoever, excepting only the senior officers. But for them it’s too important to risk some kind of reaction, or interaction, with the ship’s nano-carrying population. That’s what he told himself.
Greying out, he cursed his cowardice. I should have done it already.
Coming to, he heard his crew snapping orders without pause. Because they were all either Edens or nano carriers, and of course Okuda was connected with his machines via cybernetic implants, they continued to function where he had become nearly superfluous. Absen snarled to himself and made a decision he should have long ago.
Reaching into his suit’s cargo pocket, he pulled out an Eden auto-injector. Removing the cap and revealing the needle, he unsealed his left cuff and stabbed at the exposed skin. Holding it there for the standard five seconds, he felt nothing worse than the pain of the horse-sized syringe. I sure hope that was the right thing to do. Thus committed, he put the empty vial away and focused his mind on the situation.
“Ten seconds to target,” Okuda called in his imperturbable voice, and the drive roared again. “Weapons, make ready.”
Absen was grateful the man had taken over combat operations; he had to accept the fact that Orion was part battleship, part oversized fighter-craft right now, and they were all learning in her crucible forge. He kept his mouth shut and watched, conscious that he had to let Okuda do his job.
“All surviving beam and gun weapons free to fire at their own discretion. Offensive missiles hold fire.” Ford sat poised with his fingers over touchscreens. “Scoggins, once you identify the frigate I’ll slave all weapons to a coordinated firing solution and try to hit it with everything we have.”
“Roger, Weapons. Here we come.”
The plot showed the ship falling past the asteroid at close range. If Absen read it right, Okuda was shaving the rock at a range of less than a kilometer, barely two ship lengths. Cripes, the man was good. It was like flying a blimp backward between skyscrapers.
“Conn: Weapons, beams firing.” Lights on the bridge dimmed suddenly as all available power went to the lasers.
Outside, the massive projectors lashed the underside of the asteroid with coherent light. Chunks of rock blew off, silent explosions that marched across its surface in the vacuum.
“Conn: Sensors. No target.”
“Find him, Scoggins, we can’t kill what we can’t see.”
“Trying, sir.”
Orion’s deceleration was almost complete. Absen’s eyes roved the screens mounted along the dome of the bridge, searching for the enemy, looking for some clue, some angle. “Scoggins,” he snapped, “where are those first four bogeys? Are those them?”
“Here, sir.” Four icons flashed red.
“They look like they are holding position relative to us.”
“I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”
“If they are recon drones for the frigate…they are staying in a plane perpendicular to us. Imagine if they were the corners of a square…”
“I got it, sir,” Scoggins responded excitedly. “He’ll be near the middle, which is…on the other side of the asteroid from us.”
“He’s hiding!” Absen thumped the chair with his fist. “He sneaked around! That means he might not be able to run. How bad are we hurt?”
“Drive at full, sir,” reported Okuda.
“Sensors at about half, sir.”
“Weapon losses: one laser, three DBs, nineteen Tridents inop, the rest still collating, sir. Roughly ten percent of the defensive systems destroyed.”
Rick Johnstone at Comms responded, “Seven hundred or so casualties. Engineering reports power at fifty-eight percent.”
“Damn.” Seven hundred. Machines were always tougher than people, doubly so in space. Absen didn’t know whether “casualties” included wounded or just the dead; he hoped the former. Edens and nanos would heal eventually.
“All right,” the captain said firmly, “Orion’s still got a lot of fight left in her. Weapons, start single-round deliberate fire of Tridents at the rock, surface burst. I want to break that thing up, blow it to smithereens. If he wants to hide, let’s take away his cover.”
The drive noise ceased, mercifully eliminating the pogoing and distraction. Absen realized that he felt much better now, despite the pounding. Perhaps the Eden Plague was taking effect already.
“Ford, see if you can take out those recon drones. At least make them work to maintain position.”
“Aye, sir. Let’s see how the lasers do. Coordinated fire, all beams…no effect.”
“You sure you hit it?” Absen asked.
“There was some visible flare, sir.”
Okuda interrupted, “Did you compensate for range and relative velocity? Lightspeed delay at one thousand kilometers will yield a three-meter variance.”
“Damn,” Ford cursed. “Computers should be compensating…I’ve got damage to the cross-coordinating circuits.”
“Let me see,” Johnstone said, moving over several seats, displacing the assistant weapons officer. “I think I can fix this…”
“Can you do it while I fight?”
“Sure,” he mumbled, frantically tapping keys. Then he muttered something else, shooting Ford a look, then reached for his wrist. A pop and snick sound came and he pulled the fine wire and plug out of his sleeve, slotting into the console. Then he closed his eyes. “Unh…”
“What the hell?” Ford barked.
“Fight the ship, Ford,” Absen snapped. “Let Mr. Johnstone do what he can.”
“It’s a direct interface, like mine,” explained Okuda, tapping his head. where his own plugs trailed wires that talked to Orion. “I can feel it.”
“Conn: Sensors, bogeys are maneuvering. Looks like random evasives.”
“All right,” Absen said, “keep at it.” He looked at the screen centered on the asteroid just in time to see it white out with the flare of a set of twelve simultaneous nuclear detonations. When it cleared seconds later, the asteroid had been largely vaporized. Only an expanding field of debris showed.
“Where’d it go?” Absen asked. “Where’s the frigate –” His words were cut off as he felt Orion shudder and twist. “What was that?”
“Gyro three failure. Damage to surrounding decks. Compensating.”
“What caused it?”
“No way to tell, sir,” reported the Engineering station. “Gyros are relatively delicate. It could have just taken too much shock and finally failed.” He paused in his narrative. “I have a report from the damage control team on site of some kind of…infestation.”
“Dispatch a biohazard team there and spread the word to look for more of whatever it is.”
“Sir, it looks like –”
“I don’t need the details. Handle it. Sensors, where’s that frigate?”
“Possible bogey here, sir.” One dot among hundreds flashed as Scoggins marked it. “There’s too much crap between us to be sure but if your idea about the drones is true, it should be near there.”
“Helm, we need to move in.”
“Sir, if I use the drive now the damage control and biohazard teams will have to stop and brace for acceleration.”
“Can you reduce the G load?”
“Certainly, but the bombs are finite. Detonating them farther from the shock plate means lower G, less push, wasted efficiency.”
“Do it. Two G, warn them.”
Okuda nodded. “Aye, sir.” He triggered the PA. “Now hear this, two-G intermittent acceleration, prepare for intermittent drive. Three, two, one.” The next bomb went off almost gently after the eight-G pushes they were used to.
“What’s our bomb stock down to, Helm?”
“Sixteen hundred ninety-four. Approximately fifty-five percent.” Orion moved forward sluggishly.
“Should be enough,” Absen muttered. “Weapons, prep a twenty-missile salvo of Grackles and SM5s. Plot them to curve around what’s left of the asteroid and home in on our prospective bogey. Have them look for anything the right size. Also send one against each of those recon drones, see how they act. Fire when ready.”
“Aye, sir.” Ford tapped industriously at his keys, eyeing Johnstone in the seat next to him now and again until the man’s eyes finally snapped open.
“All right,” the cybernetic Comms officer announced, “I’ve cross-connected all the weapons into an integrated heuristic network run by the KimPark.” He saw Ford look at him in irritation. “The supercomputer. We should have done this earlier, link the supercomputer for our targeting problems.”
“Listen, freak, I was doing just fine –”
“Ford!” Absen barked. “You want to join deLille confined to quarters? Helm has implants, so does Johnstone. Get over it. Use it. Fire your missiles, get the feed from Sensors, load a solution and start drilling anything that looks like the enemy. Johnstone, well done and get back to your station.” I’ve seen this before in green crews. They can turn on each other like dogs. Have to keep them focused on the enemy, not each other.
Okuda nodded to the Captain as the bridge crew settled back down. “We’ll be past the debris in about four minutes, Skipper.”
Skipper. That felt good. Absen knew it was a calculated thing on Okuda’s part, but well done anyway. Using nicknames, especially semi-official ones like “Skipper” for the ship’s captain, demonstrated trust up the chain, and accepting the nickname did the same downward.
“Steady as she goes, Mister Okuda.”
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Gunner’s Mate Third Ted Rippin swore as he directed his decontaminant spray forward. Whatever the alien stuff was they were fighting, it didn’t like bleach, which was good: that’s mostly what they had. Clever of them to include it in their missiles, though, he had to admit.
He looked at the spots where it had touched metal, eating holes in conduits, decks, ladders, even the brass pressure-plated pressure doors. It didn’t like plastic, though, which was lucky. Even though the conduits looked like Swiss cheese, the insulated wires inside were generally left intact.
The worst part had been where the stuff had invaded one of the molten salts reactors, causing them to have to scram it before it blew. The Russian engineering crew was frantically replacing shielding, insulation, and pieces of the pressure container. Orion ran on electrical power, especially the lasers, and without the reactors, they would be dead in the water.
He also heard from the scuttlebutt the stuff had eaten one of the gyros, and the two-story-tall flywheel had raged out of control through the surrounding areas, dismembering crew as it expended its thousands of RPM like an insane killer toy.
He and the rest of his damage control team sprayed until the walls dripped with the harsh bleach. Fortunately the suits kept the fumes out. The whole thing reminded him irrelevantly of H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds, where the common cold felled the invaders. Rippin could also remember an old sci-fi story he read somewhere, in which salt turned out to be poison for the aliens. He wondered about that. If these things were like giant amoebas, would they shrivel up like snails when they were bleached or salted?
This isn’t exactly what I thought of when they asked did I want to go into space, he thought. I’m the best damn CIWS technician in the Navy. What the hell am I doing playing cleanup to some alien mold? But everyone had their damage control station, and there weren’t all that many CIWS left to fix anyway. At least they should have put in viewports, he grumbled to himself. The railgunners are lucky; they can see out when their weapons fire. All I do is make sure the computer knows when it can engage, and that the ammo and power is flowing properly. Fix one outside in a spacesuit? Good luck. I guess this job ain’t so bad.
Cheered, Rippin went on spraying.
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“No result against the drones,” Ford reported tightly. “Missiles are too slow, they just dodge. They’re too small and fast for even lasers at this range. Our accuracy is just not high enough.”
“And the range is?” asked Absen.
“One hundred ten klicks, give or take. Sir.”
“How big are the drones? Scoggins?”
“About the size of a UAV. They just have too much acceleration.”
“How can they carry enough fuel to do all this dodging?”
Silence reigned for a long moment. Then Rick Johnstone spoke up. “Ah, sir? They might be collecting fuel from their surroundings. If their fusion drive can use any fuel…they could be eating the dust and debris. If they get anywhere near full atomic efficiency, it would be enough.”
Ford glared at Rick, who ignored him as he went on. “One more thing, sir: they are talking to the frigate. I am picking up telemetry like we did before.”
“Didn’t we crack their code?” Absen asked, leaning forward eagerly.
“Not this one; this is much more sophisticated. But I took the liberty of getting the KimPark working on it and I estimate decryption in approximately seventeen hours.”
Absen shook his head while Ford smirked. “It will all be over by then, but thanks anyway.” He saw Johnstone give a very unmilitary shrug and turn back to his board. As long as there’s no outright insubordination, I think I’ll ignore shrugs and smirks.
“Clearing the cloud in ten seconds, Captain,” Okuda called.
“Stay sharp, people. If we see him, hit him with everything we have.”
The screens showed several synthesized pictures, blending optical and virtual when possible. The bridge crew watched Orion approach the edge of the cloud, hearing the faint whine of CIWS fire from time to time as the Gatlings broke up or drove off anything big or fast enough to do damage. Even a small rock with enough velocity could take out an R2-D2, an Archerfish, or a sensor.
Abruptly the view opened up as the debris field seemed to fall behind and sideways. Scoggins yelled, “Gotcha!” A large red crosshair highlighted the frigate, now a blinding white blob against the starry black. Beside the icon, range showed sixty-eight point six and falling.
“Ford, engage,” Absen snapped as the Weapons officer stabbed down at his console.
“Laser strike initiated. Recharging. DBs firing. Missile salvo away.”
“How long to recharge the lasers?”
“Approximately fifteen seconds.”
“Any effects?”
“None visible. High reflectivity of the enemy is probably a mitigation strategy for laser weapons. Oh!” Ford gaped and pointed at the main screen.
The enemy frigate suddenly sparkled, then several small flares appeared on its sides.
“Report!”
“Looks like kinetic strikes, sir. Some of the railguns hit it, knocked it sideways a bit, and the flares were probably thruster corrections.”
“So they have thruster power and they have some control, enough to keep their pointed nose directly toward us, which will make them hard to hurt. But their main drive must be out or they would have run. I mean, why stay and fight when we’re so damn slow?” Absen bit his tongue, clamping down on his flow of speech. Stop running your mouth, Henrich, they need confidence, not doubt.
“Or perhaps they have a short-range weapon that can take us out,” Okuda suggested.
“No…” Absen responded. “That makes no sense. They could stand off out of our range and pound us with those hypervelocity missiles. In fact, they could do that now, we’re nose on and we couldn’t avoid them. Oh my God, are we nose on?”
“No, Captain,” replied Okuda. “I’ve brought the tail around again, we just can’t tell here on the bridge, between the gimbals and the computer stabilization.”
“Good work. We may need that drive as a shield.”
“Understood.”
Absen realized he was still talking too much but he could hardly stop himself. All of his experience counted for little in a battle he felt completely unqualified to visualize. He was barely able to keep up with the pace, so much faster than in a submarine. Then he realized what he was doing wrong, and scolded himself. Stop trying to take control of the situation. Okuda’s the pilot, he’s really fighting the ship. Take a step back, Henrich, and nudge people, don’t steer them.
A score of single-warhead missiles curved inward now, approaching the seemingly helpless enemy. The bridge held its breath as the ring of rockets closed in, converging on the alien ship.
Klaxons blared as several things happened at once. The target on the screen leaped toward Orion, its drive flaring, avoiding the missile attack. “COLLISON – ALERT. COLLISON – ALERT” blared the automated voice, over and over. Okuda’s fingers danced over his controls as the ship shuddered with drive-bomb induced G-forces. Gyros screamed and the gimbaled bridge swung wildly.
“Conn: Sensors, bogeys from the drones.” Each enemy drone launched a hypervelocity missile, which lined up on Orion with frightening velocity.
“Fire!” yelled Absen desperately as he saw his quarry closing at high speed. If they ram us we’re all dead. Fair trade for the home planet. “Ford! Fire!”
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Skull ran along the corridor toward the side-branching openings. He had no idea where to go, but anything was better than blundering around in the confusing warren of the bio-cells.
Until now most of the interior had been lit with a pale greenish light, and he had a bioluminescent head-lamp of his own, but the first branch was dark and he skipped it. Something about the layout made him think he should go onward, toward that end of the ship. He wasn’t sure whether it was the nose or tail, but he was guessing that the massive tubes at the other end supplied the drive. Maybe something important and fragile, like weapons or the bridge, would be up front.
The third branch was lit, and had stripes as well. He looked back over his shoulder and saw a mass of white cells rolling sticky along the central corridor, and made his decision. Something interesting down here, and if not, back to making holes in walls.
 
The tube terminated in a wall, which he slapped with both hands as he ran. It opened before him to reveal quite a different scene from anything he had yet witnessed on this ship.
It was clearly a control center. And it was clearly occupied by Meme.
One of the huge amoebae turned an enormous eyeball toward him, then extended pseudopods in several directions, manipulating controls and reaching for him at the same time. Skull threw the bio-bomb in his hand and watched in despair as the Meme batted it away to stick on a far wall. It began to necrotize there but would make no critical difference.
Touching another place on his suit, a bread-loaf sized chunk fell to the floor – gravity! – he realized, and he picked it up and folded it in half. This activated the chemical explosive inside and he pitched it high like a horseshoe, aiming at the farthest Meme and control console.
Looking back over his shoulder he saw his escape route sealed by white cells. Running awkwardly to the right in the unexpected gravity, he hurried toward the back of the control center away from the Meme and his bomb. Pseudopods reached for him as he slapped frantically at the wall. Somewhere he had dropped the metal bar, and so he rolled a pair of balls into his hands, one bio and one nano, and tossed them at the goo as a hole opened behind him.
Skull threw himself backward just as the explosive charge detonated, launching him into the next room like a shell from a mortar tube. He would have been fine in the suit, had not a new force like the hand of a demented demon suddenly picked him up and slammed him backward. He felt his bones break, and then he felt no more.
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Ford at Weapons stabbed at a key several times, the heavy pogoing making him miss twice. “Firing on automatic.”
Beams blazed out and Behemoth railguns threw tons of steel shot in the seven seconds it took for the enemy frigate to charge toward Orion. Desperately Okuda struggled to keep the ship’s tail pointed toward the alien ship in controlled but all-too-justified fear of whatever it would launch at them. He had no choice but to ignore the missiles incoming from four other directions.
On the screen the enemy frigate wobbled, then began to tumble as its drive winked out. Flashes of coherent light blazed off its length as it rotated end for end. Thrusters flared in spots, slowing its spin, but it was clear to Absen that the alien ship was not entirely under its own control. We must have hit it someplace vital, he thought. He felt the railguns continuing to fire.
“Incoming!” The enemy missiles screamed in, accelerating at nine hundred gravities. They struck Orion at much lower velocity than the earlier five, only about twenty-five kilometers per second, but they appeared to be much better targeted. Each approached from a different angle, easily avoiding the bomb drive, and with incredible precision each slammed through a narrow railgun port. They tore swaths through Orion and only stopped when they struck the opposite side armor.
More casualty and damage reports flowed across the secondary bridge screens, and more red icons flared on the control boards of its officers. While the first five enemy missiles had been spears driven through Orion’s breastplate, these were arrows fired into the gaps in her armor. Captain Absen watched the readouts with horror, then pushed them from his mind in the age-old way of the warrior. Be sick later, grieve for the dead later. For now just fight and win.
“Salvoing!” called Ford, launching another score of missiles. “Hits from the railguns.” Screens confirmed his report as parts of the enemy’s snow-colored skin turned spotty with steel balls impacting at ten thousand meters per second. Numbers on the range readout fell to below twenty, then below ten kilometers with the enemy’s headlong spinning plunge toward them.
“Keep hammering him!” Absen yelled into the intercom, a pointless exhortation as the computers were running the show now. He noticed Johnstone with that link wire plugged into his board, and he wondered what the cybernetic Comms specialist was doing. Whatever it was, at least he wasn’t getting in the way.
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“This situation is impossible!” Commander blasted communication molecules in all directions, echoing off the walls. “The asteroid is destroyed, we have infections in the ship, we cannot control our observers, our drive is damaged and unsafe to use, and the human weapons injure the ship faster than it can heal.”
“Sir, we must initiate escape protocol.” Executive keyed in the sequence without confirmation.
“Agreed,” Commander said swiftly. “Set the ship on automatic to maneuver for maximum damage to the enemy. I will enter the life-probe first, then Biologist, then you, Executive.”
“Confirmed.” Executive frantically issued instructions to the semi-intelligent ship, so that in its absence it would sacrifice itself to maximum effect.
Commander touched a control, then forced his mind-molecules to bind closely together in a compact mass, which flowed to the bottom of its pool. From there it oozed through a short pipe, abandoning most of its protoplasmic body, to dump itself into the tiny life-probe.
Biologist was next to join Commander.
Just as Executive concentrated his mind at the bottom of his pool, a creature came in – an alien of some sort, horrifying in its form – and threw an object. It did not stay to find out just what sort of thing the object was, but hurried down the short tube to cram itself into the life probe, thence to launch.
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Inside the bizarre world of virtual space Rick fought his own battle with the enemy telemetry link. He and the piece of the KimPark not needed for weapons control had been grinding away at the hexadecimal encryption, adding his own intuition and expertise to the raw power of the supercomputer. Then, thirty-six seconds ago, that telemetry had changed. From a relatively small number of data packets, suddenly it had ramped up to a thousand times as many, all transmitted from the frigate to the four recon drones.
Immediately, the drones had launched missiles, clearly commanded by the mother frigate. With a flash of insight he knew the enemy frigate was wounded, perhaps damaged by the pounding it had received in the surprise attack, and was now reaching for every weapon at its disposal in a desperate bid to survive. The drones might have more missiles, or they might simply turn themselves into much larger missiles. If the aliens’ biotechnology was as advanced as the intel team thought, it was entirely possible that their ship could heal itself if given enough time.
Reaching out with his cyber-senses, he seized half of Orion’s powerful phased-array radars normally under the control of the Sensors board, and poured power into them. Focusing the electromagnetics on the four drones, he threw an avalanche of their own encrypted signals at them: recorded, chopped up and remixed, amplified hundreds of times. In simple terms he yelled at the drones louder than the frigate could, using its own recorded, garbled and boosted voice, and kept yelling.
The drones responded by scattering jerkily in all directions, leaving their quadrilateral stations, thrusting randomly. No one but he noticed this as the rest of Orion’s crew had their hands full dealing with the frigate’s lunge for the Earth ship.
Rick kept the radars locked on the drones, jamming the alien signal, deafening them out of the fight. He felt the frigate change its signals, hop and skip frequencies, and boost its signal strength. Unknown and unsung, he grimly fought his electric battle, countering each move of the aliens with human intuition, cybernetic clarity and supercomputer speed.
Back in the jungle of the real, the bridge crew saw the alien frigate stabilize itself suddenly with its fusion thrusters, then spit a missile from its flank. But instead of turning toward Orion to attack, the thing accelerated at hundreds of gravities, shooting toward deep space. The crew had no time to wonder about it now as, less than one kilometer away, the alien frigate played its trump card.
It swapped end for end even as the Orion’s beams, guns and missiles converged on it, pummeling it. The motion, though jerky and imprecise, lined up its fatter rear end on the battleship.
Its drive end.
One last time it fired, in fact overloaded, that perfect fusion engine, now hopelessly damaged by shock and sleeting hard radiation and the impact of thousands of hard-driven low-tech projectiles. Magnetic fields that once elegantly controlled the perfect conversion of matter into energy now stuttered and failed, but not before one last stupendous blast of starfire flared blazing, reaching orange-white for its Earth-built tormenter.
Reacting on instinct, Master Helmsman Okuda initiated the drive without warning, throwing a bomb into the way of the belching jet of sun-hot plasma, ionized gas and naked particles, but the weapon barely detonated before it was overwhelmed by the incoming firehose of energy a hundred times as large.
The Meme frigate came apart about a third of the way from its stern, its bow and waist flung brutally away by the shattering of its own rear piece. Like a lizard shedding its tail, the main portion of the alien ship had ditched its damaged drive section in hopes of living to fight another day.
Orion’s thick hydraulic shock plate, made to withstand the heat and pressure of nuclear weapons, vaporized just slowly enough to save the life of everyone on board. The one drive bomb carved out a bubble that deflected enough of the jet of energy that much of its ravening fury expended itself along the cylindrical length of the battleship’s fuselage. Like a candle lowered into a blowtorch, Orion melted; she burned, and she howled in agony.
All weapons, sensors and equipment on the back half of the skin of the great ship simply vanished in the wash of plasma. That gaseous jet slammed into Orion’s Belt, the external ring of box-shaped missile launchers, and ripped them away, throwing them spinning at high speed past the battleship’s nose and into space. In so doing the gas imparted enormous thrust for a moment, approaching twenty gravities.
Orion groaned and, in places, buckled. Inside, any crew not in their maneuver couches or at least flat on the rearmost bulkhead fell and broke every bone in their bodies as the new floor rose up to smash them like flies. Most died instantly, and those who survived conscious lay in horrible pain, hoping their bodies could heal before the next blow struck.
The plasma also found the holes in Orion’s torn skin, reaching with boiling hot fingers to sear her guts, igniting wherever they touched. Several Trident missiles blew in their tubes, propellant crumbling and exploding, gutting everything nearby. One more hybrid reactor broke, its molten salts melting steel like wax and nearby crew like pats of butter.
The great battleship juddered and stumbled – she wailed in pain as her inhabitants were snuffed out – she fell broken to her knees.
But she did not die.
The enormous push threw Orion sideways, then end for end, but instead of being consumed, she found herself tumbling sickeningly through the void. Inside the bridge the harrowing rollercoaster lessened as the gimbaled stabilization system brought their relative motion under control, a tribute to its Japanese engineering. From his sunken seat in its center, Okuda frantically strained Orion’s single remaining gyro and four forward thrusters, fighting to tame the bucking vessel.
“Sensors, report!” Captain Absen gasped. “What’s our situation?” His eyes roved the screens he could see, half of them showing gibberish, the other half hopeless confusion.
“Trying, sir!” In fact it was almost a minute before Scoggins was able to put some coherent displays up. “It looks like the enemy is moving away at about one G, using its maneuvering thrusters.”
“Heading where?”
“There’s another asteroid about six hours away on their course.”
“Right. Engineering: report.”
“Power systems overall at twenty-eight percent, sir. One gyro remaining. Six percent of damage control parties reporting.”
“Six percent? See what you can do. Helm?”
Okuda recited, calm as ever, “The drive plate and shock absorbers are destroyed, sir. We have nine hundred thirty-one bombs remaining. We could use a few of them, very carefully, letting the armor take the blast, if we have to. We’d get about half a G out of them, and I’d have to go very slowly, diagnosing the system between every one. We don’t want a catastrophic failure.”
“Understood. Weapons?”
Ford spoke grimly. “Forty-six Tridents show operational, though some might not make it out of their tubes…all of our Grackles and SM5s are gone, stripped away in the blast. Four Arrowfish launchers and twenty-four CIWS left. One Behemoth only. And…all but one of the lasers are up, though I can’t guarantee recycling time. Depends on power.”
“All right, people, it sounds bad, but we still have enough firepower. All we have to do is get in close and pound him to dust.” Knowing that most of the crew, those of them still alive, would have no idea what was going on, he went on, “Comms, put me on shipwide. Comms?” he looked over to Johnstone’s station, saw his head lolling inside his helmet.
“I got it, sir,” the assistant Comms officer blurted, fiddling with his board. “Okay, sir, you’re on.”
Absen put on his best Captain’s voice. “Now hear this, now hear this. This is Captain Absen speaking. We’ve almost won. As badly damaged as we are, the enemy is worse. Now we just have to hunt him down and finish him off. I need maximum effort from every one of you to get systems restored. There won’t be any more hard maneuvering,” he said, deliberately leaving out the details of their crippled drive system, “so good luck and get working. Absen out.”
The assistant Comms officer leaned over to shake Rick Johnstone, but Absen said, “Leave him be, Ensign. Tune your systems for COMINT; if the intel team is still alive they need signals. Every scrap of information about the enemy might be critical.”
Okuda spoke up. “We are stable, sir, and have three percent spin, bringing that up slowly to five.”
“Good,” Absen concurred, “that will help people work. Weapons, are we in range of the enemy?”
“About forty klicks, sir, but increasing. Close enough for lasers.”
“Excellent. Fire beams at will, no kinetic weapons.” He knew that any mass thrown at the enemy would push them farther away, and with their drive every bit of acceleration was important.
“Tridents, sir? Enemy’s still going slow enough we might hit them with a megaton warhead.”
Absen stroked his chin. “No, we wait. Maintain firing solutions, but I’m not ready to destroy that ship yet.” He touched a control on his chair. “Absen to Combat Ops. MacAdam, you there?”
“Here, Captain, and feeling bloody useless. Are we finally to have some work to do?” The colonel’s voice seemed composed of equal parts eagerness and bitterness.
“Yes you are. Cry havoc, Colonel. Are your people ready?”
“Those that are left. We’re down about a hundred.” Now it was only bitterness.
“And there are almost two thousand crew dead, so save it. You’re about to lose some more, but we’re all expendable if that’s what it takes, Colonel.” Absen lifted his finger from the transmit key, spoke to his Master Helmsman. “Mr. Okuda, download nav data to the sleds and pinnaces. Make sure their flight paths stay out of the way of the weapons. Engineering, tell the damage control crews to concentrate on making sure the Marines can launch in ten minutes.”
He pressed the key back down, and hit another that made the channel private to MacAdam only. “Colonel, you are go for launch in ten minutes, on the mark. The enemy frigate is limping away on thrusters only and our drive is damaged. The safe thing for me to do is blow him out of the water – space, whatever – and we all try to make it home, but we have no idea what kind of enemy ship will show up next, and we need to capture their technology to give Earth a chance. We just barely beat a ship that’s a hundredth our size, and only because we surprised them. Their next wave may be unstoppable. You understand?”
For a long moment Absen could hear only breathing on the channel. Then he heard, “Right. By Sea, By Land…we’ll have to add ‘By Space.’ My lads and lasses will get it done, Captain.”
And you understand, Absen did not say, if it doesn’t work I may have to nuke the enemy ship with you in it. But I’ll expend everyone aboard if it keeps Earth safe for a little while longer. “Ten minutes, then.” He clicked off and looked up at the screens, now being restored one by one. Noticing a display with four jittery flashing icons, he asked, “Status of the enemy drones?”
“All of them are in some kind of random dodging pattern, sir,” responded Scoggins. “Must be a default setting.”
“At least the enemy isn’t controlling them. I wonder why?”
The assistant Comms officer spoke up. “Uh, sir…there’s still a lot of telemetry between them and the enemy, but we’re jamming it.”
“We are?” Absen snapped, leaning forward.
The Ensign gulped. “I mean, yes, sir, we are beaming strong coded jamming signals at each of them.”
Scoggins at Sensors poked at keys and touchscreens. “He’s right, sir. Comms has slaved four of my radar arrays and is hitting them with a shitstorm of electromagnetics.”
“I’m not doing it!” protested the ensign.
“It must be him,” Ford snarled, pointing at Johnstone slumped in his chair-couch.
“You better be glad, sir,” the Ensign shot back at Ford, “because if he wasn’t, those drones might be shooting at us.”
Ford choked back a reply and turned to his board. “Captain, I could lob a Trident at each drone. Their random jinks are well within blast radius of a pattern burst.”
“No, Weapons, we’ll let Mister Johnstone keep jamming. If he can break their encryption he might be able to take control of them. We need every piece of tech we can capture, and if I have to destroy the frigate, those may be all we get.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Ford said resignedly.
“Mister Okuda, what can we do to catch up with the enemy?”
“The only thing that will do it is the drive, sir. Chemical thrusters aren’t enough.”
“What about towing with the pinnaces?”
“That was discussed in the planning…they could perhaps impart one thousandth of a G. Enough for a long slow navigation but not for tactical maneuver. In any case one of the pinnaces is damaged and cannot be launched without extensive repairs.”
“All right, then we have to risk it. Very carefully, get us moving to catch up with them.”
“Aye, sir. First drive bomb now.” It appeared he had it ready and waiting, as a second later they felt the push, gentle by comparison with the normal blasts. “Diagnostics running…within limits.” After five or six seconds they felt another push, slightly stronger. “Still within limits. Sir, I believe this will work, if we are careful.”
“Fine job, Mister Okuda, but take as little risk as you can.”
Okuda chuckled, a first for him since he had taken over. “Sure, Skipper. Because nukes are so safe.” The rest of the bridge crew laughed, a bit too loud, but suddenly the tension level dropped.
Well done, Okuda. They’re starting to jell. Thank God I made the tough choice and got rid of deLille.
***
Ten minutes went by quickly, with reports of continuing damage to the enemy frigate by their lasers. They had snuffed two of the enemy thrusters, but two more had appeared moments later. Perhaps it had self-repair capability or some kind of spares. Its surface was now mottled, and it was slowly drawing away. Range between the ships now exceeded seventy kilometers and climbing despite Okuda’s best efforts.
Time to throw the dice once again.
Captain Absen tapped the shipwide icon and spoke. “Now hear this, now hear this. Assault sled and pinnace launch in thirty seconds, all crew prepare for small boat launch in sequence on my mark.” He paused for the seconds to tick off. “Good luck and Godspeed. Mark.”
The bridge felt the slight shudders as thirty-one assault sleds were ejected by compressed gas from their tubes in several ripples. The sole operational pinnace followed a moment later, carried outward by the slight centrifugal force of five percent spin, firing its thrusters once clear.
Now it was time for Orion to keep pecking away at the enemy from long range, to lick their wounds, and to wait.
***
“Weapons, can the Arrowfish lock on from this range?” Absen’s voice was icy, intended to send Ford a clear message: you are out of favor until you put aside your personal feelings. He hoped the man understood; he was still debating relieving him and putting in his assistant. This was an eternal dilemma of command, to keep balance among each subordinate’s talents, competence, personality and weak spots.
“No, sir, but I can guide them manually in until they do. But they won’t do much damage; their warheads are just a few kilos of explosive.”
“I just want to give the Marines what cover we can for their assault. Can you make sure they won’t hit the sleds and pinnace?”
“They have IFF so they won’t target them, but there’s always a chance of a random collision. Space is pretty big, though.”
Helm spoke up. “My calculations say about one in two point six million chance of a random hit.”
Absen nodded. “Well within risk tolerance. Do it. Time them to hit the enemy starting a minute before the assault and end five seconds before. Can you cut it that fine?”
“Easy-peasy, Captain.”
“Good, then use most of them up. They’re useless against the enemy hypervelocity missiles, so we might as well get something out of them.”
Ford nodded. “Roger, sir, ripple firing now. Four hundred sixty-six rounds away, holding thirty-six in reserve.”
Okuda spoke up. “Sir, I see that damage control crews have gotten a second Behemoth back online. Might I suggest we use it? Not on the enemy, sir,” he said hastily. “I can angle the two of them backward and get some more acceleration as they throw the mass, and every lightening of the ship gives us a tiny advantage.”
“What about power and ammo?”
Ford replied, “We’ll have to shift power, the beam capacitors will charge more slowly. We have more ammo than we can possibly use, though, if the weapons crews can transfer it from the magazines of the damaged guns.”
“Right, good thinking Ford, make it happen. Any other ideas, anyone? Now is the time, it will be more than twenty minutes before the Marines hit them.” Carrot and stick, come on Ford, work with me.
***
Those last twenty minutes were agony on Absen’s bridge. Even so the delay allowed the crew to regain a routine, to configure the displays, and to open their helmets to nibble on ration bars and water. Every ten or fifteen seconds would come a gentle push, accelerating Orion after its quarry.
Absen watched the icons of the assault sleds on the screen, the pinnace behind them, as they crawled toward their target. Of his many worries now, his biggest one was wondering what kind of close-in defense systems the frigate had.
Hopefully the four hundred Arrowfish would absorb most of the counterfire, covering for the assaulting Marines packed twelve to a sled.
Hopefully the still-firing barrage of lasers would suppress whatever response the Meme had.
Hopefully he hadn’t just sent more than three hundred men to their doom in some alien deathtrap.
“Helm, can we afford a five-second burst from the Behemoths to support the boarding?”
“Superb tactic, capitaine mon capitaine. No problem.” He paused and directed the two weapons he had been using as crude rockets, turning them back into weapons for a moment. “Firing. Five seconds. Ended. Ordnance en route.”
“Nine seconds,” Ford called. “Seven… five… three. Impact.”
Tiny stars winked along the enemy ship’s elongated length, brought close by the Orion’s surviving forward optics. Some were reddish, explosions of Arrowfish missile warheads and fuel. Some were white and soft, undoubtedly a response to the incoming, some kind of short-range fusion beam perhaps. Interspersed they saw a line of black, stitching in two separate places along the flanks of the frigate, railgun impacts.
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Major Anton Stallers strapped himself in to the crash couch nearest the pinnace’s cockpit. It wasn’t really logical, but up there he felt like he had some small influence over what might happen. At least he could see out the windshield. Spaceshield. Front cockpit window. Whatever they called it in vacuum.
Not that there was much to see, just the two Marine assault pilots running their preflights one more time, and every time he looked, he felt like he might fall into the cockpit. Right now it was pointing nose-out toward the skin of the ship, meaning forward felt like down. He was glad to turn to examine his men.
Not much frightened Stallers, but he was as close to fear as possible right now – not because of the thought of assaulting the enemy ship, but because of the sheer vulnerability of his Guard Marines. Forty-seven remaining men, his eggs all in one basket. It went against his instincts – he wanted to spread out, so that one enemy missile couldn’t burn them all without ever coming to grips.
He fervently wished that Earth had had time to develop some kind of powered assault suit, so that they could fly individually through space to the enemy ship. Even the assault sleds were better than this, holding only a dozen men on each. But the Colonel had said that they couldn’t afford to leave the pinnace out of the fight and that the Guard Marines, with the full commando nano, had the best chance of making it even if they did get hit.
MacAdam was right, of course. If they got close enough, his Guards could shoot across by jumping or on suit thrusters, and like all the Marines, they had magnetic boots and gloves. If that didn’t work, they had sticky-pads they could activate, adhesive that was supposed to work in vacuum and on anything.
His men cradled their XM-33s, a hybrid weapon more like an automatic shotgun than any other terrestrial firearm. The Marines had taken to calling them “blasters.” They fired low-velocity exploding rounds, and vented the gas from their caseless cartridges backward past the wielder’s firing arm to reduce recoil. They’d test-fired them in low-G exercises inside the launch bay and found it still took a lot of practice and skill to keep from being knocked around in low gravity.
Stallers felt the pinnace shift, then its magnetic launch rails shoved them gently outward, aided by the ship’s spin. Now he was glad to be able to see out as he watched the walls slide by and give way to open space, and then weightlessness came. The view swung, and suddenly they were flying next to a massive cylinder, with rents and broken fixtures reaching outward as if to claw at them as they passed. Thrusters fired and a moment later they were away, on their short, fraught trip to the enemy frigate.
“Put your comms on the suit channel,” Stallers said to the pilots. A moment later chatter filled their helmets, clipped sounds of sled jockeys and the controllers back at the Marine’s combat direction center. Now he strained to see forward, trying to glimpse the cockpit sensor screens. Frustrated, he activated his magnetic boots and went to stand behind the pinnace drivers and try to make sense of what they saw.
The brutalized but still potent enemy frigate sat in the center of one screen. As far as he could tell, range was now six klicks and falling fast. Five. Four. Three. He could see the thing now out the front window, a white sliver directly off the nose. Two. One.
Nose thrusters fired, forcing Stallers to grab onto the pilots’ seats or fall. His eyes remained fixed out the cockpit windows, staring at a sight new to the eyes of men.
The truncated length of the frigate lit with bright flashes where lasers impacted. Dark spots spewed bits of debris and showed holes that disappeared after a moment. Stallers could see sleds to the left and right, small and far but closing in rapidly, converging on the enemy.
Abruptly hundreds of lights flared all around them in the darkness and Stallers’ heart leaped into his throat. Some kind of alien defensive weapon?
***
The Captain watched the reddish flashes and the black line on the frigate disappear, but the white pops did not. Several larger red-orange blossoms followed. Absen winced and Scoggins let out an audible moan as the bridge realized what those represented: dying sleds, twelve brave Marines in each, snuffed out in an eyeblink. They all watched for a bigger explosion, of the larger pinnace and its fifty troops inside, but thankfully it did not come.
It’s a price we all willingly pay, Absen thought, clamping down on his grief. To lead well, you must love your command, and to command well, you must kill what you love.
Then the white blooms ended. The assault troops were down.
If I was their captain, he thought, I would have spun my ship violently, making it impossible to land. Am I smarter, more flexible in my thinking, or are they just overconfident? Are they unused to real combat? What must it be like to cruise through interstellar space for tens or hundreds of years? Do Meme get rusty? In any case, now we have a chance.
***
As Stallers followed the flares toward the frigate he realized they must be something launched by Orion. That surmise was confirmed as he watched white fusion fires erupt from points around the periphery of the enemy ship, and the human weapons were rapidly picked out of the sky, with stunning precision.
Dozens burst and disappeared each second, then one – two – three sleds exploded with sickening suddenness. Stallers knew a dozen brave men and women were snuffed out with each flash, then saw the lead sleds fire their automatic retro-thrusters and launch their grapples. If those three were all they lost, then twenty-eight sleds had made it onto the skin of enemy ship.
Each sled sank its ferrocrystal-tipped grapples deep into the alien, and in one of the serendipitous happenings of war, the enemy frigate did not resist their grasping claws. Its semi-intelligent skin that adapted to any attack made a mistake. Thinking the familiar ferrocrystal was somehow friendly, the integument allowed the grapples in, then closed over them as it detected foreign material.
Winches reeled the sleds down and spinning ferrocrystal saws cut holes where they pressed to the enemy hull. In moments the Marines were in.
Stallers realized the frigate was truly looming large in the front windows of the pinnace, a section well away from the Marines in the sleds. He watched the pilots reach forward and flip red covers upward, exposing switches that they rapidly toggled. “Breaching missiles armed,” he heard the lead driver say, then, “Launch.” The man mashed a button and he heard a half-dozen clunks and thunks.
Stubby missiles streaked forward, struck the enemy, and exploded. Their hot shaped charges burned holes in the biomechanical skin, but the pits immediately started to fill – to heal, Stallers thought. The lead pilot slapped his throttles and the pinnace leaped forward, lined up on the ring of explosion points. “Brace for impact!” yelled the copilot and Stallers rapidly strode the five steps to his crash couch, his boots snapping on and off the deck. He had just clicked the harness on when he felt the shock.
The nose of the pinnace punched through the outer layer of alien biomachine, and its own healing action sealed it tight in place. The copilot hit a large red slap-button and the whole cockpit split, hinging apart in four pieces with a hydraulic whine. A cross-shaped exit appeared, leading directly into the enemy ship.
“Up and at ‘em, lads,” Stallers called over the Guards channel, and his armor-suited men leaped up and clumsily ran across the deck to the nose and into the throat of the dragon.
The world morphed into an unearthly gauntlet of heaving organic shapes. The first man in was thrown upward to ricochet off the ceiling, then to float spinning through the air. The next fired downward into the undulating floor, causing it to draw back and away. The third yelled, “Use grenades!” and those behind did so.
Each Marine carried a full suite of bomblets in an armored box attached to his front. There were the standard straight high explosives, shrapnel, and thermite. They also carried some of the deadliest chemical weapons mankind had ever produced: the most advanced nerve gas, blood and blister agent.
“HE first,” Stallers called as his men pushed into the room, firing at the pulsing walls, ceiling and floor. A dozen high explosives flew forward to blow chunks out of the landscape. But the stuff closed up almost as fast as they could damage it, organic healing like its own Eden Plague. Too bad their version doesn’t make them feel guilty about genocide, Stallers thought.
“Thermite!” he ordered next, and the hot-burning devices arced into the room. With their external pickups the Guard Marines heard hissing as of roasting meat, and the living material pulled away from the hot sunlets until they drifted weightless in a larger, less-crowded space.
“Bring up the flamethrowers,” Stallers ordered as his men continued to pump explosive rounds into their surroundings, driving back the walls of alien flesh. As soon as the four men with the devices got there, he directed, “Hit the thermites, force them against the walls.”
The four did as ordered, streams of flaming napalm shoving the still-burning thermite grenades deeper into the interior like carnival squirt guns on bobbing balloons. As the interior filled with fire, the stuff of the ship drew back further and further, until all of his command was inside the frigate in a space the size of a volleyball court.
Stallers called to the pilots, “Pinnace, this is Alpha One. Prepare to launch another round of breaching missiles straight into the interior on my mark. I don’t want this thing recovering. And use the forward thrusters to burn it if you have to.”
“Roger Alpha One,” came the laconic reply. “By Land, By Sea, By Space.”
“Bloody well right. Flamethrowers, cease fire. First and third squad, keep up a suppressing fire. Second and fourth, set breaching charges as soon as the fire goes out.” The flame liquid contained its own oxidant, as no one had known for sure what the atmosphere would be like inside the enemy ship.
Just then openings like sphincters rent the walls, the ceiling, and the floors. In fact, weightless as they were, there were really no walls or ceiling or floor. Through these holes poured things like octopi, ropy soft-looking white spiders that nevertheless caught the nearest men setting the charges and tore limbs off.
“Flamethrowers!” Stallers yelled. “Their armor is proof, danger close, do it!” The flame wielders sprayed their napalm back and forth, until the octopuspiders twitched crisping in flame. He tried not to think about the men whose suits had already been breached by the attackers, and the fire that even now licked at their flesh. The nano will heal them, he thought.
He hoped.
Stallers switched channels while they finished setting the charges. “Colonel, Stallers here, do you copy?”
“Here, what is it, Major?”
“Sir, we’re in off the pinnace. We’ve been hit by spidery things and I have several casualties; am placing breaching charges now. Flame seems to be the most effective thing we’ve found.”
“Use the chems when you run out of flame, Major,” Colonel MacAdam replied.
“Aye, sir, will do. Stallers out.” He waved an arm. “Get those men back in the pinnace.” His two medics maneuvered the broken bodies of his casualties back toward the relative safety of the boat. If there was life left in them, they might recover.
“Fall back! Fire in the hole!” Fourth squad leader called, and as soon as his troops had gotten some distance the massive breaching charges detonated. Gobbets of flesh flew and a greenish mist filled the atmosphere, making Stallers glad he was breathing suit air. Holes gaped now in the perimeter, and Stallers ordered his men forward. “Quarter and search by squads, just like the plan,” he called, watching his men exit the room through the new doors.
He scrambled back into the pinnace until he could get his mag-boots on the floor, then checked his fallen. Four bodies lay lined up and two others sat in crash couches attended by the medics. Six down, forty-one left. “You two, catch up with your squads. I’ll do what I can here.” The medics bounded off. He heard them using suit thrusters as soon as they crossed into the interiors. Why didn’t I think of that?
Stallers got the two live ones bottles of proto-nutrient drink to provide their nano with fuel and told them to help hold the pinnace against any counterattack. Then he clomped over to the edge of the floor where it met the interior of the alien ship.
He opened the fitted box on the front of his torso and selected a nerve agent grenade. “Pinnace, close the nose and pressurize, clean up your air.” As the hydraulics whined he stepped to the edge, keeping his magnetic boots attached long enough to walk onto the outer skin of the boat as it closed. Then he pulled the pin and tossed the chemical grenade.
These weapons were not actually in gas form – rather, they were liquids that would rapidly aerosolize. The grenade flew lazily across the room to explode against the quivering wall.
Immediately the area turned black and began to shrivel. The process proceeded and the blotch widened and travelled, to eventually slough off a chunk of flesh the size of several beef steers. Not very efficient here, where there’s so much flesh, but should be good in enclosed spaces.
He told the pinnace pilots over his link, “Give me one minute, then fire off that set of breaching missiles, and like I said, give them shots of hot thrusters now and again to keep this area from healing. If you have to, pull out. No reason to lose the pinnace. If we don’t win, we’re all dead anyway.”
***
Skull groaned as he came to. The back of his head throbbed as if someone had whacked it with a baseball bat. His entire body ached and his skin felt as if it had been stretched and split. Must have been acceleration, he thought. How many gravities? Ten, twenty, more? Enough to kill an unaugmented man, for sure. Hooray for nano.
He had no idea how long he had been out for, and he wondered why no white cells had come to eat him. Perhaps they had tasted him and found they did not like him. Or perhaps they misrecognized him as friendly, since he was wearing a Meme-derived biosuit.
He tried to move, but could not. Must be my spine, or worse. Best to just lie here until I heal. He drifted off into a fog of pain.
Skull opened his eyes to see human figures in armored suits standing over him. They did it, he thought. They boarded the ship like pirates. Like Marines. Well done, boys and girls. He was filled with an elation that grew and grew, until lightning throbbed through his bones and sang along his nerves.
Suddenly he perceived himself lying on the floor, as if from above. His body, encased in the bio-suit, surrounded by armored figures, jerked and thrashed in seizure, and in the moment before the tunnel of light swallowed him, he knew the nano had gotten him in the end.
Fair exchange, was his last living thought.
***
Launching himself across the now basketball-court-sized room, Stallers thrustered himself through the slowly closing hole First Squad had taken. He set one blood agent and one blister agent chem grenade against the edge of the hole, where the clotting tackiness held them in place. Then he pulled the pins and fired off his suit jets.
He heard the pops behind him but didn’t bother to check on the effects. Victory lay ahead, not behind, and though he was smart enough not to think the Guards company commander should take point, he was Marine enough to know he had to be where the fight was.
Besides, there was always the Final Option.
He patted his belly self-consciously. Under the grenade box rested a transverse-mounted detachable cylinder the size of a small scuba tank. It was a 0.1 kiloton atomic device, probably not big enough to vaporize the frigate, but certainly enough to gut it.
And kill every Marine aboard. The equivalent of one hundred metric tons of TNT, it was their insurance. Each company commander and the Colonel carried one, to be used at his own discretion. It was insurance that no matter what, their gamble would pay off, if only even money. For the safety of Earth, it would be a small price.
His external pickups brought him the sounds of firing up ahead and he switched to First Squad’s freq. They sounded cool and disciplined, and he was pleased to see them moving with precise motions in the microgravity, bracing themselves before each shot, firing with deliberation at nightmare creatures that crawled and flapped to attack.
The fight was slow and surreal but not particularly difficult, and Stallers wondered about the enemy response. Sure, he figured the frigate and its alien crew had their hands full, what with the pounding they took and the hundreds of Marines dealing a thousand internal pinpricks, but he thought the internal defense seemed mindless. These things were strong but soft; purpose-built security creatures should have hard armor made of ferrocrystal, and claws that could snip off limbs. They should have projectile weapons powered by chemical reactions or compressed gas or something along those lines, yet they had seen nothing more than a horde of dangerous gummi-spiders that died in droves.
Moving to another chamber, Stallers heard the point man cry out, “I got something new!”
“Show me,” Stallers said, pushing to the fore. In the next room he saw the shape, huge, eight feet tall and proportionally heavy, but lying inert on the floor. It had a darkened faceplate and for a moment he could swear there were human eyes behind it. Then it jerked and thrashed, as if in seizure.
The Marines backed up and raised their weapons but Stallers barked, “Don’t fire! Keep the assault going. I’ll handle this.”
His men moved on and he watched the thing – the man in the suit, he thought, until it stopped, stilled, and died. That it was dead was made clear when the suit split in several places to reveal a shaven-headed man in commando spidersilks. Rolling the inert body over with effortless strength, Stallers observed that the man’s back had been pulped beyond even nanites’ ability to repair. “Poor bugger,” he said out loud to himself. I know who this was – that commando that ran off with the alien. Was he a prisoner, a traitor, or a hero? Shaking his head, he hurried to rejoin his men.
First Squad Leader waved him forward in the next room where the men guarded a large hole in the wall. The Major bounded to the opening and grabbed the edge before committing himself. He looked up at a startlingly normal scene, at least by comparison with the organic world of the rest of the ship. This room had a flat floor, glowing lights and panels, concave hemispherical displays and what must be consoles with knobby control sticks and large round buttons.
Three large pools perhaps five meters in diameter occupied half of the floor space, each one within long reach of a bank of consoles. Each was mostly filled by puddles of yellow-green goo. Immediately beyond the pools, an explosion had blown apart an enormous section of the control consoles.
Puddles? Gravity? They have artificial gravity!
Stallers stepped inside and immediately felt a pull toward the floor of perhaps one third of a G. I sure hope they can’t increase it to ten or a hundred Gs. That would be some defense mechanism, to simply smear us with our own weight. But that didn’t happen, and he charged forward with his Guard Marines at his heels, to surround the figure and the things in the pools.
“Hold your fire!” Stallers called. “This looks like the control center. We don’t want to damage anything unless we must. Cover those aliens with the flamethrower. Roast them if they try anything.” His men ran to do his bidding.
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“Orion, we have met the enemy and they are ours.” The transmission from Colonel MacAdam set up a round of wild spontaneous cheering throughout the ship. Work did not stop, but it became less grim and desperate, more deliberate and thoughtful, as the entire crew came to know that yes, they had survived and succeeded, and all that was left to do was to limp home.
On the bridge Absen slumped. “Congratulations, Colonel. You may have just saved us all. Give my regards to your Marines. Let us know what you need.”
“We’re fine here for a few hours, Captain, but we’ll be happy to see Orion parking nearby. And sir…we have three alien prisoners, and a dead man.”
“A dead man?” Absen shook his head in confusion. “You mean a casualty?”
“No, sir, it’s not one of us. We found him dying here on the ship.”
“Who is it?”
“Major Stallers thinks it’s that commando that ran off with the alien woman. It looks like he blew up their control center before he died.”
Absen thought about that for a moment. Finally he responded, “Good thing he did, then. Keep a close eye on the aliens, Colonel. Intel will want to debrief them.” If they can communicate.
“Yes, sir, we can handle it.”
“Excellent. Orion out.” He touched an icon on his armrest control screen. “Infirmary, Captain Absen here. Once you get a chance, send someone to the CCC, low priority.” Clicking off, he carefully pushed himself out of his seat, swaying in the low shifting gravity. “Bring the spin up to fifteen percent, Mister Okuda, and match velocities with our prize. Carefully.”
“Aye aye, Skipper,” Okuda said jauntily.
“Thanks, little buddy,” responded Absen. He saw puzzlement cross Okuda’s brow while others on the bridge chuckled. Guess they didn’t get Gilligan’s Island in the Congo.
Our prize, he repeated to himself. An old term for a ship captured in battle. But with their own drive so badly damaged, how in the hell were they going to get it back to Earth? They might have to wait for the Artemis, might have to drift around here for two or three more months. He didn’t even know what direction they were headed, but it was one in a thousand that it was toward Earth.
Getting out of his seat as the gravity rose, he made his way carefully down to Johnstone and popped open the man’s helmet. His pulse was strong under Absen’s forefinger, and peeling back an eyelid revealed normal pupils and the herky-jerky motion of REM. That was as far as his medical training took him and he was happy to see an Asian man with a caduceus on his collar climb the ladder into the bridge. The captain pointed silently at Johnstone and the doc shuffled over, holding onto handrails.
He opened his medkit and pulled out a diagnoster, using it to scan the unconscious Comms tech. Two minutes later he said in precise Queens English, “He’s fine, sir, as far as I can tell. Just in some kind of intense fugue state, if I was to guess. He’s got several cybernetic implants and some of them run into his brain. If you want to bring him out of it I can give him a stimulant and unhook him from the jack there, but I am really just shooting in the dark. He’s an Eden carrier so it might just be best to wait.”
“Thank you, Doctor, we’ll wait. I’m sure you have other more pressing patients.”
“Quite so, I do sir. Good day,” he responded, then hustled off.
“You heard the doc, leave him be. Ensign, I guess you’re in charge of Comms. What’s your name?”
“Mirza, sir. Iranian Navy.”
“You’re Earth Space Navy now, Mirza.”
“I didn’t know there was such a thing, sir.”
“There isn’t, but I swear there will be soon. I’m proud of you, Mirza, you and everyone on this bridge and on this ship.”
The dark-haired young man blushed red and turned back to his board, and there were smiles all around. “Might want to tell the rest of the crew, sir,” Master Chief Timmons said from behind Absen.
He’d forgotten the man was even there, silent backup for his captain. And I have to deal with deLille. Later. Let her stew. “Good idea, COB.” He punched for shipwide, composed another inspiring speech, and recited it with sincerity.
When that was done Mirza spoke up. “Sir, there is a transmission coming in.”
“From Earth?”
“No, sir. I mean, yes sir, there’s a lot of gabble from Earth but you said to ignore it all until you were ready, and all our telemetry has been continuously sent back, so they already know the outline of what happened.”
“Get to the point, Ensign.”
“Yes, sir, I mean, there’s a transmission from nearby us. From there.” He pointed at a screen, the one that showed the largest scale and thus the greatest area of space. On it an icon flashed yellow.
“Conn, Sensors, bogey, one hundred sixty thousand kilometers!” the Sensors officer said excitedly.
“Yes, Scoggins, I think Mister Mirza scooped you. Are you slacking off?”
“Sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.”
“I hope not. Now, what’s the transmission?”
“It says…sir, it says, ‘Orion ahoy, permission to come aboard – Raphaela.’”
Absen sat bolt upright. “The alien! The one that flew off almost a year ago with the rogue commando...the dead one we found.”
“Unless it’s a trick, sir,” Ford said darkly from Weapons.
Absen frowned. “You keep thinking that way, Ford, and I might not fire you when this is all over. Mirza, how do we know it’s not a trick?”
“It’s coming through on video, sir. And Sensors could take a look at the source.”
“Already on it. Here,” Scoggins said as she threw up an image showing a rounded, winged shuttle. The scale bar on the display made it out to be about fifty meters long.
“Okay, looks like the craft that landed on Earth. Link the video.”
A moment later the main screen jerked and fuzzed, then showed a view of a blindingly beautiful young woman, the goddess they all remembered from the media frenzy of her landing in South Africa almost a year ago. Beside her in a kind of cradle-seat sat a tiny boy-child with clear blue eyes and a gurgling smile.
With a frown Raphaela said, “Good to see you all,” in rich contralto tones. She reached a hand over to caress the boy. “Ezekiel Denham says hello too. Permission to come aboard?”
Flabbergasted, the bridge fell silent, then turned as one to their captain for a response. Absen shut his open mouth and spoke when he was certain he wasn’t going to say something stupid. “We’re a little busy right now, miss. We could use a few hours to make repairs. Is it urgent?”
“Why don’t we rendezvous near the Meme scout ship. I have a feeling I can be of great use to you. But first…” her face turned worried. “Did you find Warrant Officer Denham on the Meme ship?”
Absen nodded sadly. “We did, but unfortunately he didn’t make it.”
The goddess’ eyes teared. “Thank you, Captain. Please leave his body where you found it for me. I need to see him exactly as he fell.”
“All right,” he said. “We’ll be waiting. Orion out.” The video cut off.
“I still don’t trust her,” muttered Ford.
“And neither do I, really,” said Absen. “Mister Tobias, I want two Stewards with her at all times.”
“What about the baby, sir?” Tobias asked with a slight twitch of his eyebrow.
“If you think he’s dangerous, give him a minder too, maybe Repeth.” Absen said with a straight face. “What do you think he is, some kind of mini-me?”
The bridge laughed, and someone called out, “Or a mini-Meme!” But Tobias only smiled faintly. “Who knows, with these aliens, sir.”
“Hm. Fine, keep an eye on the baby too.”
Tobias nodded gravely. Absen wondered how much of that was serious and how much was the man’s dry humor. Either way, he was right. With aliens who could absorb a human being and become something else, you could just never tell.
“Helm, how long until we catch up to the…to our prize?”
Okuda answered, “Five hours, twenty minutes at current speed. I’d prefer not to use the drive if we don’t have to. I’m starting to get some warning signs on my diagnostics.”
“Very well. Comms, sound secure from battle stations and general quarters, go to normal watch rotations. Pass the word for Commander Huen, bring the auxiliary bridge crew here and conduct turnover and relief.”
Absen caught an odd look passing over Okuda’s face before the man turned away and closed his eyes, to commune with the computers. He wondered what that was about. Perhaps he wanted to stay on duty for a while longer, but everyone needed sleep. Even me, Absen thought. He’d long ago learned to resist the urge to stay awake too long. It just promoted mistakes.
He was very thankful when Huen arrived leading a troop of fresh – well, fresher – bridge officers. Okuda’s relief came in last, a puffy-faced mustached German named Ingold, and the two Helmsmen exchanged looks, as if possessed of secret knowledge. Absen put it down to their odd little fraternity of astronaut-helmsmen; he couldn’t chase down every twitch and nuance or he could lose his mind.
After a thorough turnover – and instructions to leave Johnstone alone in his trance – Absen stumbled, head suddenly swimming with fatigue and stress reaction, to his bunk.
***
He took his next shift after just enough restorative sleep. Absen knew everyone was tired. He had taken four hours to make sure he wouldn’t make any stupid mistakes, then he ordered Commander Huen to bed for eight. The man probably had been stimming, but he was an Eden and could take the chemical abuse.
Speaking of Edens, he said to himself, I feel a lot better than I have any right to. And I feel like myself. Perhaps my fears were unfounded. “Report, starting with Engineering,” he ordered crisply as he sat down. It looked like he had a whole new crop of officers on the bridge, except for Johnstone, who now sat alert and seemingly unaffected. I’ll get to him in a moment.
“Power at thirty-six percent. All breaches sealed, air supplies at nineteen percent.”
“What does that mean, nineteen percent? How long?”
“Given the current remaining crew, about five weeks, sir.”
Absen breathed a sigh of relief. He really had no idea how they would get more oxygen, and it was tragic that they had five weeks only because they had lost so many people to breathe it, but that was a problem for tomorrow. “Casualties?”
Master Chief Timmons answered from his niche, putting down his coffee cup to look at his tablet. How the man had managed to find hot lifer-juice in the chaos was beyond him, until he saw the small portable brewer bolted to the deck by his feet. “Crew, six hundred sixty-four fit for duty. One hundred twenty-two in the Infirmary. One sucked out into space in her suit, the pinnace is going to pick her up on the next run to the prize. Marines, two hundred five fit for duty, forty-five in the infirmary. In total, nine hundred thirty-seven living souls.”
“Out of an original complement of three thousand five hundred. Christ, that’s three out of every four dead.” Absen pressed his palms into his forehead for a moment.
“Hell of a price, sir,” responded Timmons, “but we won.”
“Yes we did. Helm,” Absen asked the unfamiliar man in the cockpit, “how long until we park? Dock. Whatever we call it.”
“We’ll match velocity in about twenty-five minutes, Captain. Do you want me to bring us close enough to dock?”
“Can we even dock with another ship?”
“With an Earth ship, yes. With the prize, unknown. Either way, we would have to take all spin off the ship.”
“Another design issue for the future. All right, hold off, just get as close as you think best. Sensors?”
“On the screens, sir. No bogeys.”
“No bogeys? What about those drones?”
Rick Johnstone had been waiting patiently for this moment, and he cleared his throat. Seeing Absen’s look of assent, he spoke. “We have control of the drones, sir.” He looked almost…smug.
Well, the kid deserves it, thought Absen, if he got control of the alien machines. “What can you do with them, Johnstone?”
“Anything you want, sir.”
“Fine. Turn them over to Helm and call for your relief. People as tired as you are make mistakes.”
Johnstone looked like he might protest, but then nodded. “Yes, sir.” He touched a sequence of keys. “Helm, you have control of the drones. Codes and instructions are in the first file. Right now they’re inert and listening.”
“Roger, I haff zem.” Ingold the helmsman busied himself learning how to give the alien machines instructions.
“Before you go, Johnstone…what did you do?” Absen asked.
“Well, sir, when I saw the drones were not just observing us but launching weapons, I jammed them with the radars using their own amplified signals. I fed them their own commands, but all randomized. I figured they couldn’t do us much harm if I could keep them confused. At the same time I had the KimPark chewing on their encryption. Once it was broken, I just worked my way inside and took them over. They’re amazing machines, sir.” Johnstone started to become enthusiastic, warming to the topic.
“All right, and you’ll have at least a month to study them, but for now, your relief is here. Go get some sleep.” Absen watched kindly as the young man climbed down the ladder off the bridge, then turned back to his waiting officers and continued the report. “Whatever happened with that infestation someone told me about?”
“Medical got it contained, sir.” Engineering told him. “Some kind of metal-eating bacteria. It cracked one of the reactors, and destroyed a gyro, along with some other generalized damage, but once we figured it out…nothing that bleach won’t kill, they said.”
“Good to hear. Who’s next?”
***
At the end of his shift in the command chair, Steward Repeth leaned over to whisper to her Captain. “The woman wants to see you now.”
“Woman?”
“The Blend, sir. Raphaela.” She tapped the squadcomm in her ear. “She’s waiting in your office.”
“All right.” He walked the short distance to his cabin in silence until he thought of something. “How did she dock with Orion?”
“I’m told she came over in a spacesuit, sir, through the forward airlock,” Repeth replied.
“No baby?”
“No baby, sir.”
“Huh. Well, that’s her problem, I suppose.” He rounded the corner and spotted Tobias standing imperturbably outside his office. The man gave him an unfathomable look and then turned to open the door for Absen.
Inside his office Absen stopped and lost his breath for a moment. The television pictures had been simply unable to do justice to the beauty and physical presence of the young woman – alien – Blend – in front of him. A graceful six feet, he felt like she was even taller, not used to women that nearly matched him in height. More to the point, she glowed with vitality and life, though it was a cold beauty now, with grief upon her face.
And even packed into a shapeless coverall, he saw she was built like a brick house.
“You can close your mouth, Captain,” she snapped. “Don’t want to drool on your nice clean deck.”
“Sorry miss. You’re quite striking.”
She stared at Absen in stark disbelief. “What does that matter? Alan is dead.”
“I’m sorry for your loss. Please sit down.” Absen said, walking around to place his desk between them, immediately feeling better. “The child’s father?”
“Yes,” she said as she sat. “Marine Warrant Officer Alan Christopher Denham.” She spoke with obvious pride. “How did he die?”
“Saving all our lives, it seems. They say he blew up the Meme ship control center. That threw it out of control, and may have allowed us to capture it. We owe him a lot.”
Holding back tears, Raphaela nodded. “I will grieve later. Now you need to let me help you.”
“Help us?” Absen stood up to loom over the seated woman. “I’m sorry about Denham, but I just lost two thousand or more people. Now we have five weeks of air, and my helmsman tells me our prize is on course for interstellar space if we don’t find some way to bring it back. Orion can barely fly herself home – we hope – at least into Earth orbit, and we are obviously not set up to tow anything, since accelerating involves throwing nuclear bombs out our back end. So,” he concluded heavily, leaning on his knuckles, “what is it that you can you do for us?”
She chose not to stand, instead sitting back and folding her hands. “I’m the answer to all your problems, Captain. I can fly the Meme scout ship home, if it isn’t completely dead from the battle. I can try to save its life, and if your Marines didn’t kill all the Meme on board, I can question your prisoners. I’m your deus ex machina, but I want something in return.”
“I’m listening.”
“I want Alan’s body, and the suit he was in.”
Absen sat back down. “All right. And I’m not even going to ask why.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Raphaela said with relief.
“So now, will you go take a look at the frigate?” Absen saw her look of confusion. “The prize, the scout ship. We called it a frigate. It certainly fought like one.”
Raphaela’s look turned to distress. “Oh, no, Captain. I have only limited information about the Meme, since much of the Watcher Base data was destroyed four thousand years ago, but I do know that that was no frigate. That was a survey ship. Like…like what the Navy would call a patrol boat, at most.” She made a hissing sound through her teeth. “If that had been a frigate, you’d all be dead, and I’d still be laying low.”
Absen leaned back, questions churning through his mind. How the hell did Markis let this wellspring of information get away, he wondered, then remembered with shame how the problem until recently had been the alien plagues that had ultimately killed over a billion people. In that light he could understand their focus on the biological struggle instead of the military.
“All right, I’m suitably impressed with the scary aliens. Any idea how soon they will show up?”
“I may be able to find out from the scout ship. I suggest we make it soon. If it dies, there won’t be anything I can do about it.”
“If what dies?” Absen asked, puzzled.
“The Meme ship. It’s alive, just like mine. Just like the Watcher Base. All Meme machinery is biomachinery. That’s why you need me. Humanity doesn’t even have the knowledge to understand the ways to learn the language to talk to the machines to learn how to control them – are you starting to get the picture?”
“Okay, we’re outclassed on this bio stuff, but we beat them, didn’t we?”
Raphaela stared at Absen in silence. Finally she assented, as if giving him a gift he didn’t deserve. “Yes, you beat them. Here, in this place, like a caveman jumping a Space Marine and beating him to death with a club. Well done.” She stood up to loom over him this time, and he saw in her eyes not the young woman that had volunteered for Blending, but the weight of four thousand years staring out at him.
She went on in an emphatic, almost angry voice. “But you and I are just a culmination of a string of brave, smart, lucky, self-sacrificing actions by a lot of people, starting with one courageous Russian biologist, a secret Jew that kept his Talmud and his Torah behind a false panel in his miserable little apartment on a bleak biological warfare research base in the middle of Siberia. One man that had the brains and guts to respond to a binary message that showed up on his computer, and keep it hidden from his Soviet masters. One man that talked to me for eleven years and never betrayed himself or me while I fed him information on how to build a virus that would save humanity from themselves and from alien invasion.”
Absen shook his head. It was all too much. “You mean that you created the Eden Plague?”
“No, a man named Aaronovsky did. It seemed like the best we could do at the time. I didn’t have the facilities to create it or I’d have just dropped it on Earth myself, so I taught him how to do it with the poor tools he had,” she said patiently. “But then the Soviet Union fell, and I lost him in the chaos. I tried to find people that would talk to me, that would believe me, but do you know how hard it is to find a competent microbiologist from beyond the orbit of Jupiter, while not being detected by SETI?”
Absen held up his hands. “All right, all right. You convinced me; I’m in complete awe of you. More to the point, I have to trust you. I can’t see any other way. But I’m damn wary of Greeks bearing gifts, if you know what I mean.”
“Okay, you can watch me with all your people. You won’t need those Marines for anything else but security for a while, after all.”
“So you mean the Meme won’t be showing up with reinforcements any time soon?”
“Like I said,” she repeated with a hint of exasperation, “I’ll let you know when I find out. But Meme think in terms of centuries, not days and weeks. I'd bet the next ship, if there is one, will be at least a few months or years in coming. Now, can we get on with it?”
“Fine. Just make sure nothing you do scares your guards too much. They just lost a lot of their brothers and sisters to the Meme and some of them might want to take it out on you.”
“And you wonder why I chose to look like this?” She gestured at her own body. “Most people respond well to a beautiful woman.”
“Can’t argue with that,” he said dryly. “All right. Tobias!”
The man opened the door. “Sir?”
“Take Miss Raphaela here to…wherever she wants. Keep two Stewards with her as long as she’s aboard Orion, and pass the word she’s not to be impeded as long as she doesn’t do anything weird.”
“Weird, sir?”
“Yes, dammit, weird, and no, I don’t know what that means. Use your best judgment.” He nodded as they left, then reached for his desk computer and headset. Once he got through to MacAdam he gave instructions to the Marine Colonel about Denham’s body and Raphaela. Then he called for his officers.
Staff meeting in space; what’s the world coming to, he thought as he entered the intelligence fusion center. It was the only intact meeting room big enough to hold most of his remaining thirty-some officers, and he wanted to talk to as many of them as he could. They snapped to attention and he told them to take their seats. Then he laid out the current situation, calling on key officers to give brief reports, and started to hammer out some kind of plan.
It took hours; these kinds of things were ugly but necessary, even in wartime, to make sure everyone was on board and understood the whole situation. Once the meeting broke up, Absen knew the officers would – should – go back and brief their sections, ensuring everyone in the crew knew as much as anyone. It kept mistakes to a minimum, made them feel valued, and reduced the scuttlebutt. Nothing like an unchecked rumor to cause some kind of fiasco, he thought.
***
On the Meme ship, Raphaela’s first priority was to see Skull’s body...and suit. As she had asked, it lay just where it had fallen, congealed in a pool of blood. Parts of him were strangely pristine, showing where the nano had healed him before it had killed him. For she knew that was what had happened; cracking his skull and the meniscus surrounding his brain had let them in, and the nano had run riot, trying in their clumsy way to repair his grey matter. Like amateur painters trying to restore an ancient masterpiece, they caused far more damage than they healed, and it was ultimately fatal.
She reached over to the pieces of the bio-suit, kneading a part of the helmet until it gave up a tiny module under her fingers. Then she knelt and cried, placing her hand on his head, on the shaven skull that she knew so well. She stayed that way for a long while.
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Major General Nguyen observed Colonel MacAdam from the dark corner of the Marines’ empty Operations Center where he had secreted himself. Drawing on his old skills and his new understanding of Dadirri, he had walked past sentries without a trace, murmuring words that clouded their minds for just long enough to slip by. There were no mechanical impediments to movement, such as keypads or chip-locks, at least not here. Marine guards should have been enough.
It was the origin of his nickname “Spooky,” this art of invisibility, now perfected.
As the Orion licked its gaping wounds, he watched MacAdam sitting in his chair alone in front of the wall of screens. Right now that wall was mostly dark, just a few pieces with displays of status graphs, showing seas of red and yellow indicators. The Colonel’s injured leg rested on the rail in front of him, the cast around his foot strangely truncated.
Nguyen knew that those who lost mere pieces and parts were the lucky ones; much of the crew had lost their lives, many suddenly and without warning. As in naval combat on the high seas, ofttimes death came from an unseen projectile, carrying away life and limb with startling finality. But he was not concerned about MacAdam’s body, only his state of mind.
The man banged one fist softly on the arm of his chair, rhythmically for a time, then sporadically, listening to the beat of his own internal drummer. He might have been mourning the deaths of so many of his Marines, but his other hand roved over the stubble of his own face as if undecided about something. That same hand scratched at his crew-cut hair and rubbed the back of his neck, tapped his chin or nose, or dug crusts out of eyes too long open and awake.
If Nguyen had been a betting man, he would wager that MacAdam was struggling with a decision. So he decided the wisest course was to help the man make the right choice, rather than waiting for him to commit to the wrong one and then have to kill him. He stepped forward softly.
“Good day, Colonel,” he said quietly.
MacAdam started, twisting around to look at the apparition in black. “Dear God. General Nguyen?” He began to stand, but Nguyen waved him back to his seat.
“Yes, I am here.”
“But…why? You’re not supposed to be...” Nguyen could see thoughts churned in his head. “Why didn’t you show yourself earlier?”
“I should think that would be obvious.”
The big Australian rubbed his face yet again. “I’m really tired, sir. I’d appreciate it if you get to the point.”
Interesting…he has some doubts, or some fears. He may doubt himself and his own intentions, or he may fear mine.
“So be it. Colonel, you are a man on a knife edge. You must decide who and what you are.”
“Bloody hell, I hate all this Eastern mystic crap. Just what is this all about?”
“You know very well what it is about. Smythe approached you, probably in the last month before launch, perhaps as late as the day prior, and offered you a deal. Is that Western and direct enough for you, Colonel?”
MacAdam clawed for his sidearm, a look of fear on his face, and Nguyen did nothing at all to impede him. The big handgun pointed at the smaller man’s chest, shaky but unlikely to miss at such point-blank range. “And if I kill you, I can take the deal.”
“Correct. You can.” Nguyen waited, impassive.
MacAdam waited too, then got tired of it. “I don’t understand you. With your skills you could have tried for the gun, maybe taken it from me. Or you could have a gun trained on me instead.”
“You ask me why? You are not a stupid man, Colonel. Knowing me as you do, why do you think I am standing here now?”
“I don’t know! I don’t understand politicians like you. All I ever wanted to do was serve my country and the world.”
Spooky shook his head. “That’s not all you want. You want to rise high. You want General’s insignia on your shoulders and all the prestige that comes with them. You want to be glorified as the hero of the first battle of the defense of Earth. But now a serpent has tempted you with a shortcut. She holds out the fruit of her favor. Will you take it?”
The shaking in MacAdam’s hand grew, until finally he placed the weapon flat on the table beside him. “Dammit…you’re half right. She also has my family. She says they’ll only be safe if I do as she told me.”
“Ah. Your family.” Nguyen reached inside his jacket for an envelope. “Here are some photographs that may relieve your mind. Sorry about the quality, I had to use a low-density transmitter.”
MacAdam looked at the printouts one by one, showing his wife and children smiling, holding the Sydney newspaper of the day after the launch, Colonel Alkina with a forced smile off to the side. The photos sagged into his lap as he put his head back against the chair and closed his eyes in defeat and relief. “All right,” he whispered. “Thank you. I’ll resign.”
“Nonsense. I won’t let you shirk your duty so easily. You led your men into combat. They followed you, not me. You are the hero who stormed and captured the enemy ship. I forged the weapon, you wielded it with pride and honor.” Nguyen stepped forward to hold out his hand. “Well done, Colonel.”
MacAdam stared at the hand for a moment, then took it with solemn wonder and gratitude.
“Now get some sleep,” Nguyen ordered, “and keep my presence secret for now.” He left the Ops Center as spooky as he came in.
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Master Helmsman Okuda stood at attention outside Captain Absen’s office door.
Tobias looked at him curiously, but kept his mouth shut. It was a good trait in a bodyguard, keeping silence. Still, he wondered what was making the Congolese cue-ball nervous. From what he’d seen the man was calm and imperturbable, highly professional. Scuttlebutt said he was a hero, had saved the ship with his piloting. He shrugged within himself. There were many mysteries to what went on around any senior officer. Sometimes Security knew, sometimes they didn’t. He’d gotten used to it.
“Send him in,” Tobias heard, and did that thing. The door shut behind Okuda. That was the Captain’s business as well, being alone with subordinates. He hated being even a second away from defending his principal, but he knew Absen was a fine hand with that .45 he kept within reach, so he just stayed relaxed. After all, the door wasn’t locked.
Inside the office Absen looked Okuda up and down with a certain amount of surprise. “What can I do for you, Master Helm?” he asked the man. He was clearly uncomfortable.
“Sir, I am reporting for discipline.”
Absen sat back, running a hand over his thin crew cut. “For what?” He saw Okuda hesitate. “Come on, man. You saved the ship many times. Whatever it is, I think you have mitigating circumstances on your side.”
“Yes, sir.” He took a deep breath. “I used your authorization to let deLille out of her quarters.”
“Oh? Why? I’m not going to press any charges. Being kept out of the battle was punishment enough, I think.”
“That’s just it, sir. She wasn’t kept out of the battle.”
“Really?” Absen leaned forward, putting his elbows on his desk. “Tell me.”
“I had her released before we closed with the enemy. I used your codes and recorded voice to tell the guards to escort her to the auxiliary bridge for duty, and return her to quarters afterward.”
Absen cupped his chin in one palm. “Interesting. And you did this because you two are lovers?”
Okuda’s jaw dropped for a moment. “You knew? No sir. I mean, yes we are, but that wasn’t why. It’s because she’s the best pilot this ship has.”
“But not the best Helmsman.”
Okuda blinked, nostrils flaring to a deep breath. “Perhaps not. But she worked with me the whole battle, picking up my slack when I was overloaded with tasks, so she fought too. And if the main bridge was destroyed, we needed the best we had to take over in the auxiliary CCC. I know she gets along well with Commander Huen.”
“All right, you’ve informed me, thank you. Now go get some sleep; you’re about to fall over from fatigue.”
“Captain…can you release her now?”
“No, Chief, I think my leniency has been tested enough. Let her think about the error of her ways for a while. And next time you visit her, you can tell her well done, but I suggest she find another ship just as soon as she can. Perhaps Commander Huen will take her when they give him one.”
“But Captain –”
“Dismissed, Mister Okuda. Go. Mitigation does not always mean forgiveness.”
“Yes, sir.” Snapping to attention, Okuda turned on his heel and exited Absen’s office, holding his sigh of relief until he was well into the corridor. That could have been much worse. Then he followed his captain’s orders and fell into his bunk, stopping only to relieve himself on the way.
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“I love you,” Skull told Raphaela as they floated in the void together.
“I know you do. That’s why I saved this piece of you.”
“Piece of me?” His disembodied presence tried to look around, but found he could do nothing but hover, and perceive the woman he loved.
“Yes. I’m talking with an engram your suit recorded on a data module. I’m sorry, Alan, but you’re gone.”
“I remember…but I don’t feel gone. Can’t you keep me…like this?”
“I can, and I will. But it’s only a piece of you, all I could save. You’re loaded into the nervous system of the Meme ship, as am I. This is just a virtual construct.”
“Okay…so what now?”
“I wanted to talk to you this way for a bit. To make sure you were sane.”
He tried to shrug, but there was no result. “I feel sane.”
“Do you remember when we were talking about Blending, and what it meant to share minds or bodies?”
“Yes, I remember.”
“Do you want to be a ship?”
“What are my choices?”
“This, or oblivion. I can’t countenance trying to load your memories into a human brain. Maybe someday, when we know more. But for now, you can be awake, and your mind can learn to run the ship – be the ship – or you can go to sleep, and I’ll wake you up later, when I figure something else out.”
“I’ll be the ship.” He tried to smile, tried to reach for her, but could do nothing. “You knew, didn't you?”
“Knew what?”
“That this would happen.”
Raphaela sighed. “I thought it might. You seemed bent on an heroic death. To expiate your guilt, I guess.”
“You plan well for a girl in her twenties.”
She laughed, painfully, ironically. “All it took was for you to die to make you finally believe I'm human?”
Skull laughed flatly. “It was a joke. Sorry. I'm not myself lately.” He tried to do...anything, again, but failed. “What now?”
“We’ll take it slow. Let’s start with a little scenery.” She began to manipulate the mental environment, and suddenly they seemed to be sitting in a room in the Meme ship. Skull acquired a ghostly body, a kind of transparent sketch instead of a real solid figure.
“I figured out what you did,” he said once he got used to the situation. “Back when we started, on the way out, when all that…happened.”
“Hmmm. What did I do?” She ran her hands over the walls, which began to rearrange themselves into more human contours.
“It was your body. I thought it was the Eden Plague interfering with my nanos, the interaction unbalancing me, but it wasn’t, was it?”
Raphaela folded her hands and sat down on a newly-extruded chair before it was really ready, gesturing at another. “Like most things, the answer is no, and yes.”
“Explain that please.” Where once he would have been angry, now he was serene. Perhaps without biology, he had little emotional amplitude.
“Meme communicate with biochemicals, but nothing so crude as hormones and pheromones. My human body has those, sure, and plenty of them, and don’t think I have complete control either because I don’t. What happened, rather, was my Meme physiology trying to communicate with your human one, that’s all.”
“What was it trying to say?”
She smiled with sad eyes. “Everything humans want to say to each other but often can’t. I love you, I despise you, I want you, I hate you, I need you – I am family. Did you know that in humans, the myriad colonies of bacteria that inhabit our bodies – skin, digestive system, even our tears – exchange populations through touch, especially intimate touch? When a husband and wife come together, they are literally growing together. Becoming one flesh, because a human isn’t human without all those little inhabitants. We’d die in short order without them; they do many vital jobs. Meme biology is just a bit more directed about the whole thing.”
“So you weren’t trying to program me?”
“Not at first. But once I had access to the Watcher Base, I did a little tinkering, just around the margins. It was more like, oh, baking cookies and rubbing your feet to put you in a good mood, than some kind of mind control. I wouldn’t do that. Love that’s not freely chosen has no value.” She got out of her chair to kneel next to his, to hold his ghostly hand. “Your will was always your own. It’s what made you Alan, and what made you Skull. I loved both of you.”
He leaned to kiss her, a faint electric sizzle in their virtual world. “They love you too.”
“And I have something to tell both of them.” She placed Skull’s transparent hand on her abdomen. “You’re going to be a father. Again.”
“I’m all right with that.”
They stayed that way for a time.
“Tell me something else,” Skull said. “Why did the…did Raphael choose that name?”
“Why not? He’d been called many things, depending on the role he played. He’d impersonated many gods to the primitive cultures.”
Skull looked down at and through his hands. “Are you trying to say he really was God? Like…God God?”
“Oh, you mean like Jehovah to the Hebrews? No, not at all. That would be…that would be a kind of blasphemy.”
Skull snorted. “What? I thought you said neither of you believed in the supernatural.”
“No, but we both believe in truth. To claim to be the creator of the universe would be…dishonest. Not blasphemy against a deity, just against truth and morality.”
“Raphael had no problem claiming to be Ra, or Zeus.”
She shrugged. “All I can say is that was different to him. Claiming to be a greater being was no problem. He was a greater being after all, by access to technology, by superior knowledge, and by biological abilities. That’s the best I can explain it.”
Skull relaxed perceptibly and Raphaela knew that the question had been important to him. Despite his lack of adherence to the Catholicism of his upbringing, somewhere deep down he believed in some kind of God. To be told it might be just a big Wizard of Oz act wasn’t likely to keep peace between them. If she had to shade the truth a bit…so be it.
“So the Raphael thing…when did that start?” He looked at his hand, which was becoming more solid-looking by the second.
“When he became old enough, and had consumed enough of his siblings, to become sentient. The Watchers had collected many ancient writings as part of their assignment. It appealed to him to be a guardian angel. Why, don’t you like it?”
He smiled widely, a rarity. “I can’t think of any name more appropriate. But I believe from now on, I’ll call you Rae.”
She smiled in return. “Rae Denham. I can get used to that.”
A thoughtful look came over his face. “Denham. Heh. Seems moot now. You want to marry a ship?”
“I want to marry a man, whatever body he inhabits. Children do better with parents that are married, regardless of your wishes or mine. Besides…let me just say that this ship has possibilities.”
“I don’t know what that means, but…I’m all right with it, I guess. I’ll be your ship.” He was now fully solid, fully realized, looking just like his old self.
“Oh, Alan,” she cried as she came into his arms. “I love you.”
“Yeah,” he smiled, “I knew you’d say that.”
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Two grueling days later filled with repairs, compromises and Intelligence analyses of the battle, Orion was under weigh for home. Along with the newly-christened Earth Space Navy Frigate Alan Denham – they even found a bottle of smuggled champagne to break on her prow by a spacesuited volunteer – they were pushed by the four modified Meme drones bio-welded to the back of the battleship. While relatively small compared to the enormous weight of Orion, the fusion engines of the fighter-sized biomachines imparted enough speed to take them back to Earth orbit in an estimated four weeks, leaving a week of air to spare. All Orion had to do was run a water feed and a control cable to the drones.
Even that was a flexible estimate, as Raphaela, now obviously in control of the scout ship, informed Captain Absen that Denham could manufacture oxygen for breathing if necessary. After several days, the frigate had been recast on the inside into a ship that could be more or less run by humans. He let Raphaela do her work for two more days, until eventually it appeared she had the time to meet with him and his senior officers.
They met in the Captain’s Mess, impeccably served by his Stewards, though the fare was mundane. Much of Absen’s personal stock had been destroyed by one of the many shocks to the ship. But dinner with the captain was a naval tradition. Talking ship’s business only after dinner was also a tradition, so the meal went quickly and soon Absen got to the real reason for the meeting.
But first he loosened his collar to signal the change and said, “I just wanted to say again, on behalf of everyone here, how sorry we are about Denham and how proud we are of his heroism. I’ve spoken with the President and the Medal of Honor is the least we can do. I think a few dozen other countries are lining up similar awards.”
“Thank you, Captain,” she said. “I’m sure he will – would have – appreciated that.”
Absen took another sip of water, wishing he had some port or sherry. “I need to know more about the alien ship. What went on, what’s our prisoners’ status – your reports have been brief and vague.”
“I understand, Captain, and I thank you for the time you’ve given me to put Earth’s newest vessel in order. Starting with the ship: it will live.” She did not say anything about the Denham engram, which was slowly extending itself within its namesake. There was no telling how they would react to the oddity of a living ship with a formerly human mind.
She went on, “It is relatively young as these things go, grown for the voyage, which lasted several hundred years and originated in a star system the location of which I have provided to the intelligence people. But you have no prisoners, Captain.”
“What do you mean? We have the Meme.”
“In human terms, you have sacks of meat. All that is Meme has escaped.”
“Explain please.” Absen sipped at his water glass, making a face at its recycled taste.
“Even more than humans, Meme are just a body that carries memories. In their case, their memories are encoded in complex molecules and can be moved, transferred. So what you have is the physical remains of three Meme after they detached their essences and crawled into a tiny ship, that then fired itself back the way it came, probably to rendezvous with whatever is coming. It's as if three people loaded their brains into a missile and sent themselves alive out into space.”
“Thus the remaining protoplasm…and why there wasn’t more resistance. But I read the report: they were alive.”
“They are alive, but have no mind. You make a good point, however. They will be very useful to us.”
“For research?”
“And more. I can induce them to divide and replicate. Each new blank Meme thus created could Blend with a human. Without Meme memories, the Blends would experience little in the way of mental stress, but could gain some abilities, not the least of which would be that they could help me genuinely crew this ship.”
Absen nearly dropped his glass. “We are really in the realm of fantasy now, miss. You actually think I’m going to let you create a bunch of Meme and hand a weapon like that ship over to you?”
“Captain,” her voice was exasperated. “I understand you not trusting me, but these new Blends would be the same people after the process as before. Think of it rather as infecting them with new abilities without changing their minds. In an Earth full of biotech and nanotech – and cyber-tech – what is this but just a leap forward? It’s using the enemy’s abilities against him, again.”
“I won’t make that decision. I won’t authorize it, not unless the situation was dire. We have time. Don’t we?” Absen leaned forward. “We do have time?”
“Unfortunately they wiped their main databanks before they left. These individuals were not warriors but they were also not entirely stupid. However, like all complex information systems, there is a lot of residual and backup that I am still working through.”
“Cut to the chase, please,” Absen said mildly.
“Nine years.”
Everyone in the room let out a sigh of relief. “That’s…we have a chance.”
“A chance, yes. Nine years…and then the Destroyer comes.”
“A destroyer?” Absen’s eyes narrowed. “In our terms, that’s bigger than a frigate. So, one or two classes larger than this ship? That will be nasty.”
Raphaela’s eyes grew bright, and she seemed to gain presence with the gravity of her expression. “No, Captain, not a destroyer, as in a very small cruiser. I found a reference to a ship they sent for as soon as they realized our technology included nuclear weapons. It’s a Destroyer like the Hindu god Shiva. As in, ‘I am become Death, Destroyer of Worlds.’ That kind of Destroyer.”
“They mean to wipe us out.”
Raphaela nodded grimly. “They always meant to wipe us out, ladies and gentlemen. It doesn’t really matter whether it’s by plague or asteroid or absorptive Blending or by fusion hellfire weapons. This is what Meme do. They are a predator species, except instead of merely eating their prey, they Blend with it, ‘improving’ both life forms. But unlike in me, if they do, all of your humanity will be erased.”
Absen rubbed his face with his palms. “Nine years. Against…what? A death machine big enough to destroy a planet? How can we fight that?”
“How did you fight the scout ship? Human cooperation leaped forward a hundred years in its natural development to build Orion. Human ingenuity and courage and sacrifice helped it win against a foe that should have beaten it hands-down. Have faith, Captain, and tell your crew to have faith. We have nine years.” She looked over at Jill Repeth, unconsciously placing her hand on her belly in a gesture familiar to mothers everywhere. “Let’s make them count.”



Epilogue


The trinity slept and dreamed in its tiny, crowded prison: Commander, Executive, Biologist, like three very intelligent rats in a very small cage. Had it not slept, they would have gone mad. There was nothing to do, no one to talk to except themselves, so it lived in worlds of the past, dwelling in the memories of their molecules.
At two-thirds of lightspeed the probe coasted and occasionally pulsed with a radio beacon, announcing itself to the entity it had summoned when they first learned of the Watchers’ failure and the humans’ technological aspirations. When the time was right, the tiny vehicle would match velocities to be consumed by its gigantic cousin, and trinity would tell its tale of woe.
When that happened, it knew it would be reborn. And better yet, it would be afforded a role in the inevitable conquest to come.
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Repeth’s blast blew open the hatch and struck pillow blows against the two cybercommandos. Armor and sound cancellation reduced it to almost nothing. From the outside, though, it must have been quite a shock to those nearby.
As soon as the explosion passed, she leaped upward, catching the lip of the opening. The hatch cover itself had embedded itself in a nearby building, now gleaming under the harsh glare of industrial arc lamps. Several screaming people ran away from the blast.
One didn’t, and opened up with an AK on full automatic. Bullets ripped chunks out of the wall around the heavy steel lid, a natural enough mistake in the confusion: misidentifying the threat. Repeth heaved herself out of the manhole, somersaulted, and simultaneously pulled out the PW5 on her thigh. Its tiny Needleshock rounds put down the gunman and three other guards that were staggering to their feet.
Must have been a roving patrol. Just luck they were nearby: bad luck for them, good for me.
Behind her she heard Muzik follow her onto the cold new asphalt. Checking her HUD, she bolted in the direction of the laboratory and its heavily fortified computer system.
Her information, supplied no doubt by an insider, said that all the Septagon data was kept in two places only.
One copy was discreetly hidden in a Moscow bank safe deposit box, on a multi-terabyte hard drive no bigger than a game console. Updated weekly in case of disaster, it was Winthrop Jenkins’ personal insurance policy, unknown to others in the cyborg program.
Not unknown to the CIA. Repeth knew that defections to the US and other free nations had increased an hundredfold since the Septagon coup. The cyborgs might be able to control the apparatus at the top, but the Russian people had never submitted easily to foreign domination, rising to defeat enemy after enemy that tried to invade them, ending with Napoleon and Hitler.
That data would be taken care of by a different team of unusual special operatives – a crew, if the truth ever be known, of former bank robbers that the US government had scared straight and put to work for their country. Repeth mentally saluted them and wished them well.
The only other cache of data was here, data drives within an isolated vault. Fortunately for Repeth and Muzik, the ground of the town-turned-base was soggy, tundra-like, and thus basements had not been built for the new construction. In the quick conversion, Septagon had opted to fortify an existing building.
The building they sprinted for now.
PW5 pistol in one hand, PW20 .50 caliber heavy slugthrower in the other, Repeth led the charge. The handgun popped intermittently, one shot per human being she saw. Her HUD datalinked with the chip in her brain and the one in her mechanical eye to identify targets as they presented themselves, like a video game on the screen inside the faceplate.
Down two blocks and over one brought them within a street’s length of Building W, the lab. “Wish we could have come up closer,” Repeth remarked.
“Wishes, fishes. Up we go.”
She had almost emptied her pistol’s fifty-round magazine by that time, so she quickly changed magazines and replaced the weapon in its thigh holster. Then she looked up to the top of the two-story warehouse between them and their goal, and jumped.
Muzik followed her through the air as they arced up and over the brick parapet of the old building. They both alighted heavily, and Muzik had to pull a foot loose from a soft spot in the old wood of the roof. “Watch that, we could fall through.”
“Got it.” Sidling sideways, she followed a brace beneath the surface, visible in the IR as the material sagged slightly around it, and showed a different temperature as well. Moving forward, eventually she caught sight of the laboratory, with its five-meter fence and lights blazing like white suns. Her HUD spotted motion everywhere and marked two dozen targets. She saw a pair of light armored vehicles parked within view, BTR-90s she thought, and prioritized all her weapon fire. Then she put her EMP projector in her left hand and readied her PW20 in her right.
Glancing at the HUD ranging readout, Repeth said, “Set your thrusters for sixty-five meters, and aim for that left air intake. EMP the left BTR in the air. I got the right, then pick off personnel.”
“Roger,” said Roger.
Old joke, new circumstances. She jumped.
Compressed gas shot out of her boots as her feet left the parapet, giving Repeth the extra distance she needed to clear all the obstacles and land on the laboratory roof. It would have been nice to have more than one booster and one landing charge, but this ironman suit of hers was already overloaded with gadgetry.
Her HUD showed Muzik a fraction of a second behind her and off to her left. She fired her PW20 nine times in two seconds, letting her computer targeting system do all the work, while concentrating on the EMP cannon in her other hand. When she was as close as she was likely to get she triggered it straight into the turret of the BTR-90 armored vehicle.
All the lights on the vehicle exploded and the turret spun sideways, its electrically-powered chain gun spitting shells into the night. She saw it cut down one of its own soldiers, then fall silent with a last lone pop. Smoke began to pour from its engine compartment and troops bailed out, frantically beating at flaming uniforms.
Someone yelled as she and Muzik were spotted in the air, and a burst of tracers reached into the sky far from their position.
Too much to hope, not to be seen.
Both came down with a burst of retro-thrust to slow them, otherwise they might have broken through at least the top surface of the roof. As soon as she gained steady footing, Repeth holstered her EMP cannon and ripped a large air intake cover off its mountings and discarded it to the side, revealing a second layer a meter down consisting of welded steel plating – in effect, an armored roof. She reached to her back-rack and extracted a self-opening thermite cutter frame. Popping its clamp, she let it expand its slinky-like shape until it formed a circle a meter across.
Dropping it, she let it settle on a featureless stretch of steel, then stepped back and crouched, facing away. “Ready?” she called over her comm, as Muzik should have done the same near him.
“Ready. Fire in the hole.”
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